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            1. Deceived and Framed

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 5th January, 1996

      Kentobi, Central Africa

      From under the trees, Phil McKenzie observed the two helicopters at take-off. They adopted a forward tilting attitude, engines screaming as height and speed were gained. When the leading aircraft reached two hundred feet, Phil raised his rifle and fired two rapid shots into the front of the Perspex canopy.

      “Do you think it’ll work Phil?” Joe Conroy asked.

      The Russian-built Hind plummeted to the ground, hit the Kentobi dust, and exploded in a ball of flame.

      “It’ll work,” Phil replied. “Without his escort, the fearless dictator will turn back.”

      The second Hind, containing General Amadi Meterenge, banked to the right taking evasive action. The General’s helicopter also went out of control, spiralled to the ground and exploded in a ball of flame.

      “Shit!” Phil gritted his teeth. “Before it spun, the Perspex splintered on the second chopper. I didn’t hear a shot.”

      “Long range with a suppressor fitted.” Joe scanned the countryside to the north with his binoculars. “I reckon it came from the outcrop over there, but who the fuck was it?” He continued looking. “It’s a range of at least five hundred metres.”

      “No time to ponder,” Phil said, before turning to the other two members of the team.  “Let’s go lads. We can’t hang about here.”

      Pete Kelly and Dave Carter had been lying prone behind Phil, keeping watch to the rear of the small group. When they heard the second explosion, they exchanged a glance before continuing to observe their individual arcs.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was the leader of Bravo Two-One, a team of British Special Air Service (SAS) soldiers. They had jogged fifteen kilometres across undulating scrub under a rising sun, and through a forest to meet their deadline. The team had arrived with minutes to spare and left the scene in a hurry. Their lightweight combat kit was saturated from the outward run.

      In the opinion of his peers and superiors alike, Phil had the ability to lead, or blend in and be the grey man. His short dark hair and athletic build ensured he appeared unassuming and ordinary in civilian clothes. On a mission, he was 100 % emotionless weapon of war.

      According to those who knew him well, and they were few, he was always emotionless. No humour or sadness. He was handsome and fit, but an automaton. Training and instinct had served him faithfully over the years in many international operations. He lived for his job.

      Joe was thirty-six, like Phil, but there, the similarity ended. At six-foot-two, Joe was four inches taller, had a muscular build, blond hair, and the nickname Viking. He had served with Phil for seven years, and they’d been in many tight scrapes together. Joe’s dry humour usually helped in the bad times, aided by his selfless attitude.

      Apart from the brief exchanges between Phil and Joe, and the instruction to move out, nobody spoke for twenty minutes after the shooting.

      The team maintained a steady pace when they left the scene. The forest canopy provided minimal shelter, but on reaching the western edge, they would be in the open for at least thirty minutes.

      Phil signalled a halt while inside the tree line. “Okay lads.” He was taking deep breaths. “I don’t know who else is out there ... but somebody wanted the General dead.” Phil paused. “Now think about our flight out here.”

      Like the others, Dave used the stop to take in some water. He capped his bottle. “While we’ve been runnin’,” he said, “I’ve been thinkin’—it doesn’t make sense.”

      Phil said, “It was a bloody set-up?” He turned to Joe. “Viking?”

      “Now you mention it, I agree,” the big man said, having caught his breath. “Our pilot wasn’t happy when you said we’d continue the mission on foot.” He nodded as he recalled. “For a pilot, he was more agitated by your decision, than he was by his helicopter malfunctioning. If it had been one of our regular pilots, he’d have been cursing the machine.”

      “When we reach the chopper,” Phil said, “watch our aircrew.” He glanced at Joe and nodded. “We’ll bring it up at the main debrief. I don’t want anybody to say anything to the two flyboys.” Each of the men made eye contact with Phil to acknowledge, and they continued to watch for danger.

      “Let me do the talking,” Phil continued as he packed away his bottle. “Something isn’t right.” The others nodded, and the team set off at a trot.
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        * * *

      

      At twenty-four, Dave was the youngest of the squad. He was a short, dark-haired Scotsman with a great soldiering attitude, a quick mind—and sometimes a quick tongue. Having completed SAS selection six months earlier, this was his first live mission.

      He had been in the Highland Light Infantry before his transfer, and his personal assets were his weapon skills and medical knowledge. He was good at logical thinking, like all who passed the rigorous selection process to join the SAS. It had been suggested Dave should control his tendency to question everything.

      Phil’s team were at peak fitness but dehydrated rapidly under the intense heat. They stopped after another fifteen minutes, each going down on one knee, watching terrain and skyline while listening for any signs of military hardware or human movement. All they saw as they took turns drinking were the grazing wildebeest, zebra and giraffe in the distance.

       Pete was a ginger-haired, thirty-year-old ex-Para who had worked with Phil and Joe on several missions and trusted them both. Phil had saved Pete’s life twice. Taking care of comrades was natural to some men.

      As ‘Tail-end-Charlie’ in patrol formation, Pete kept his rifle butt in the shoulder and a watchful eye to the rear while he was listening. Wherever he focused, his rifle pointed. He was a wiry man whose head and eyes constantly moved, like a wild animal. He spoke when necessary. As they covered ground, he was continually thinking; assessing.

      Dave said, “It must be thirty minutes flying time, for any of their planes to get here.”

      Pete smiled but said nothing. His young colleague was on edge. It occurred to Phil, young Dave wanted reassurance a helicopter gunship, or a brace of Kentobi fighters wasn’t about to show. He winked at Viking.

      “Don’t worry Dave,” Viking said and grinned. “By the time they get organised, we’ll be in a different fucking country. It isn’t NATO we’re dealing with here.”

      Phil said, “You got something on your mind, Pete?”

      “It might be something, and nothing, Boss,” Pete glanced at the others. “Before you fired, I turned to do a quick three-sixty, and for a split second I thought I saw something.” He squinted.

      “Go on,” Viking said. “Spit it out, mate.”

      “Before the boss fired at the chopper—a flash or reflection occurred on the outcrop to the north of our position.”

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Dave said.

      “Dave,” Phil said, “shut the fuck up!” He turned to Viking, “What do you reckon mate?”

      “It could have been binoculars,” the big man said. “It might have been a telescopic sight.”

      “A pro wouldn’t be careless,” Pete said, “aiming at us without firing.”

      “Unless it was a pro with a last minute briefing or a change of heart.” Viking nodded. “Yeah, maybe we were meant to be targets.”

      Dave’s top teeth closed on his bottom lip. He was silenced by a raised eyebrow from Phil, and the expletive was cancelled.

      “Keep everything for the debriefing,” Phil said.

      “Boss,” Pete said, looking to their rear. “Unless we’ve discovered hungry lions hunting in the daytime ....” He pointed to a herd of wildebeest which had taken fright. Their dust trail camouflaged whatever had spooked them until two separate dust trails rose behind them.

      “They’re fucking big lions,” Viking said.

      The team set off at a steady jog. It was hoped whatever the pursuit vehicles were—they didn’t have mounted machine guns. A heavy machine gun could send its deadly message over a serious distance.

      The border was indistinct, with no official markings, but they could make out the helicopter parked in the haze three kilometres distant. They reached a point without cover—an ideal range for pursuing troops. Other men might have considered an extra burst of adrenalin and start an early, meaningless sprint. Those sprints faded over distance. The men of Bravo Two-One continued at their steady pace.

      An acacia tree between them and their helicopter was the closest thing to a border recognition point. Spits of earth erupted in a row, a few metres to the right of the team. A few seconds later the deep thud, thud, of the machine gun, carried on the breeze. The team zigzagged as they ran, but on the baked, pitted ground, it was hazardous.

      As they passed a sizeable solitary boulder, Joe stopped and turned to face their rear.

      “Viking!” Phil shouted and glanced back.

      “Go, Boss,” Viking called as he took cover behind the boulder. “Pick me up.” He took aim and fired a series of single, effective shots at the approaching vehicles.

      “Move it, lads,” Phil said to the others, who had also stopped and turned. He ran to Joe’s side and placed two full magazines next to him. “We’ll be right back mate.” It was a tough decision to take on the role of rearguard. He’d done it himself more than once. Viking was a man’s man—a warrior.

      As Phil ran, he held his rifle across his chest and kept a steady pace, confident he would be okay. Bursts of automatic fire no longer sent streams of bullets to land around his feet, and he could hear the single shots from Viking. Rapid fire was being returned to the rearguard. The big man would be firing at the pursuing vehicles with alternate shots which would affect their accuracy.

      Phil caught up with the others. Every second would count for Joe. It was ten agonising minutes before they crossed the open border into Mowhandi; and their helicopter. When five hundred metres away, Phil raised his left hand with forefinger extended and made a circular motion.

      The pilot and co-pilot had been standing in the shadow of the Puma’s fuselage, staring into the heat-haze. They donned their helmets and climbed into the cockpit. When the three elite soldiers reached the machine, the rotor blades were circling, and a cloud of dust rose up.

      “We’ve got one to pick up back there!” Phil screamed, leaping into the cargo area.

      “I’m not crossing the border—” The pilot was silenced by a pistol muzzle being pressed to his kidneys.

      “You pick him up,” Phil said, “or your fucking co-pilot gets a rapid promotion.”

      The helicopter’s engines screamed on take-off, and the pilot glared over his shoulder at Phil. The other two men in the fighting team eased themselves into the large doorway, rifle butts in the shoulder, heels of their boots hooked into the metal runner beneath the open hatch. They exchanged a look, and Dave’s lips pressed together. Dimples appeared in his cheeks. The team had changed from hunted to hunters.

      It took two minutes before the Puma was close to the boulder, flying at fifty feet above the ground, nose inclined forward, rotors kicking up dust. The pilot turned his aircraft side-on. It was the wrong thing to do defensively, but briefings aside, his passengers were the elite and could shoot more accurately with a full view.

      Phil knelt close behind the others in the doorway and surveyed the scene below. One vehicle was overturned, and four bodies were strewn around the area. A second vehicle was within one hundred metres of Viking’s location. Two bodies lay beside the second vehicle, and one man lay spread-eagled in the open. A lone surviving Kentobi soldier was exchanging fire with Viking.

      “I’ve got him, Boss,” Pete called amidst the noise of the Puma’s engines. He squeezed the trigger, and the Kentobi soldier flew backwards with a hole in his head.

      As Viking ran towards the aircraft, he and Phil nodded to each other. A nod was their thanks either way, as Viking threw his rifle to Phil and climbed aboard using one hand. Blood streamed down his injured left arm.

      When airborne, Dave unpacked painkillers and dealt with the bandaging of Viking’s wound. Dave nodded towards the pilot, narrowed his eyes and shook his head.

      Viking nodded and gave Dave a thumbs-up for the first aid.

      Phil sat with his back against the bulkhead and looked at his colleagues with pride. He had been around a while, but nothing beat the knowledge your team had your back covered and believed in your judgement. Whatever the pilot and co-pilot said at any subsequent hearing, they’d be outvoted.

      It was a forty-minute flight to the military airbase in Mowhandi. Conversation was minimal.
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Barrington-Cross of the Royal Lancers was the United Nations Liaison Officer for the troubled region. Several UN member nations had officers in African countries. He had taken the job because of the international flavour of the challenge, and to gain another medal. Barrington-Cross had been a young lieutenant during the first Gulf War, in 1991. He had survived the conflict because of a strong bunch of soldiers. On one occasion his NCO’s had saved him from making a catastrophic decision, and the Company survived the situation unscathed.

      In an attempt to be associated with glory, the young officer later attended an SAS Selection Course at Hereford. He had trained hard physically for six months before the attempt but failed. He had misjudged the full criteria of the process, and his attitude was noted by more than one instructor.

      The men who wore the winged-dagger badge had more going for them than fitness. Barrington-Cross was ‘Returned to Unit’ on the third day. He had let down a long line of distinguished ancestors—again.

      As these things do, the word spread and the disappointed officer’s postings had been structured toward less arduous roles. He was fiercely jealous of the men who were capable of making rapid, accurate decisions under fire.

      He stood across the desk from Phil, scowling. The officer’s knuckles were pressing on the desk as he leant forward. Unlike the heat the team had experienced, this officer’s temporary workplace was cooled by the low buzz of an overhead fan. He had commandeered the small building solely to conduct this conversation.

      A hint of alcohol contaminated the air when Barrington-Cross spoke. “Who the Hell do you think you are, McKenzie? The winged dagger badge doesn’t give you the right to assassinate whoever you please.”

      Phil fixed his gaze on the senior officer, ignoring the two suited men in the room. They had the appearance of diplomats or politicians as Phil thought of them, and he didn’t like politicians.

      The liaison officer walked around the desk and stood within arm’s length of Phil.

      Phil stared into the man’s eyes. “I was fulfilling my brief—Sir.”

      “Don’t try to be a bloody smartarse with me, my friend,” the officer said. “Your helicopter pilot told you the mission would have to be aborted because of a mechanical fault, so he landed while on the Mowhandi side of the border.” The officer narrowed his eyes. “You, however, insisted on continuing into Kentobi on foot.”

      “We had a mission to accomplish.”

      “You put the lives of your team in danger. You had the audacity to tell the pilot to radio in his position, but wait for your return.”

      “I don’t know who these two gentlemen are, but if you’d like me to speak in front of them, I will.”

      Barrington-Cross wasn’t going to browbeat this soldier. Special Forces personnel are intelligent, modern warriors and most have a firm grasp of the political situation of the day. The burly officer turned.

      “Gentlemen, I would appreciate a few minutes alone with this soldier. I feel we should discuss this matter—at a military level before I make my report.”

      One of the two diplomats opened his mouth to argue, but his associate nodded towards the door and looked back. “Five minutes Colonel.”

      “Thank you,” Barrington-Cross waited until the door was closed before he turned to face Phil. “Now, bloody explain yourself.” He smirked. “I have a feeling you’re about to be arrested for the assassination of an international statesman.”

      In the absence of witnesses, Phil showed his true contempt. A dimple appeared in his right cheek, and he shook his head. “You might as well get rid of the uniform and dress like those two arseholes out there.”  Despite his self-control, Phil could feel his face warming.

      “You had better watch your step McKenzie, and remember who you’re talking to—”

      “Why?” Phil interrupted. “Is this being fucking recorded?” He turned his head to look into the corners of the small office to emphasise the point. Phil’s nostrils flared as he breathed, but he kept his mouth closed when he wasn’t speaking. The scent of the officer’s aftershave drifted to Phil’s nostrils. It was out of place amongst the other aromas, the whirring overhead fan and the intense heat and dust.

      “Okay,” Barrington-Cross said. “You tell me. What do you think is going on?”

      Phil levelled his gaze on the liaison man and spoke for five minutes, explaining the political and military situation in each of the four neighbouring countries. When he named the head of state who had been assassinated, he emphasised the rank, and laughed after saying, “General Amadi Meterenge.” He concluded his speech in a matter of fact tone.

      “I don’t know who did shoot down his aircraft, but they did the world a favour.” As Phil spoke, he watched the liaison officer. The big man’s eyes had lost the intense glare, his cheeks were relaxed, and his jaw sagged. Phil nodded slowly and summarised.

      “Don’t try to bluff me about fucking reports Colonel. You wouldn’t be aware of the original brief. I reckon you’ve been told to pull me in and rubber stamp my arrest and you are to point the official accusing finger.”

      The Colonel couldn’t stop the twitch in his left eye. “How much I’m aware of, is no concern of yours soldier. You are now relieved of duty, and you’ll be escorted from here under armed guard.”

      “Before my armed guard arrives, I have two questions for you to ponder.”

      “Go on.”

      “First. How long was the helicopter crew ordered to wait before abandoning us?” Phil smirked when the Colonel’s eyes widened. “Secondly, how is it such a faulty helicopter made it back here without a hitch?”
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        * * *

      

      While Phil’s unofficial debriefing was taking place, a white Toyota Land Cruiser pulled up at the entrance to the small building. It had UN painted on various body panels in large black letters. Two burly soldiers, one white and one black, got out. They were wearing UN insignia and light blue berets. Both glanced at the armed men outside before entering the remote building. A few minutes later, they came out with Phil in handcuffs. One of them was carrying Phil’s weapons.

      Phil’s team had been sitting on wooden pallets in the shade of a roof extension. They were drinking water and discussing how the smell of wildlife permeated the air. When they saw Phil being led toward the Toyota, their first response was to stand and raise their weapons into a firing position.

      The UN soldiers hesitated. Phil made eye contact with his team and shook his head. The armed escort continued to glance back as they ushered Phil into their vehicle.

      The liaison officer appeared in the doorway to address the team. Right behind him were the two men in suits.

      “You three gentlemen,” Barrington-Cross said, “will be debriefed on this sorry affair and flown back to the UK.” He glanced at the Toyota. “You will face military proceedings should your Commanding Officer wish.” He cast a long look at the departing Toyota, and his left eye twitched. “I will, of course, furnish your CO with a report of the facts. Your plane will leave in approximately one hour.”

      “What about our fuckin’ boss?’ Dave stepped forward, his rifle across his body.

      “Your boss has an appointment elsewhere—don’t push your luck, soldier.”

      “Well,” Dave said as the officer turned and went inside, “I reckon we should go after the Toyota and spring Phil from those fuckin’ UN gorillas.”

      “No point mate,” Viking said. “We’d end up joining him, and you saw his blank expression. He’d want us to do the right thing.”

      “Which fuckin’ is?” Dave said, his brow furrowed and eyes squinted.

      “We shut the fuck up.” Viking shook his head. “We let the head-shed deal with it when we get back to Hereford.” He turned to stare at the departing UN vehicle. “Phil will be fine.”

      Pete cleared his throat and spat onto the dust before voicing a rare opinion. “If the boss man at Hereford thinks there’s anythin’ to worry about, we’ll be comin’ back here mob-handed to get Phil out. I’ll personally tackle both of those fucking gorillas.”

      Dave and Viking laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. Changing Direction

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 29th June

      The Borders

      Phil cruised north up the M74, having crossed the border from England into Scotland. It was bright and dry, late afternoon, and motorway traffic was light for mid-summer. Phil listened to Swan Lake, as he considered recent meetings with Stuart Fowler, in London.

      Stuart had been one of many who’d been clutched from the jaws of death by Phil. At the time of his rescue, Stuart had been an operative with MI6. When he returned to the UK, he transferred to MI5, and following rapid promotion, was given leeway to head up a new department. Stuart had become a decision maker.

      Classical music could be intense, soothing, or dramatic, but it was uncluttered by lyrics. Phil enjoyed it when he wanted to consider something of importance. Since his unceremonious arrest in Africa a few months earlier, Phil’s military career had been cut short, but he had calmed. He wanted to know who was responsible, but he was dealing with it. His meeting with Stuart had helped.

      It was 17:30 when in the middle of On the Beautiful Blue Danube a newsflash interrupted. Two known criminals in Glasgow had been released from custody due to lack of evidence. The alleged crime was the killing of a police officer and his daughter. During the live news report, laughter from the accused, mixed with jeering as they walked free.

      Phil turned off the M74 at Abington Services and headed across country towards Edinburgh on the A702. The newsflash didn’t create a change of plan, but the laughter in the report was enough. Phil’s mind was racing.

      At 19:00, Phil pulled into a multi-storey car park before booking into a nearby hotel. He had a meal in a restaurant in the Grassmarket, and one hour after arriving in Edinburgh, he was on the M8 driving west—to Glasgow.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Glasgow

      Phil sat in his car one hundred metres from The Gallows bar on Duke Street. He observed people going into the place. Few were coming out, and those who did were past caring about their destination, staggering along the pavement, bouncing off the walls.

      After parking in a nearby street, Phil lifted the can of beer from the passenger seat and got out. He took a swig, swirled it around his mouth and swallowed before pouring the remainder into the kerbside. He opened the boot of the car, threw his leather jacket inside, and placed the empty beer can beside it. He lifted out a badly worn tweed coat, and glasses.

      At 21:00, Phil approached The Gallows and effected a stagger as he reached the door. Observant locals could be dangerous. Phil timed his entrance to be with a group of three men he’d seen heading towards the place. Once inside, he assessed the layout on his way to the bar. Cigarette smoke drifted in layers of greys and blues. Various smells hung in the air, but smoke, stale sweat and spilt beer were prominent.

      Phil squeezed up to the bar and slurred his words as he ordered a pint. He paid for it with coins, knowing it would stand out to any vigilant onlooker if he used a note. When paying, he separated the coins, counting them to the barman as if it was a fortune. In preparation for such scenes, he had kept loose change.

      “You’re new around here pal,” an old-timer murmured close to Phil’s left ear. The bar was overcrowded and rowdy by anybody’s standards, and at least three different sing-a-longs were going on. The old guy had been quiet, and Phil reckoned it was a tactic to get a free beer from strangers.

      Phil was leaning on the bar but stood to sip his beer. He squinted as he turned. The last thing he wanted was to attract any attention. He engaged the wizened drinker in conversation to help establish his cover.

      “I’m looking for my wife’s fancy man,” Phil confided and winked. He stared into his beer before sipping more. “I’ve been locked up for a while down south and when I got back ....” he shook his head.

      “Davie,” the old man said, holding out a gnarled hand.

      “Hi Davie,” Phil said. “I’m Gerry.”

      “Does your missus live around here Gerry?”

      “Nah,” Phil said. “I left her in the house in Clydebank with a fat lip, and now I’m looking for Barry Kerrigan.” Phil hoped he wouldn’t hear about a drunken prize-fighter in the place called Barry Kerrigan.

      “I don’t recollect anybody around here called Kerrigan.”

      “Well, she said he lived on Duke Street, near the railway station,” Phil slurred. “I’ve been to three bars already, but I’ll keep looking. When I find him, I’m gonna’ fuckin’ kill him.” He continued to stare at his pint and squinted.

      It took thirty minutes and one pint from Phil, before old Davie was boasting that he was on good terms with one of the cop-killers who’d been on the news. Phil pretended to be impressed. He told Davie a man who had killed a copper was special.

      “He’s over there,” Davie said with a nod, “Frankie McSherry. He’s the man wearing a tie.” The old guy smiled. “He’ll be celebrating because he’ll get paid well for bumping off the copper.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I heard him earlier.” Davie leant close enough for Phil to smell his filthy coat. “The copper was working undercover, and it was a proper organised hit, y’know?”

      “You mean like an execution?” Phil removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

      “Aye,” Davie said. “It was an execution.”

      “I heard about it on the radio,” Phil said. “Two men were questioned.”

      “McSherry was one of them,” Davie said, “an’ he’s a fucking nutcase.”

      Phil stuck around for a second beer.
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        * * *

      

      After staggering from the bar, Phil paid a visit to his Toyota. A few minutes later he wandered to a bus shelter which provided a natural cover to keep an eye on the bar. The light in the shelter was broken which made it ideal. It was more comfortable than many of the observation posts he’d used.

      At 23:35 a group of five men exited the front door of The Gallows and headed along Duke Street. None of them took any notice of the slouching man with the beer can in the bus shelter. After two minutes, the men parted company, leaving McSherry with one much older man—Davie.

      Phil followed them, staying on the opposite side of the street and using the shadows of doorways, bus shelters or parked cars. He thought Davie had probably ingratiated himself with the killer to get a free beer. Hero worship was a strange thing.

      It wasn’t long before the old man left McSherry, and staggered off down a side street. McSherry walked as if he’d been drinking, but he wasn’t staggering out of control. Phil checked the suppressor was secure on the muzzle of his Browning 9mm and pulled back on the breech slide. An opportunity was the next requirement, and it came soon.

      McSherry crossed the road towards Todd Street. It was a short strip of tarmac with a patch of grass and gravel, used as an impromptu overnight park for lorry trailers. McSherry stopped to take a leak.

      Phil walked rapidly until he closed the distance, ensured he was unseen and sprinted across the fifty-metre square patch of grass. He stopped in the shadows between the trees. McSherry was standing next to an empty flatbed trailer spraying over the rear tyres.

      “McSherry?” Phil asked from the shadows.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the killer said. “I’ve pissed down my fucking leg—”

      “Who’s paying you?”

      “Paying me for what?” McSherry said, peering into the darkness, but pissing.

      “Who’s paying you for killing the copper and his child?”

      “Fuck off.”

      Phil stepped forward from the shadows and raised the automatic into the aim, two-handed. “I’ll give you one more chance to live.” He was five metres from McSherry and advancing. The weapon was held steady.

      McSherry said, “I never give out a client’s name. Fuck off.”

      “You did kill the undercover copper?”

      “Has fucking Barnes sent you?”

      “What makes you think Barnes sent me?” Phil said, remembering Barnes was the other suspect who’d been released.

      “Barnes is a double-crossing bastard. If he sent you, he'd fucking cross you as well.”

      “Does he still live in Maryhill?” Phil picked a district at random to get a reaction.

      “Maryhill,” McSherry laughed. “Somebody’s pulling your fucking chain pal. He lives at Anniesland Cross.” He turned and dashed toward Phil.

      The noise of the shot was similar but more muted than a can of fizzy drink being opened.

      It took Phil twenty minutes to find a public phone kiosk which hadn’t been vandalised beyond repair. He called an unlisted number in London.

      “This is Hawk,” Phil said. “The account is open.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 29th June

      Glasgow

      It was 10:00 in the morning and Robert Davenport was under pressure from superiors and local politicians to make a dent in Glasgow’s growing crime figures. He could make reports sound as if he had his finger on the pulse, but he’d lost control of one situation many years before.

      “Chief Constable,” he said confidently when he answered his phone. As he listened to the voice on the other end, he stopped moving papers around on his desk with his free hand and stared at his office door. His jaw set and his blood ran cold. When the caller stopped talking, Davenport responded, but with less self-assurance.

      “I can’t bloody drop everything—” he stopped when he was cut off by his caller’s quiet, threatening tone. He listened before responding. “Okay, for Christ’s sake. Callander Golf Club, tomorrow at nine o’clock.”

      Davenport slammed the handset down and turned his chair before standing to look out at the city. “Fuck you, William Hartley. Fuck you.” He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. “Sunday morning playing golf with Hartley, the bastard,” he muttered. He ran a hand through his thinning fair hair.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 1st July

      Phil arrived on the outskirts of Glasgow on the M8 motorway. He had spent the weekend in Edinburgh, apart from his short trip across to Glasgow on Friday evening. It had been overcast throughout the weekend, and Phil’s mood matched the weather.

      The morning news had carried a piece about the recently freed murder suspect Frankie McSherry being found. He had been shot dead and left on a patch of grass in the east end of Glasgow. Although Phil had dealt with one of the two hit-men, his mind went back to the dead policeman’s children. Barnes deserved a visit.

      By the time Phil exited at junction 15, the sun was making an appearance, reflecting from the glass and steel of the modernised city. Phil glanced at the vast complex of buildings on his left. It was the Royal Infirmary where thirty-six years earlier he’d been born. A variety of memories flashed across his mind as he drove south along Castle Street.

      He pulled into a filling station, topped up his tank, and bought the Daily Record. Glancing at the newspaper’s distinctive title left Phil with a peculiar sense of arriving home. When he was walking back to the car, he thought of a childhood friend, Chas McLean, who’d lived nearby. They’d spent many hours wandering these streets.

      Phil remembered the area well. As boys do, he and Chas had discussed what they’d do when they grew up. Unlike Phil, Chas never got the chance. When Phil reached the multi-junction at Mercat Cross, he turned left onto Gallowgate and the east end.

      Although Phil had never lived in this district of Glasgow, his friend Chas had been brought up there. When Phil was a fourteen-year-old, he had travelled across town by bus to play in Sunday League soccer at Glasgow Green. It was at those games he struck up a friendship with Chas. Phil was to see how rough the district was in a few visits to his friend’s street.

      Chas would joke with other lads playing soccer, if he ever missed a game, they would know he had been murdered. He had joked about knives and occasionally guns changing hands close to where he lived.

      Within a week of his fourteenth birthday, Chas was stabbed to death near his home in the Parkhead district. Phil remembered the Daily Record had campaigned on behalf of the dead boy’s family and friends. A perpetrator was never found, and the lack of justice had always haunted Phil. He’d also remembered if ever there was a place to hide, it was in the east end.
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        * * *

      

      A bent and dishevelled man carrying a wine bottle staggered off the pavement in front of Phil’s car. When the vehicle stopped within inches of him, the drunk was oblivious, calmly wandering across the street in his zigzag fashion.

      Phil followed the road for a few minutes until he saw the v shape on the left-hand side where Duke Street and Westmuir Street joined Gallowgate together. He turned into Westmuir Street and right into Sorby Street. On the right after fifty metres was Southbank Street, a small cul-de-sac. Phil had chosen to rent a flat there, close to where Chas had lived—and died.

      Having parked, Phil unclipped his seat belt and took in the view. He was pleased to see a BMW parked in the street, even if it was a five-year-old model. His dark blue Toyota Celica was two years old, but when freed of the recent film of dirt it would look new. Blending in was paramount. Phil’s car could remain dirty for a while longer.

      It was15:45. He was fifteen minutes early.

      To pass a few minutes, Phil picked up the newspaper he’d bought at the service station. The headline was, ‘McSherry On A Slab—Barnes On Our Streets’. Phil read the story and felt the anger build up. Barnes had no conscience, and according to the article, spent the weekend celebrating his release. He’d called the police to ask if they’d caught the cop-killer.

      Southbank Street was one hundred metres long, and the tenement block took up one side. The brickwork had been given a facelift, like many other old buildings in the city.

      In the 1970s there would have been an open entrance or ‘close’ as it was called. It would have allowed unchallenged access for anyone to walk inside, and up the flights of stairs to anybody’s front door. Now, such buildings had a security door with intercom panel to contact each of the eight apartments, and a digital lock was fitted.

      Outside the block and at the end of the street were parking areas. Directly opposite were the parking spaces and back view of a modern housing block. As Phil was taking in the scene, a red hatchback turned into the street. It was driven along halfway and parked facing the block. In the rear window, a narrow banner proclaimed, Kavanagh and Cooper—Estate Agents, Trongate, Glasgow.

      The driver’s door opened, and a woman in her thirties got out. She looked up and down the street as she locked her car. When she stepped onto the pavement, Phil could see she was carrying a black leather portfolio case—and she took pride in her appearance.

      She was about five-foot-ten, and her copper hair hung to rest on her shoulders. A white blouse and short red skirt emphasised a good figure and her black high-heels accentuated shapely legs.

      Phil lifted his leather jacket from the passenger seat with his left hand as he got out of the car. He had two day’s stubble and was wearing a white T-shirt, jeans and trainers. When he walked toward the estate agent, he was sure she was appraising him, as he was her. He noticed the arching of an eyebrow and a faint smile.

      “Hi.” Phil painted on a smile. “I’m Mr McKenzie. I take it you’re Stella.”

      “Stella Kavanagh.” The woman had a charming Glasgow accent. She extended a slender hand, which was briefly held by Phil as they met each other’s gaze, searching beyond.

      “Would it be the same Kavanagh as advertised on your car sticker?”

      “It would,” she said with a smile. “The name and the company are all I kept. Mister Kavanagh has moved on.”

      “His loss if you don’t mind me saying,”

      “How gracious, Mr McKenzie.”

      Phil inclined his head toward her and smiled.

      “If you’re ready,” Stella said, “I’ll take you up to look at the flat.” She stepped to the door, punched in a four-digit number and pushed. “You’ll see the original features, like the tiled walls, have been retained and the entire building refurbished.”

      They went up to the first-floor landing and stood between Flats Three, and Four.

      “This is the place I suggested on the phone.” Stella used a key to open number three. “It’s the closest I could find to fit your requirements.” She ushered Phil inside, followed him, and closed the door. “Flat Four across the landing is under offer from another client, but if you’d prefer, I’ll swap you to four.”

      “I would expect they are a mirror image of each other,” Phil said.

      “They are, except Flat Four has one large bedroom.” She took Phil on the short guided tour to show him the living room, kitchen, bathroom, spacious master bedroom, and a small single.

      In each room, Phil went to the window to assess the view and check the security. While in the bedrooms, he noted bedding in packaging.

      “Thank you for obtaining the bedding,” he said. “I thought if the place were furnished it would be sensible to ask for bedding too.”

      “I dealt with it myself,” she said. “I hope my taste is satisfactory.”

      “I’m sure it will be,” he said as they moved on. “I noticed three doors downstairs. Would it be two ground floor flats and another entrance door?”

      “The third door gives access to the backyard, which has also been refurbished. Would you like to take a look?”

      “Please, if it’s no problem.”

      They went downstairs and through the back door into a spacious yard which had been grassed. It had flowerbeds, and two wooden benches, making it a neat, cosy garden.

      Phil stood back and appraised the building, taking note of the drainpipe which ran up the right side of the windows. It was within an arm’s reach of the windows of the odd-numbered flats. The rear door had a digital lock fitted, and a two-metre high fence bordered the open aspect of the garden. He nodded his satisfaction when he saw the agent look from him to the building and back.

      “Is it satisfactory?” Stella asked.

      “It’s fine. I have one thing to ask, but I’ll wait until we’re upstairs.”

      She nodded and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      They sat opposite each other at the kitchen table. The estate agent laid out the paperwork and sat back before she explained the support system for issues with maintenance and services. She went on to clarify the deposit, monthly terms, and the details required to secure the apartment rental.

      “You had another question I believe, Mr McK—”

      “Please, call me Phil,” he said, leaning forward onto the table.

      “Thank you, Phil,” she said and smiled, which took several years from her. She clasped her hands on the table. “And your question ...?”

       “Would there be any problem if I rented number three, and number four?”

      “Well.” Her eyes widened. “It isn’t the way we usually do things but should be okay, as long as they are both paid for. We have another client calling to see number four.”

      “Don’t worry about the other client,” he said. “Is the name Patterson?”

      Stella lifted the cover of her notebook. “How could you know—”

      “I have another favour to ask,” Phil said.

      “Anything—” she said, before correcting herself. “... anything ... in particular?”

      “I’d like this flat in my name, and Flat Four in the name of Patterson.” He maintained eye contact. “It’s important if we made such an arrangement—nobody should know except us.”

      “It would be unorthodox—”

      “I would appreciate it, Stella,” he said, gazing into her sparkling green eyes.

      “You want both flats, but in different names?”

      “Yes, it sounds strange, but it’s how I need it to be.”

      “It wouldn’t be for sub-letting, or anything illegal?”

      “No, I wouldn’t implicate you in anything illegal,” he said. “I have certain plans for the next month, and it would be the ideal solution.”

      “It will be a personal favour,” she said. “My business partner wouldn’t approve, but leave it with me, and I’ll arrange the agreements. I’ll need the appropriate details for the other tenant of course.”

      “Details won’t be a problem,” he said, “and I never forget a favour.” He gave her a disarming smile.

      “I’ll keep it in mind,” she said, returning his smile. “I have the key to the other flat if you’d like to give it a once over.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      The viewing of Flat Four was a cursory glance to confirm the layout, and they returned to Flat Three to sign the paperwork.

      Stella hesitated when completing the documents for Flat Four. She glanced at Phil and signed. “I should see photographic evidence of Mr Patterson.”

      “I’ll drop by your office in the next day or two—if it’s okay.”

      “I look forward to seeing you—with the paperwork. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      When he was alone, Phil made a thorough check of the two apartments. The view from both front windows was almost identical, as was the view from the rear windows. He considered his options, and the drainpipe outside Flat Three’s rear window was the deciding factor. An emergency route in or out was always handy.

      Phil left the block and walked a mile along London Road to the Barrowland market. It had the title, The Barras hanging over the wrought iron entrance which faced London Road. Some things never changed. Before mingling with the crowd, Phil checked his wallet was secured in a zipped inner jacket pocket.

      The sun was losing the fight against the clouds, and the temperature had dropped since earlier. As he joined the other folk wandering around the stalls, Phil hunched his shoulders forward and hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets.

      He recalled from his teen years, a tip given by his dad. ‘Never be caught with your hands thrust deep into pockets, Philip. It leaves you defenceless in an assault.’

      Phil tuned-in to the dialect and manner of the people around him. Some of them were the hardest people you could wish to meet, but also the most genuine. Living among them would take concentration and the same adaptability he’d used in foreign countries. The wrong word or action could prove as fatal as if he openly threatened somebody. These were the reasons he wanted to be based in the east end.

      It would have brought unwanted attention to say too much with his faded accent. He used single syllable words and grunts to ask for goods, and he’d visit the Barrowland regularly to tune in to the accent. The dialect might be harsher in the east than other parts of the city, but it wasn’t such a bad thing.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was back in Flat Three after ninety minutes, enjoying a coffee. While out, he’d bought food essentials. Self-catering in these conditions was going to be another new experience for him, and unlike the ‘hard-routine’ employed when on active service. Apart from being furnished, the flat had a well-equipped kitchen. It was going to be luxury, relaxing in an armchair.

      Instead of preparing a meal on his first evening, Phil wandered around the local area. It was a fifteen-minute stroll along Gallowgate and down onto London Road to Alfredo’s, a small pizza takeaway place. As Phil glanced through the door, a big blond man was leaning across the small counter with his right fist raised. Phil walked inside, and the glass door clicked shut.

      The thug took no notice and continued. “You’ve got half an hour you little bastard. Have it ready when I come back.” He turned, glared briefly at Phil, and shouldered his way past.

      Phil straightened his leather jacket and stepped up to the counter. “He’s coming back for more than a pizza isn’t he?”

      “Please don’t get involved, mate,” the slightly built owner said in an Italian/Glaswegian accent. “He’ll bloody kill anybody who gets in his way.”

      “What’s he up to?” Phil said. “Is he running a protection scam on takeaways—” he stopped in mid-sentence to turn and see a red Ford screech away from the nearby corner.

      “He hits about twenty fucking small businesses around here,” Alfredo blurted out. “I’m sorry my friend, I shouldn’t be cursing at you. I’m scared.”

      “Could you afford to close earlier tonight?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It was him in the red car, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, he always parks around the corner. His name is O’Connor.”

      “I’d like two pizzas, please,” Phil said. “I’ll have a Hawaiian to eat now, and a cheese prepared in about twenty-five minutes for Mr O’Connor. I want his hot, with lots of cheese.”

      The frightened man got on with the preparation of the pizzas and explained the order to his young colleague. Like most takeaways, the actual premises was mainly behind the counter. The customer area was three metres square between the counter and the front door. Phil stood near the counter chatting to the owner.

      Alfredo had been born and raised in Glasgow and had been running his business for half of his thirty-eight years on the planet.

      Phil excused himself and took two minutes to walk around the corner. Along the side street, a few cars were parked. A factory wall took up the whole of one side, which faced a line of tenement flats on the other. The apartments weren’t in as good condition as the one Phil was renting. When satisfied he went back inside and smiled at Alfredo.

      While Phil stood at the end of the counter, enjoying his pizza and a bottle of Coke, he asked about the city and the east end in particular. Alfredo was a font of knowledge regarding wrongdoing, and what the law enforcement missed.

      During the time Phil was eating, three other customers came in, ordered a pizza and left. Each had a pleasant greeting for the owner, and each eyed Phil with suspicion. It confirmed for Phil, a new face stood out like a beacon.

        Alfredo smiled for the first time while relating a humorous anecdote, but he stopped talking, and the smile disappeared as the red Ford passed, slowed, and turned the corner.

      “Pizza, quickly—” Phil put his Coke on the counter and accepted the hot, slim cardboard box. He winked at Alfredo and left the premises at a rapid pace.

      The red car was parked around the corner, and the big man was struggling to undo his seatbelt as Phil approached. When the driver’s door flew open, Phil had the box open and pressed the freshly cooked, hot cheese pizza onto O’Connor’s face.

      The thug grabbed at Phil’s wrists and struggled. Phil had a knife in his left hand and stabbed the back of both of the desperate hands. He held the pizza in place for several seconds, before he let go and slammed the driver’s door.

      Nobody else was around. He got into the back of the car behind the sputtering, gasping hoodlum. It took three seconds for Phil to pull slack on the seat belt and wrap it around O’Connor’s neck, securing him to the head restraint of the driver’s seat.

      The bloody hands came up as the thug gripped the belt across his throat. Phil held the belt, pressed his knees against the back of the driver’s seat, and leant back. He watched in the rear-view mirror as the tough guy’s eyes bulged and mouth gaped. Pieces of cheese were stuck to his reddened face.

      When his victim was unconscious, Phil sliced through the seat belt in two places, which gave him a robust binding material. He got out and opened the driver’s door to tie O’Connor’s wrists to the steering wheel.

      At the street corner, a woman hobbled by. She paused to lean on her walking stick and looked along at the car before walking on, smiling.

      Phil took the keys from the ignition and dropped them down a kerbside drain. O’Connor coughed and spluttered as he regained consciousness. When Phil squatted down near the open driver’s door, he saw his victim’s blistered eyes half-open.

      “I’ll tell you once,” Phil said. “My name is Hawk, and this was a warning.” He looked around to ensure no witnesses. “I’ll be checking the local businesses and if you visit any of them—I will visit you.”

      O’Connor emitted a strangled, rasping sound.

      Phil whispered. “The next time you won’t be as lucky. Tell your boss if he takes me on, I’ll kill you both.”

      As the hoodlum blinked and stared through swollen, scalded eyes, he saw his attacker remove a small business card from inside his leather jacket and place it on the dashboard. It said HAWK. It showed a graphic of a hawk descending; wings extended and talons spread.

      Phil stepped into the takeaway wiping cheese from his hands. “I’ve come back for my Coke.”

      Alfredo stood wide-eyed at the counter with his assistant.

      “My name is Tony,” the young man said as he handed over a towel.

      “Pleased to meet you, Tony,” Phil said, wiped his hands and handed back the towel. “When I leave, I want you guys to close, and open up from tomorrow as normal.”

      “Right,” Alfredo said, staring. He removed his apron. “Open tomorrow as normal.”

      Phil produced a business card, wrote on it, and handed it to Alfredo. “This is my number. Use it if you have to, but keep it to yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      “Bring on the fucking bad guys.” Phil raised his face to appreciate the steaming spray of a hot, cleansing shower. Afterwards, he read the featured crime story in the Daily Record, before going to bed to sleep soundly. He was at peace regarding his intentions. The Hawk had arrived in Glasgow and was established.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. The Good, The Bad, and The Lovely

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Tuesday 2nd July

      Phil warmed up and took a gentle run around Glasgow Green. When he returned, he enjoyed a leisurely breakfast. Flat Three would be maintained as living accommodation. He went into Flat Four and converted the living room into an operations room. Keeping the two flats in separate use allowed for the possibility of unwelcome visitors, or the police.

      He’d already checked the window and reassured himself the living room couldn’t be overlooked. He also preferred to have natural lighting. It took twenty minutes to set up the basics. Phil located most of his needs during his walk around the Barrowland market.

      He moved the sofa against the side wall. He next removed the landscape painting from the main wall and replaced it with a Scotland map, and a Glasgow Streetmap. The dining table pushed against the wall under the maps provided desk space for notepaper, and the large pad he’d use for brainstorming sessions. On the wall near the window, he mounted a large cork notice board.

      It took an hour, using a handful of tools, to create a secret compartment behind and in the base of the built-in wardrobe of the large bedroom. A casual glance would not spot the wardrobe was ten centimetres narrower on the inside than it should be. While cleaning up, he received a phone call.

      “Hi,” Phil said. “Thanks for calling. Yes, today at 13:30. You know the cafe in the People’s Palace. Good. Ciao.” He didn’t usually end a call with Ciao, and it struck him he had imitated the caller.

      Phil plotted the positions of the divisional police stations across the Glasgow map. Blue pins were the appropriate colour. Setting up the remainder of his ops room could wait.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Callander

      To the casual observer, the two players with their caddies on the third green were merely a couple of men enjoying a game of golf. The caddies were good at their real job, using furtive glances when other players appeared within firing range. Both caddies had practised the skill of detaching the Uzi machine guns from behind their bosses’ golf trolleys. All four men were content, strolling in the mid-morning sunshine on the scenic Callander Golf Course.

      William Hartley putted and watched with a self-satisfied grin as his ball rolled five yards across the immaculate green to rest briefly at the lip, and dropped into the pot. He turned to his opponent and bowed his head when he received sarcastic applause.

      “Thank you, Mickey,” Hartley said and strolled forward to retrieve his ball. He went down on one knee, reached for the small dimpled sphere, and stood up to inspect it before handing it to his caddy.

      “Well played, Boss,” the caddy said as he accepted the ball and putter.

      “Thank you, Joey. It was, wasn’t it?” He laughed.

      Hartley, at thirty-eight, was one of the youngest men ever to reach the status of Godfather in Glasgow’s criminal underworld, but he was astute enough to know he could be replaced at any time. He had a full head of dark brown hair and kept himself physically fit. He used the multi-gym in his luxury home every day.

      Hartley was wearing a bright yellow sweater and dark tartan golfing trousers. He looked every inch, ‘to the manor born’, except for his half-closed left eye. A membrane had been torn in a fight at school when he was a twelve-year-old. The memory never bothered him, because he blinded the other boy in one eye. From an early age, he rarely lost.

      “Fuck it,” McGinley said as his version of a putt sent the ball skimming past the flag.

      “Calm down, Mickey,” Hartley said. “It’s a game.” It amused Hartley, his opponent used the correct club; more by luck, than judgement.

      As they walked to the next tee, both players took in the beautiful highland scenery around them and felt a pride in being Scottish. The expressions on their faces made them look normal—or in McGinley’s case, as close as he’d ever get.

      Unlike his opponent, Mental Mickey McGinley wasn’t at his most comfortable with a golf club in his hands, unless he was using it to beat somebody to death. He’d used golf clubs as weapons before he attempted to use them for their intended purpose.

      Mickey, or Mental as most of his associates addressed him, was the archetypal psychopath. He had a short fuse in an argument, and he preferred to bludgeon someone to death than stab or shoot them. ‘Blades or bullets are too quick,’ was one of his maxims.

      Apart from using the sporting equipment to play the game, McGinley was uncomfortable in the accepted outfits worn for playing golf. He dressed appropriately because it helped him look the part. It took a glance at his Neanderthal stance, scarred face and tattooed hands to know he wasn’t in his element.

      His head was shaved, and his skin resembled tanned leather, thanks to his many visits to his villa in Spain. His brow had more furrows than a ploughed field, which made him look older than his forty years. If he had one good point; he was easy to read.

      By the time the two hardened criminals reached the fairway of ‘Dell’, or the sixth, McGinley wanted to get down to business. He hesitated over his ball and gazed with trepidation at the bunkers guarding the elevated green up ahead. The last time he’d played this green, he’d spent fifteen minutes in what he referred to as; ‘one of the sandpits’. He lifted his five-iron to rest it on his shoulder.

      “Let’s cut to the chase, Billy,” McGinley said, being the only person to address Hartley as Billy. “What’s on your mind?”

      Hartley stood with his hands resting on the handle of his club which was standing to his front, slightly forward of his feet. He glanced at the caddies ensuring they were out of earshot.

      “We’ve got two pieces of business to discuss.”

      “Go on.”

      “You’ll be aware, Bullets Barnes and Frankie McSherry were set free on Friday.”

      “Aye,” McGinley said. “Your lawyer is a fucking magician.” He grinned. “It didn’t do McSherry much fucking good.”

      “I reckon Barnes killed McSherry, but I’ll deal with Barnes later.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about either of them.” McGinley didn’t give a fuck about much. He lowered his club to stand like Hartley.

      “They were both out of line,” Hartley said. “The job was to waste the copper, but killing a child wasn’t sanctioned by me.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the copper—he was undercover, and he got found out,” McGinley said, his rage simmering. “We have fucking rules Billy, and they were broken. One of those two shot the man in front of toddlers, and shot the teenage daughter in panic.”

      “They didn’t panic Mickey—”

      “Which makes them fucking worse,” McGinley interrupted. “The lassie was a civilian. She could have reported two masked men shooting her fucking father, but she wouldn’t know identities. I wouldn’t shoot a kid—and I’m a fucking class-one nutter.”

      Hartley stepped forward to close the distance between them before he spoke. “I want you to leave it with me, Mickey. If it was Barnes, I’ll have him punished. I want to keep it in-house.” Hartley did what few men could afford to do. He reached out a hand to McGinley’s shoulder. “While I’m controlling north of the Clyde and you’re controlling the south side, we have to respect each other’s activities.”

      “I want him to fucking regret killing the girl, and what he put those toddlers through.” Like many gangsters, McGinley imagined his own children in such a situation. His rage wasn’t the thought the undercover cop being killed in front children. It was the thought of shooting an innocent teen and leaving two toddlers traumatised. Mickey loved children.

      “He’ll be punished, Mickey.” Hartley squeezed McGinley’s muscular shoulder. Hartley had no offspring, but he understood McGinley’s rage. He gave the impression of also being angry to pacify the psychopathic Godfather of the south side. It had taken many bloody years to establish the status quo across the city.

      The golfers didn’t notice the two caddies exchange a glance.

      To most people, a handshake was a regular, pleasant thing to see, but when the handshake was between two underworld Godfathers in Glasgow, it usually meant bloodshed.

      Hartley was enjoying his game. At the ninth tee, he brought up his second point. “Do you remember a while back, we discussed spreading a disease in the police force?”

      “Aye.” McGinley laughed. “You mentioned giving their computer system a wee virus. How are you getting on?”

      “I played a round of golf with my good friend Bobby Davenport on Sunday,” Hartley said. “I gave him the memory stick, and told him what to do.”

      “When will it work?”

      “Our Bobby will be attending a one-day seminar at Tullieallan today.” Hartley stopped to watch a squirrel run across the fairway. He raised his club into his shoulder like a rifle as if aiming for the tiny animal. “As long as he’s done what I’ve told him, the program will kick in while he’s away from Glasgow.”

      “Tullieallan,” McGinley said, his eyes squinting. “Isn’t Tullieallan the Police College?”

      “Yes, it’s perfect timing to have him away somewhere official for the day.”

      “It means Davenport’s arse will be covered.”

      “It covers us as well. As long as Davenport isn’t at his desk in Pitt Street when the virus hits, he’ll be less likely to panic when questions are asked.”

      The fifteenth, known as ‘Avenue’ involved a tee shot through a narrow gap in a stand of trees. Hartley completed the hole in three strokes, which pleased him, but his joy was dampened by Mickey hitting a hole-in-one. He hit a textbook drive from the tee. The ball flew straight and true, landing one hundred and thirty-five yards away on the green before it rolled the final yard to the pole and disappeared. Mickey had no skill—he’d merely whacked the ball.

      For the next two holes, McGinley’s game improved. It wasn’t good, but it was for him. “Wasn’t it your man O’Connor the police found last night?”

      “I was wondering when you’d bring his name up,” Hartley said and nodded.

      “It sounds to me like he bit off more pizza than he could chew.” He fell into fits of laughter at his own sick humour.

      Hartley maintained his composure. “Who did you send across?”

      “What do you mean?” McGinley said and faced his opponent. “It had fuck-all to do with me. I thought it was one of yours with a score to settle.”

      Hartley moved closer. “Whoever it was left a calling card.” He searched McGinley’s face for recognition. “It gave the name Hawk.”

      “It was fuck-all to do with me, mate,” McGinley said, his brown eyes squinting.

      “This guy Hawk told O’Connor, he’d kill him, and his boss.”

      “It sounds to me like you have a freelancer on your patch, Billy.” McGinley met Hartley’s gaze.

      “I don’t like freelancers, Mickey. You and I are alike there.”

      By the time they reached the end of the round, McGinley’s score was embarrassing; even for him.

      Hartley read his final figures and nodded slowly. His first opponent was always himself, no matter who he played. He was a lowlife in many respects, but he believed he’d attained certain standards. He also thought he was good at golf.

      “Leave Barnes to me,” Hartley said.

      “Aye, okay,” McGinley said. “Make sure he learns a fucking lesson.”

      The two men never used the word goodbye with each other. They stepped apart, and like two martial arts opponents, nodded before parting company.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Glasgow

      Two men, who knew nothing of the agreement which had been made in Callander, were about to discuss the hit carried out on the unfortunate policeman. One of those men was Benny Bullets Barnes, who was at home in Anniesland. He was alone in his house enjoying a beer and a cigarette when the doorbell rang.

      Standing outside the detached four-bedroom property with his left forefinger on the doorbell was the other man, Phil McKenzie. He would have used his right forefinger, but it was curled around the trigger of his 9mm automatic. The weapon was held under a soft, brown paper parcel. The newspaper over the handgun was okay in the movies, but Phil preferred the facade of the deadly courier.

      The door opened, and Barnes stood with a cigarette in hand. He was wearing a T-shirt, Bermuda shorts, and leather sandals. He glowered at the man in the brown courier outfit.

      “Aye, what do—” he glanced from Phil’s deadpan expression to the black cylindrical end of the suppressor under the parcel. He attempted to close the door, but a leather boot was already pressing against it. “Fuck you—” Barnes reached for something inside the doorway.

      From under the edge of the parcel came a dull ‘phutt’ and a hole appeared in the upper part of Barnes’s right thigh. He let out a grunt, keeled over and grimaced as he lay on the polished wooden flooring clutching the wound. The baseball bat he’d tried to lift fell onto the floor with a clacking sound.

      Phil stepped inside and closed the door, before kicking the bat out of the way.

      “Who sent you?” Barnes said. “I bet it was fucking McGinley.” He gripped his injured leg with both hands. The bullet had torn the muscle, and it hurt like a bastard.

      The man in the dark brown overalls and baseball cap ignored the question. He motioned with the gun for Barnes to move further into the house.

      “Fuck off,” Barnes said.

      Phil removed the packaging from over the gun with his left hand and aimed directly at the injured man’s groin. The Browning and the long black suppressor on the barrel were in full view.

      “Alright, alright—” Barnes half stumbled, half crawled into the house. He was leaving a trail of sticky blood across the shining oak floorboards. He reached the well-appointed living room and stopped.

      “Armchair.” Phil indicated with the weapon.

      Barnes obeyed and glared at his assailant. “My missus will be back in ten minutes. Say your bit and fuck off.” He squinted, and sat, sweating profusely.

      “What transport has she got?” Phil raised an eyebrow.

      “What do you mean? What fucking transport?”

      “I mean, she’ll have to get a move on,” Phil said. “When I spoke to her on the phone a short while ago, she was in your villa in Marbella, which if I recall, is in Spain.”

      Barnes' eyes opened wider. “You’re fucking bluffing.” He glanced at his wound, and his eyes screwed up tight. “Are you the bastard who shot McSherry?”

      Phil responded by lifting a mobile phone which had been left on the coffee table. He held it out, and his latex gloves were obvious. “Any last-minute messages for your wife?”

      “You’re gonna’ fucking die,” Barnes said, through gritted teeth.

      “We’re all going to die—but some of us have priority.”

      “If you’re gonna’ shoot me—fuckin’ go ahead.” Barnes was gasping, and grasping at straws. “You haven’t got the balls.” A surge of pain went through his injured leg.

      “Why did you kill the girl?”

      “Ah, it’s about the kid. Did Hartley send you to punish us?”

      Phil was intrigued. He now had the names McGinley and Hartley to go on, and whoever they were, they were higher up the food chain than the two shooters. Phil aimed the gun at the hit-man’s groin.

      “Why kill the girl?” Phil asked.

      “I wanted information, and the copper wouldn’t talk.”

      “You shot a teenage girl to get information?”

      “McSherry was gonna’ shoot her, but his fuckin’ gun jammed.”

      “Why would you shoot a child you fucking worm?”

      “She would have been a fuckin’ witness anyway—”

      “You shot her in the stomach you heartless bastard. She’d have bled to death, in agony.” Phil controlled his anger. “She had nothing to do with it.”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, her father wouldn’t talk—even when I threatened to kill the toddlers. He said I might kill them anyway.”

      “They were in the room when you made the hit?”

      “Yeah, they screamed at first, and stood transfixed,” Barnes said. “Unfortunate, but it’s the way how it goes.”

      Phil walked across the room to the ornate black telephone on a small table. The device was a refurbished model of the type seen in old gangster movies; the earpiece hanging on a cradle. He shook his head, reached down, and jerked the cable from the wall socket.

      He turned and walked across to the beautifully polished mahogany coffee table where he had replaced Barnes’s mobile phone. A single blow with the butt of the pistol smashed the mobile phone beyond repair and severely damaged the glossy mahogany surface.

      Barnes was writhing as his leg spurted blood. He gripped the thigh tighter with both hands. Perspiration oozed out of his body, saturating his clothing. He groaned. Being shot wasn’t like the movies. It fucking hurt.

      Phil stepped forward and pulled a roll of metallic duct tape from his overall pocket. He wound it around the injured man’s mouth, being careful to avoid the nose. He wanted him to breathe, albeit with difficulty, but he wouldn’t be making any noise.

      The wide, staring eyes of the crook followed Phil as he moved. A distinctive unzipping sound echoed around the room as broad tape was unrolled behind the leather armchair. Phil walked around the chair twice, unwinding tape to bind the man’s arms in position against his sides.

      Barnes could no longer apply pressure to hold back the flow of blood in his leg. He struggled and groaned as his executioner walked to the front door, avoiding the trail of blood.

      Phil stopped and came back to the living room door, where he paused and looked around. He gazed into the killer’s eyes. His thoughts were of the young girl, lying in agony as she died, alongside her dead father. Standing nearby would have been two traumatised toddlers. Phil took aim and put a single bullet in Barnes’s stomach. The hitman's eyes screwed up, and his nostrils flared.

      “Unfortunate—but it’s the way it goes,” Phil said, mimicking Barnes’ own sarcastic philosophy. Phil closed the living room door on the way out and stopped at the front door. He lifted the parcel he’d brought with him and left one of his simple business cards on the table in the hallway. Phil returned to his apartment via a newsagent where he bought the Daily Record. He liked the voice of the crime reporter’s articles.
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        * * *

      

      It was a pleasant afternoon with blue skies and a light breeze. Phil walked into the city centre. He had a place to visit which he’d avoided since arriving back in the city. He sat in George Square on one of the wooden benches, looking around and casting his mind back many years.

      The ability to show affection had been taken from him when he was a teenager, but he would deal with it on this day by facing his demons. Dozens of people were crossing the square in a myriad of directions.

      Phil set off to Buchanan Street and walked south towards Argyle Street. He sauntered along the large pedestrian precinct, thumbs hooked in the pockets of his jeans. The contrasting smells of confectionery and cigarette smoke drifted in the air, and the paving echoed the footfalls of the increased number of holiday shoppers.

      People were dressed to feel comfortable in the heat. Phil noted teenage girls wearing enough to cover their modesty and many adolescent lads who were bare-chested, but without good reason. Bright colours were worn by men and women alike. He cast his mind back to the Glasgow of his childhood. Did men ever wear pink?

      Music of every kind issued from shop doorways. Children cried because they hadn’t been granted their latest desire, while others yelled with glee because they had. A cross section of Glasgow’s population sat on the shining black granite benches provided along the precinct.

      Multitudes of folk were in the city. Groups of lecherous teenage boys discussed and fantasised about passing females. Young single mothers dragged innocent offspring around the stores. Inebriated men and women of all ages rested before the next assault on their livers.

      For the second time in ten minutes, Phil heard the distinctive sound of bagpipes, but this time he saw the piper. It was a man in his mid-twenties of Phil’s height. He stood in an area between two shop fronts, dressed in the ceremonial uniform of a Scottish Highland regiment, complete with kilt.

      Phil didn’t recognise the dark tartan of the kilt but recognised a man who’d fallen in battle, and on hard times since. The young ex-Serviceman had a natural right leg, while a metal structure with a gleaming black shoe replaced the left leg. Attached to a small wooden box on the ground was a card:

      ‘I GAVE MY BEST WITH THE BEST – ROYAL HIGHLAND FUSILIERS’

      The container held a variety of coins, mainly large denomination. Phil stopped and pulled out his wallet. He removed a £10 note but recalled his mate Dave had originally been with the RHF and spoke with fondness of the soldiers, and their bravery. The £10 was joined by a £20. Phil folded the notes together, before reaching forward to slip them into one of the buttoned pockets of the veteran’s jacket.

      Phil stood back and listened for a short while. He winked at the soldier. The piper continued to play and acknowledged his benefactor with a raised eyebrow. Phil nodded before walking on and wondered if it was his imagination. Were the pipes now being played with gusto?

      As he continued along Buchanan Street, Phil focused a few hundred metres away, across Argyle Street. There stood the modernised St Enoch Square, complete with a shopping centre. Phil had known it as a bus terminus and railway station.

      He arrived at his destination—the Buchanan Street entrance to the Argyll Arcade. Phil stopped two metres away from the entrance with its ornate canopy.

      In his mind, he could see the entrance cordoned off with blue and white police incident tape. He could see again, the small circular chalk marks where empty bullet cases were found, and where the blood of three dead people stained the ground. Phil stood for a moment staring at the clean paving, paying silent homage.
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        * * *

      

      When the arcade was built in 1827, it had been formed in an L shape, constructed through existing tenement buildings forming a link between Buchanan Street on the west side and Argyle Street on the south. It contained thirty retail outlets and had since construction, always been the highest concentration of the jewellery retail trade in Scotland.

      The majority of customers within the arcade and its stores were couples, although Phil noticed many now comprised of two men, or two women. Times had changed.

      The flow of customers, the elegant Victorian architecture, and abundance of glittering gold and diamonds meant nothing to Phil because it was here in 1977 his life changed forever. The west entrance to this arcade was the one place in the world which produced sadness in a man who could kill without consideration or remorse. This place was a shrine because it was where both his parents had died at the hands of an armed robber.

      Buchanan Street was a busy road in those days, but it was now a busy pedestrian precinct. Many people across the UK had been at home watching the Swede, Bjorn Borg battling against the American Jimmy Connors at Wimbledon in the Men’s Final.

      A different conflict had been taking place outside the Argyll Arcade as a gang of teenage robbers were making their escape. They had a massive haul of cash and stolen jewellery. One of the robbers gunned down three witnesses to prevent any interference.

      One of the casualties was Harry McKenzie who attempted to stop the getaway. He was shot dead, as was his wife Janet and the deputy manager of a jewellery retail store.

      Phil had been at college with friends working during their holidays to restore a vintage car. He was left with a sense of guilt because he could have been with his parents, and perhaps they would have been somewhere else at the time of the robbery.

      A low buzzing brought Phil out of his reverie. He pulled out his phone and checked the display. “Hi. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Okay, Ciao.” He closed the small device, and strolled through the arcade to the Argyle Street side, before heading east.
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        * * *

      

      Phil walked through the expanse of Glasgow Green. In the areas between the paved footpaths, flowerbeds and trees were groups of people enjoying a relaxing summer afternoon. Here and there were amateur jugglers, and gymnasts, while youngsters threw Frisbees or kicked a football.

      The practice of having picnics was enjoyed by large and small groups alike, as it had been for over three hundred years. Phil could see his destination in the distance - the Winter Garden of the People’s Palace Museum. It looked like a huge greenhouse attached to a red brick building amidst the large public park.

      Phil couldn’t tell if he was being followed due to the large numbers of people around. He bought an ice-cream at a vendor in the centre of the park. It gave him an excuse to enjoy a rare treat, but more importantly, provided a natural stop to look around. It occurred to him he could bluff any possible followers he was onto them. He walked on, past the imposing Nelson’s Column.

      Phil finished his ice-cream as he approached the one-hundred-year-old People’s Palace. On his way to the steps, he hardly glanced at the impressive Doulton Fountain in front of the museum.

      He made his way through the revolving doors, left, past the central staircase and on into the cafe in the glass building which contained the Winter Garden. A wide variety of tropical trees and shrubs of various sizes took up most of the massive space. In and around the greenery a pathway wound. Several benches were provided along the path to allow visitors to relax and enjoy the atmosphere.

      In the Encore Cafe near the doorway, a handful of tables were occupied, because most people were taking the opportunity to sit at the tables outside in the sun. Phil bought a coffee and chose a table where he could observe the maximum area. Old habits die hard, he thought. He glanced at his watch—13:20. He was ten minutes early.

      A movement caught Phil’s eye. He turned to the right towards the masses of foliage, and saw a handsome woman of about thirty, strolling towards his table from the pathway. Phil noted the dark eyes and a pretty face framed by shoulder length, auburn hair.

      Her full figure and confident stride were accentuated by her upright stance and stiletto heels, while a bright floral dress highlighted her tan. A small white bag hung from her left shoulder, and she carried a jacket over her right arm.

      “Hi.” Annabel approached the table.

      “Hi.” Phil stood and extended his right hand. It was his natural reaction.

      Annabel took his hand in a gentle grip, but leant forward and kissed him on both cheeks.

      Phil inhaled the fragrance of her subtle perfume. “Would you like a drink, or bite to eat?”

      “I could murder a cheese sandwich and a latte.”

      “I bet you could.” They both laughed at his dark humour, and it eased the tension.

      It was a moment witnessed by a dark-haired man sitting on one of the benches amongst the greenery of the Winter Garden. He slipped the phone from his pocket, made a call, and continued to pretend reading his newspaper.
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      Phil and Annabel enjoyed a lunchtime snack and chatted about how the city had changed over the years. Annabel brought the conversation around to business.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it yesterday,” she said and looked around at the other people sitting or sauntering around in the massive glass building. “I had a few loose ends—”

      Phil held up his right hand. “Don’t worry, I kept myself occupied.”

      “During the chat, I had with Stuart, he said you’d agreed to trial your idea for a month.”

      “We’ve got a flexible completion period of a month. Stuart wants to visit for a verbal report. I said I’d call him when we’d reached a logical time to pause.”

      “How did you manage to swing the finance side of things?”

      “I told him I was prepared to use my own funds. Stuart said his department would bankroll the operation for the trial period at least.”

      “Are there any restrictions to your plans?”

      “The usual covert ops brief. If anybody gets caught, there will be total deniability.”

      “What about our other team members?” She sipped her latte.

      “It’s down to the team to deal with it—if it happens.”

      “We ensure they don’t get caught at anything illegal.”

      “May I take it from your turn of phrase you’re coming onboard?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it—besides which, I’ve been given clearance by Stuart to work with you for your trial period—at least.”

      “Thank you.” He gave a rare and genuine smile.

      “I’ve used my limited resources up here to help find people to fit your criteria.”

      “How have you got on?”

      “Before I tell you,” she said, gazing into his piercing blue eyes. “Is sex a problem?” His brow furrowed, and Annabel continued. “I mean, with regard to your team—would a woman be okay?”

      Dimples appeared in Phil’s cheeks. Long-rested facial muscles were working.

      Annabel rolled her eyes and shook her head.

      Phil said, “If you’re an example of what a woman is capable of, a woman is fine. Whoever we recruit will have to deal with pressure. Temperament is important.”

      “You wanted two people; one to be a pickpocket, the other a car-thief. Medical knowledge and non-explosive safe-breaking were both to be a bonus.”

      Phil nodded.

      Annabel said, “I’ve got one I’m sure you’ll approve of, but I’d like you to see the other one in action.” She reached into her handbag and brought out a small photograph.

      “Okay.” He accepted the picture. “Who is this?”

      “His name is Jake, he’s twenty-one, and you’ll find him any weekday morning in Central Station between 07:00 and 08:00.” A smile played on her lips. “Apart from what he does to earn money, he volunteers as a first aider at major events. He’s got a good side.”

      “Do we know why he has a decent streak in him?”

      “His mother is a nurse, and interested him with how easy it was to save a life.”

      “What about the other candidate?”

      “I’ve interviewed and tested the other person, and I think you’ll be surprised.”

      “I take it the second one is a woman?”

      “Yes, her name is Rachel, and she’s in her early twenties.”

      “Could we arrange her interview for tomorrow?”

      “Of course—it would be beneficial to source a trustworthy motorbike dealer.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep it in mind while I’m vehicle hunting.”

      “Would you like another coffee?” she asked.

      “I would if you’ll be joining me.”

      “Oh, I will.” She went to the counter.

      Phil watched Annabel as she walked away, and he appraised her while she stood ordering the drinks. He’d occasionally worked with a woman, but couldn’t remember teaming up with one as striking as Annabel. She turned, met his gaze and smiled.

      Annabel returned and placed the cups on the table before she sat down.

      Phil said, “Why do you want to take part in this project?”

      “I have more than one reason, but you deserve to hear something.”

      “Tell me whatever you’re comfortable with, and I’ll wait for the rest. Trust is a long road.”

      She stared at her latte for a moment. “In early 1990, I was sent to SAS HQ in Hereford for specialist weapon training. You were my instructor.”

      “I usually remember a face, and we didn’t have many women sent for training.”

      “At the time I would have kept to myself. I wouldn’t have been wearing any makeup, my hair would have been dark and short, and most of the time I was in camouflage outfits ... you know, Gillie-suits and the like.”

      “Wait a minute,” Phil said. “I don’t want to sound ungracious but, have you added a few pounds?” He paused and went on quickly. “I remember teaching a woman at the time, but she was skinny—and didn’t look like you.”

      “Do you want to quit while you’re ahead?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said and laughed. It was a sound rarer than his smile. “All your curves are in the right places. I don’t do compliments often.”

      “Let’s say, your eyes are doing a better job than your mouth.” Her eyes displayed her amusement with his awkwardness. She lifted her latte which hid her smile.

      Phil sipped his coffee. It had been many years since he’d enjoyed a woman’s company. This one was impressive on many levels; including appearance.

      Annabel said, “Do you remember who I was working for when I came to you guys for training?”

      “It would have been either MI5 or MI6.”

      “I’ve worked for both. I remember a conversation I overheard while in Hereford. You and another guy were discussing what you would do if you could no longer serve your country.”

      “Go on.”

      “As I recall, you both felt too much power was taken away from the police in the UK, and you agreed it would be a fitting task to become a vigilante.”

      “How did you know I would be coming here?”

      “I attended a meeting at Metropolitan Police HQ a couple of weeks ago, and your name came up. One of the senior guys said, ‘Phil would make a Helluva’ copper.’ But his colleague disagreed, saying you’d find it too restrictive.”

      Phil nodded and granted her another smile. She was doing well.

      “I fluttered my eyelashes at a couple of them,” she said. “I found out you were leaving the service, taking a pay-off, and heading home to Glasgow.”

      “How long have you known Stuart, your boss?”

      “We met at university and in selection training for the Secret Intelligence Service. We did some covert ops together, and I transferred to MI5.”

      “How did you find out about my enterprise?”

      “I got in touch with him when he set up his new department. He called me over for a chat. I asked if there was anything unusual going on. He gave me a brief outline of your idea, and I said I’d like to be a part of it.”

      “And here we are.”

      “Did you know you were being followed today?”

      “I do now.”

      “I might be wrong, which isn’t often,” she flashed her smile. “I reckon you have at least two interested parties in the immediate area.”

      “How close?”

      “One is in here. I was watching him, as he was watching you. He’s short and stocky with dark hair, maybe in his late twenties.”

      “What made you think he was interested in me?”

      “He wasn’t taking any notice of the tropical trees and plants.”

      “Has he been here long?”

      “He was in here five minutes before you, standing at a window watching you walk through the park.”

      Phil wished he had carried his weapon.

      Annabel said, “He made a call on his mobile phone, and I looked around outside. A big blond guy, one hundred metres behind you, answered his phone. He stepped behind a tree right before you paused to take a look around.”

      Phil lifted his coffee, casually looked around the other tables and took a drink.

      Annabel said, “Since I sat down with you the short guy has been sitting on a bench a few metres along the path.” She lifted the menu card from the table and pretended to read. “He has enough space between the foliage to watch us, and he’s good.”

      “I like your confidence. I find it inspiring.”

      Annabel laughed. It was a natural reaction.

      The dark-haired man leant out to get a better look and produced his mobile phone.

      Annabel excused herself and stood to go to the Ladies’ toilets. She glanced along the path, and the man lowered his head and looked away.

      Annabel returned a few minutes later. “Your shadow has gone from the bench.”

      “Nobody’s gone out,” Phil said. “The main door is behind you, and we have two side exits, both of which make a squeaking noise when the doors are used.”

      “In one way it isn’t good, because now I think he’ll be aware we’re onto him.”

      “I don’t have a weapon with me,” Phil said. “Are you carrying?”

      “I wouldn’t be without, and you’ll remember I’m pretty good.” She lifted her coffee to her lips and surveyed the area behind Phil. Although right-handed, Annabel was holding her coffee in her left hand.

      “As I was saying,” Phil said, “I’d prefer a small team, recognised for their expertise, but nobody with a criminal record. Four more people would be good, but two would be enough for the trial run.”

      “It sounds like a tall order, but I enjoy a challenge,” Annabel was looking over Phil’s shoulder as she slipped her right hand into her bag. Phil’s attention was drawn to the tiny silver dog swinging from the zipper.

      Annabel was capable. Phil would hold station, and let her make the call on the situation. He was confident she’d send out the right message.

      Annabel’s right hand slipped out of her bag and rested on the clasp. “I take it when we’re sure we have the right people, and they’ve proved themselves, we’ll give them training to raise their game?”

      “It would be good when we’re certain of our team and beneficial if we could train them to operate as we do.”

      “I’ve been watching the news. I take it you’ve got a personal weapon?”

      “Yes, I’ve got a Browning 9mm with no serial numbers, but it’s back at my flat. I borrowed it from the Evidence Room before I left the Met’.”

      “Our friend is now sitting ten metres behind you,” Annabel said. “The foliage is concealing his face, but I recognise his shoes.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll tackle him when you’ve gone,” Phil said. “It already feels good to have you on the team.”

      “I’ve seen your skills, and I’m looking forward to working with you.” She smiled. “You won’t be calling yourself Vigilante Incorporated. Do you have a name for the endeavour?”

      “To draw attention away from a possible team, I’m using a solo name; Hawk.”

      “I like it. Swift, powerful, and deadly efficient,” she nodded. “It sounds sexy.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “It took me minutes to come up with it.”

      “Have you established an underworld contact for obtaining weapons?”

      “I haven’t yet, but it’s on my shortlist.”

      “Reilly is an option.” She lifted a card from her handbag and wrote a phone number on it. “He’s capable of obtaining anything, but some of his previous clients have disappeared.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “How much do you know about him?”

      “Patrick Reilly has lived in Scotland for nineteen years. He’s a wiry little man with dark, curly hair and beady eyes. He was born to Catholic parents in East Belfast in 1955. By the time he was eighteen years old, he’d established himself as an arms supplier.”

      “As a supplier in 1973, he would have been busy, and making a lot of cash.”

      “He was, and he worked for both sides of the religious divide. In 1975, he was caught by the RUC, in possession of a loaded firearm. To avoid prison, he became a double agent.”

      “If he was a snitch for the Royal Ulster Constabulary his nerves must have been stretched.”

      “The pressure got too much, and he did a runner. He surfaced within the Irish community in Glasgow. He earned the trust of the underworld and re-established some of his old contacts in Northern Ireland. Like I said, he’s good but slippery.”

      “I’ll tread carefully.” Phil went on to explain his intentions regarding vehicles and storage. The pair agreed when and where to meet again.

      When they stood to say their farewells, they shook hands and Phil was more relaxed about the kissing on the cheeks. It was a warmer gesture than earlier.

      “I enjoyed our chat,” he said and gave an imperceptible nod. “Don’t worry. I’ll wait here to see you haven’t got a tail, and I’ll introduce myself to our man on the bench.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Go on,” he said, “I’m a big boy.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Annabel said, arching an eyebrow. She left via the main doors and walked around the building. Outside, she paused to observe when she arrived at the side of the massive glass structure.

      Phil approached the dark-haired man. They both smiled. The two shook hands and embraced as close friends would.

      Annabel walked on, nodding to a young woman sitting on a bench nearby as she left the park. The woman continued her surveillance task.
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        * * *

      

      Dave Carter and Phil exchanged some banter and left the building via one of the side doors to be met outside by Joe Conroy. The big blond gave Phil a bear hug and held him by the shoulders.

      “You’re looking good mate,” Viking said, “and you’re keeping tasty company.”

      “Thanks, Viking,” Phil said. “You’re looking good yourself. I don’t suppose you two brought Pete up here with you?”

      “Pete couldn’t be here mate,” Viking said, his expression clouding.

      Phil said, “Do you have time for a beer, or were you checking up on me?”

      “We’ve got a briefing in the city in twenty minutes, but we’ll be around tomorrow. We’ll also explain our reasons for being here to see you.”

      Phil pulled a card from his pocket and wrote his number on it. “Call me tomorrow.”

      He shook their hands and watched them hurry off to a black BMW parked nearby. As the car pulled away, Phil looked at the tinted windows and wondered who else was inside. For a moment, he felt a stab of envy, but he had his new life to consider.
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        * * *

      

      Phil headed back to his flat via Trongate to visit the estate agent. He was fifty metres from the small offices when he heard shouting. The angry man ahead shouted one final obscenity, and released the door he was holding open. He leapt into a white Merc’ parked nearby on double yellow lines. The tyres screeched as the car pulled away from the kerbside. Phil noted the Merc’ driver had been visiting the offices of Kavanagh and Cooper.

      When Phil arrived at the offices, he glanced through the large glass door to see a slim man in his mid-twenties, dressed in a blue shirt and grey trousers standing beside a desk. He was talking to somebody at the door of an inner office. The other person was Stella, and she was wiping her eyes with a tissue.

      As Phil pushed the outer door, he made brief eye contact with Stella before she turned, and hurried into her office. Her face was pale and her eyes glistening. The smile Phil had witnessed a handful of times was replaced by trembling lips. Stella’s shoulders had been slumped forward when she’d stumbled into her office.

      “Good morning, Sir,” the young man said. “Is there something I might—”

      “I’d like to have a word with Mrs Kavanagh,” Phil interrupted.

      “I’m afraid she’s a wee bit busy right now—”

      “You mean she’s a wee bit upset,” Phil met the younger man’s unsteady gaze.

      “Yes ... I mean upset. She’s had some bad news you see.”

      “Does the bad news drive a white Mercedes?”

      The youngster’s jaw dropped.

      “What’s your name son?” Phil whispered.

      “I’m Craig, the office manager, sir.”

      “Who else is in today Craig?”

      “Mrs Cooper is working, but she’s out showing property, sir.” He glanced from Phil to the two office doors at the back. “Would you like me to contact Mrs Cooper for you, sir?”

      “No Craig, and stop trembling son. I feel as if I’ve missed a bloody earthquake.” Phil grinned. “While we’re at it, no more sir. My name is Phil.”

      “Yes sir—” he said and rolled his eyes. “Yes, Phil.”

      “Before I go in to see Mrs Kavanagh I want you to take any calls, and say she is unavailable. Likewise for anybody who comes in. Understood?”

      “Understood ... Phil ....”

      “Who was it in the white Merc’ a few minutes ago?”

      “It was ....” Craig stared at Stella’s office door, “It was Mr Kavanagh.”

      “It was her ex-husband?”

      “Yes. We thought we’d seen the last of him after the last time,” Craig said and winced.

      “What happened the last time?”

      “When he turned up and grabbed Stella ... Mrs Kavanagh by the arms, and shook her. Mrs Cooper said she’d call the police.”

      “Okay mate. Hold the fort until I come out. If Mrs Kavanagh asks later, I was asking about the job.”

      “Got it,” Craig said with enthusiasm.

      Phil strode across to Stella’s door and pushed.

      “Hello,” he said and continued to enter without invitation. He closed the door behind him and remained standing.

      Stella got up from her seat and went to stand by the window. She faced the mirrored glass, on the other side of which, passers-by went about their business. Her left hand went up to her face. She was holding a white tissue.

      As he stood with his back to the door, Phil was struck by Stella’s excellent figure and good legs. His gaze wandered to the red and purple marks on her upper arms. She meant nothing to him on a personal basis, but he was seething. He hated injustice, and a man hurting an innocent woman was one of the worst examples.

      As Phil gathered his thoughts to attempt a softly, softly approach he looked at the window where he could read the company name, although it was backwards from within. It was written in a gold Gothic style. He’d find Mr Kavanagh after this visit.

      “I was dropping in to bring you the details for Flat Four,” Phil said. “If you’re too busy I’ll come back.”

      “No,” she said. “Please give me a moment.” She turned from the window and dabbed at her eyes.

      “I brought Mr Patterson’s details.” Phil stepped forward and dropped a passport and driving license on the desk.

      Stella sat at her desk and lifted the identity papers. “My God, if it weren’t for the horn-rimmed glasses and the clean-shaven face he would pass for your twin.” She was focusing on the documents when Phil reached down and retrieved them.

      “Would you like Craig to copy them for your records?”

      “Yes please.”

      Phil reached back and opened the office door. “Craig, one moment please.”

      “Yes,” Craig said, on arrival at the doorway.

      “Do the necessary with these, please mate, and let me have them back.”

      “I will.” Craig glanced at his boss and the client. “I will certainly, Phil.”

      “I see you’ve made a new friend.” Stella smiled as Craig hurried away.

      Phil gazed down at Stella. He said nothing during the two minutes Craig was photocopying the documents.

      “Thank you, Craig.” Phil closed the door.

      “Now,” Stella said. “Was there something else?”

      “Yes, I wanted to ask another favour. If you’d join me for lunch tomorrow, we could discuss my request.” He slipped the passport and license into a pocket.

      “I don’t usually—”

      Phil leant forward onto the desk with both hands. “I would consider it a privilege.”

      “I’m in no fit state—”

      “One o’clock sounds good to me.” He winked. “I’ll be back tomorrow.” He opened the office door and called. “Mrs Kavanagh will have a lunch appointment tomorrow from one until two-thirty, Craig.”

      “Got it,” Craig said and lifted his pen.

      Phil turned to Stella. “See you tomorrow.” He left her office and closed the door. On the way out, he paused at Craig’s desk. “Is your boss looking out here right now?”

      “No, she’s at the window.”

      “Good. Do you know where Mr Kavanagh works these days?”

      “It’s an office on the corner of Bath Street and Renfield Street.” He paused. “It’s the old block opposite the big British Home Stores department store.”

      “Good,” Phil said. “Say nothing.”

      “Got it,” Craig promised.

      Phil briefly placed a strong hand on Craig’s shoulder before leaving. Instead of going to his flat, he headed farther into the city centre.

      At 16:30 Phil arrived at the junction of Bath Street and Renfield Street, dominated as it was by the department store. The massive building had replaced tenements and offices in the late 1960s, but it was established and belonged in the corner position.

      As he turned into Bath Street, Phil glanced into the entrance of the office block on the corner. Old Joe, the concierge, was standing beside the elevator in his black coat with fake brass buttons. Phil went inside and introduced himself as someone new to the issue of parking locally.

      It took a few minutes of observation and idle conversation for Phil to gain the necessary information. Joe enjoyed a pint and wasn’t paid well for his years of service. He was happy to talk to the friendly new face for the price of a few beers. It took less than fifteen minutes for Phil to do a recce after the chat.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Wednesday 3rd July

      Phil was in position at 07:25, and observed several city workers turning slowly into the narrow lane before parking. By 07:40, one vacant space remained.

      At 07:45, Brian Kavanagh turned into Bath Lane as if he were on a racetrack. Had anyone been walking out of the lane, they would have been hit by the white Merc’. He manoeuvred into the remaining space, got out and operated the remote without looking back.

      The bleeper on the car had barely sounded when his arm was thrust up his back. He was pushed between two vehicles and rammed face first into a recessed doorway. His face was pressed hard against the dirty, peeling paintwork.

      Kavanagh half-turned and was punched hard in the solar plexus. He closed his eyes and opened his mouth wide, gasping. He dropped his key fob, fell back against the wall, and slid to a sitting position. His mouth was gaping. A foul-smelling hood was pulled over his head, and his hands moved up.

      Phil whispered, “Remove the hood, and I’ll cut your fucking throat.”

      Kavanagh’s hands both shot down to the cold, dirty cobbled ground where he sat.

      Phil got up from his squatting position to look through the windows of the parked cars along the lane. At one end, a blonde woman in parking attendant uniform was standing. When Phil squatted down in front of Kavanagh, he watched for the telltale sign of the canvas material moving in and out.

      Kavanagh mumbled, “I don’t carry cash—”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “What do you want? What’s this about?”

      “This is about you being an arsehole.”

      “What?” The hood turned left and right.

      “After this conversation, if you contact or visit your ex-wife, I’ll pay you another visit.”

      “The fucking bit—”

      The statement was terminated when Phil’s gloved right fist smashed into the centre of the already blood-stained material. A sickening crunch was followed by sobbing from within the hood. Kavanagh’s right hand came halfway up to the hood, but stopped and returned to the ground.

      “If you make contact, or involve anybody else, you will live to regret it. My name is Hawk. Do not fuck with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian Kavanagh sat in the dirty doorway between the cars, sobbing into the stinking hood for ten minutes. Tentatively he lifted his right hand up. He removed the hood and took several deep breaths. On the piece of canvas material, apart from blood stains was the name of a well-known Glasgow butcher.

      The other strong aromas came from the urine stains around the doorway. Kavanagh was a businessman, a bully, a womaniser and terribly vain - and he was sitting in a pool of somebody else’s piss.

      “Bastard!” he cried. “You are going to suffer for this Stella, my dear.” He touched his broken, bleeding nose until he smelled the urine on his fingers.

      At one end of the alleyway, the blonde parking attendant made a brief call on her mobile and left the area.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. Mobility

          

        

      

    

    
      Having dealt with Brian Kavanagh early, Phil set off on a casual stroll, to get better acquainted with the route of the one-way system and the areas which had become traffic-free pedestrian zones.

      The preparations were no different to what he would have done in a foreign city. In some ways, Glasgow had become alien to him. On the corner of Renfield Street, he dropped Kavanagh’s car keys into a large waste-bin.

      Sauchiehall Street had long been a shopping street boasting big names in retail, but Phil remembered it as a multi-lane road.  Lessons had been learned from major cities in mainland Europe. A large portion of Sauchiehall Street was now a traffic-free zone; complete with seating, trees and open space for pedestrians to wander between stores. An abundance of cafes and coffee shops with outside seating areas had been established.

      In 1990 Glasgow was the European City of Culture. Phil wondered how many of these changes to the city’s appearance had been planned to win the votes, and how many had come afterwards. Every day he spent on the streets, he was impressed by the facade of the new Glasgow, but under the veneer, it was the same place—vibrant in ways other than the obvious. However the area was dressed-up, the indigenous people remained a genuine, forthright breed who were justifiably proud of their city.

      A young woman stood outside a mini-market with a large pushchair. She was smoking and observing every passer-by. The continually shifting gaze caught Phil’s attention and he watched. Another young woman came out of the store with an arm full of groceries, dropped them in the pushchair, and covered them with the baby’s blanket.

      When Phil heard the glass jars and cans of food clinking together he wondered about the comfort of the baby—until it struck him, there was no baby. The two women set off at a brisk pace to their next target. They laughed. Phil considered similar scenes across the country. The world was full of criminals.
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        * * *

      

      It was 10:00 when the twenty-three-year-old woman entered the coffee shop. She paused to allow the glass door to swing back and she walked toward the rear and Phil’s table. Her pretty face was framed by long, naturally wavy brunette hair.

      The woman’s choice of a white blouse, red tartan mini-skirt and three-inch heels gave her a ‘butter wouldn’t melt’ look. A small black bag hung from her right shoulder. Over her left arm, she carried her black coat. Her gaze was steady and confident as she appraised the man in the leather jacket. She stopped at the table, inclined her head and whispered.

      “Hawk?”

      “Yes,” Phil stood. “You must be Rachel.”

      She nodded and smiled, they shook hands, and Rachel draped her jacket over the backrest of the chair before sitting.

      “What would you like to drink?” Phil removed his jacket to hang it on his chair.

      “A latte, please,” Rachel said and looked around the cafe when Phil left her.

      At the next table were a rough, young couple who were arguing loud enough for all to hear. It was a defence created by appearing menacing.

      The lad was wearing a green tracksuit, designer-label trainers, and a black NYC baseball cap on the back of his head, the peak pointing skyward. His nose and mouth were covered in a rash, which hinted at one of his pastimes.

      The girlfriend was dressed in a white tracksuit and designer trainers. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail, and her features were adorned with rings in her ears, nose, and brow. She was unattractive before the jewellery was attached to her face. It was a loud and aggressive attitude like hers which gave those with piercings a lousy reputation.

      Phil returned, placed the latte on the table in front of Rachel, and his fresh coffee at his place before he sat. Before either spoke, their attention was captured.

      Ponytail shouted, “What the fuck are you looking at her for?” She dragged her seat around and pushed it against the wall. She turned and glared at Phil and Rachel.

      “Cos’ she’s a tidy looking tart,” Baseball Cap said, grinning.

      “Yeah she is a tart, an’ he’ll be the next old punter paying for it,” Ponytail responded in a loud voice. She and her boyfriend both sniggered.

      “Excuse me,” Phil whispered before he stood up. He noticed the assistant behind the counter lifting her telephone. He winked at her and gave a slight shake of his head.

      The girl put down the phone.

      In three strides, Phil reached the loudmouth with the baseball cap but stood in such a way to shield his actions. As the girlfriend looked on, Phil used his left hand to paralyse the lad using the pressure point in his left shoulder. At the same time, he removed the baseball cap. When the young man gasped, Phil stuffed the hat into its owner’s mouth.

      Ponytail thrust a hand into her bag and produced a flick-knife.

      Phil met her wild gaze and leant forward. “Put the blade away, or I’ll ram it up your arse.” He turned toward the boyfriend, whose eyes were bulging as he endured pain and discomfort.

      “If you two get up now and leave,” Phil said in hushed tones, “I’ll resist the temptation to put both of you in the fucking hospital.” He smiled at the boyfriend. “If either of you does anything stupid, I promise you, you’ll share an ambulance.” He didn’t look back when he walked back to his table.

      The girl at the counter remained beside her phone, continuing to observe.

      Phil sat down and took a sip of coffee. “I’m sorry, Rachel, but it was necessary.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      The loud-mouthed pair got up to leave, but at the door, Baseball Cap stopped. “We’ll fucking get you, you old bastard!” he shouted. Old to Baseball Cap and his girlfriend was anybody over twenty-five. The girlfriend went outside, but the boyfriend tripped over a high-heeled boot which was sticking out from under a table. He glared at the wearer.

      The woman inclined her head to look at him over her designer shades. Baseball Cap smiled when he saw how attractive she was, but she also had an air of confidence. Baseball Cap’s next decision was a good one—he apologised and left.

      When the rowdy couple left, the woman in shades lifted her coffee and resumed her observation of Phil and Rachel.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for making an effort,” Phil said when the atmosphere had calmed.

      “For turning up, or with my appearance?”

      “Both,” he said, after brief consideration.

      “Thank you.” Rachel gave a smile which was as lovely as the rest of her.

      Phil grinned as Annabel’s words came back to him. ‘I think you’ll be surprised’.

      “Okay,” he said. “What makes you unique in your chosen activity?”

      “Where would you like to start?”

      Phil liked the contrast between the demure looks, and the confident, forthright delivery. “Tell me about your experience?”

      “I won’t bore you with my earlier history.” Rachel’s lips curled into a smile. “I’ve moved booze, cigarettes, hash, and weapons. I’ve sometimes delivered vehicles in the past year.”

      Phil could usually read people by their features and expression, but here was an enigma. Rachel’s smile said innocent, but her eyes said, adventurer.

      He said, “We could discuss your suitability. Instead, I’ll ask you a couple of pertinent questions, and we’ll take it from there.”

      “Fire away.”

      “What’s been your most audacious vehicle theft?”

      “I stole a police car earlier this year.”

      “It doesn’t sound too audacious.”

      “It was parked in a police station car park.”

      Dimples appeared in Phil’s cheeks, but he stopped himself laughing. “Is there anything you’re unable to drive?”

      “I’ve never attempted to steal a submarine, and helicopters are a bit specialised. Generally, if it has an engine, I’ll get it moving and deliver.”

      “Are there any jobs you refuse to take?”

      “I draw the line at hard drugs, or people trafficking.”

      “I understand you were given a series of practical tasks by my associate. How do you think they went?”

      “I didn’t meet the woman at first, but she used my regular method of contact, and I got paid in the usual way. I was happy to have a go.”

      “What was involved?”

      “I located the exact model of the vehicle for my test, got it to a specific location inside a certain timeframe, and performed a series of manoeuvres against the clock.”

      “Which make of vehicle did she request you to use?”

      “Volkswagen Golf GTi—the latest model.”

      “Was she there to watch?”

      “It was one of the things which intrigued me,” Rachel said. “My briefing was to perform, which if I’m honest, I enjoyed, but I didn’t see her throughout.” She finished her latte and licked her lips.

      “How were you to know how things had gone with the tests?”

      “She stopped me at the location when I’d finished, which impressed me because she wasn’t what I was expecting.”

      “What happened?” He wondered what she had been expecting to see.

      “She questioned me on a few things and made notes.” Rachel grinned. “She wanted to check I didn’t have a criminal record.”

      “Is there anything else which might convince me you’re right for the job?”

      “Alpha, the name your colleague used, told me to return the Golf near to where I’d taken it from. I reported back to the old racetrack to demonstrate my skill on a motorbike.”

      “It must have gone well.”

      “It’s how I normally get around. My bike is a five-year-old Honda, but it’s fit for purpose.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “I’ve passed the bike test, which means I’m legal to ride a powerful model.”

      “I like it. It’s an important factor.”

      “Alpha said if I were good enough I’d be interviewed by Hawk - and here we are.”

      Phil explained about the work and the remuneration. He agreed to pay a bonus for exclusivity for a month. After they’d had the opportunity to see how things worked out, they would discuss the future.

      “If I fit the profile for you Hawk, I’ll be reliable.”

      He handed over a Motorola clamshell mobile phone. “This is your contact phone. You have two numbers on there right now. One is listed as Alpha, and the other is Hawk.”

      “Is Alpha a deputy, organiser or something?”

      “Yes, a deputy.”

      “She’s a sexy one Hawk,” Rachel grinned. “Watch your step with her.”

      He smiled as he stood and extended his right hand. As they shook hands, Phil was impressed to see he was openly appraised by his new recruit. She had spunk.

      “I’ll await the call to duty.” Rachel lifted her coat and strode to the door.

      A handful, Phil thought, but a likeable, attractive and useful handful.

      Two minutes later, Phil left and set off to his apartment to get his car. He was going to check out a motorbike dealer in the east end, but he wanted to be mobile. The search might go on. He also wanted a van; something versatile, reliable and previously owned.

      The woman who’d been sitting near the door observing finished her drink. As she slung her bag over her shoulder the tiny silver dog on the strap swung around; glittering. Annabel smiled as she walked from the coffee shop to her red VW Golf.
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        * * *

      

      During his many walks and drives around the trading estates and back streets, Phil had spotted two places of interest. He had a bite to eat and set off by car to one of the sprawling industrial estates.

      Plain buildings of various sizes were in abundance. Car and van rental, vehicle repair facilities, warehousing and distribution, cash and carry, and much more were at home here. Phil parked his car near his destination and assessed the place as he approached.

      His phone buzzed. “Hi Dave,” he said. “Yes mate, 15:00 at The Scotia on Stockwell Street. I’ll see you guys there. Bye.” Phil put his phone away.

      Outside Mike’s Bikes, four motorcycles stood on the forecourt in front of the open curtain door. On the left, were a metallic blue BMW, and a bright red Yamaha. To the right was a yellow Suzuki trail bike with distinctive high suspension and mudguards, parked beside a classic, Triumph Bonneville in black, with gold trim.

      Inside the wide doorway was an office on the left. Through the large window could be seen walls covered in the usual plethora of stickers, advertising everything from spark plugs to the latest bikes. In the centre was the obligatory girlie calendar; Miss July was an Asian girl who was seductively draped over a big black Kawasaki. Next to the calendar was a photo of a small blue and white cruiser tied to a wooden pier. The vessel’s dark-haired, bearded skipper, was stood proudly onboard. The backdrop was a bay full of other small craft.

      In the bike workshop which was open to view, two men worked on machines. At the rear was a well-built, fair-haired man of about twenty years old. The other man was near the front. He had long dark hair and a beard, was about thirty-five, five-foot-seven in height, and heavily muscled. The older man stopped working and sauntered out, wiping his hands on a rag.

      “Hi, I’m Mike,” he said, extending a freshly cleaned hand.

      “Phil,” the visitor said during the firm handshake. “I’m on the lookout for a decent bike.” Phil noted the owner had hands like mechanical diggers, and he sported a tattoo on his upper right arm—a Commando dagger with the motto, ‘Per Mare, Per Terram’—the motto of the Royal Marines.

      “By Sea, By Land,” Phil said, nodding to the tattoo which brought a wide grin from the mechanic.

      “Which mob were you with?” Mike asked.

      “Royal Engineers,” Phil said, figuring it would pay dividends to be friendly, and this guy had a good CV on his arm. It was characteristic of a Special Air Service soldier to use another regiment instead of the elite initials. As a pre-requisite, all SAS soldiers serve with a regular unit before attempting selection for The Regiment. Phil had been Royal Engineers, and it was a regiment which had gained much respect in its own right.

      “D’ya fancy a coffee, and we’ll have a look around?”

      “Great,” Phil said. “I’d appreciate it. Black, one sugar, please mate.”

      Mike nodded towards Phil’s car. “Nice machine the Celica, if you prefer four wheels.”

      “I’m at home on both, but four wheels have been more practical recently.”

      As Mike showed Phil into the office, he stopped to call to his colleague. “Give me a shout if you get stuck, Colin.” He got a waved hand in response.

      The two men went into the small office and discussed how life as a ‘Civvy’ could never compare to service life. As they talked, they sized each other up as men of their type do, but they got on well.

      Phil explained he wanted a bike which would be capable and dependable. He said it was for someone else, but he wanted to see the availability, and he wanted a good source.
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        * * *

      

      When Phil left the bike workshop-cum-showroom, he was pleased he had stopped by, and he’d picked up some useful contacts, including a place where he could buy a van. He drove straight to the garage suggested by Mike. He was at Tommy Somerville’s in less than ten minutes.

      “Hi,” Phil said, “Mike recommended you.”

      “You must be Phil,” the stocky ginger-haired man said, as they shook hands. “I’m Tommy. What was your mob?”

      “Engineers—you?”

      Tommy lifted the short sleeve up on his right arm uncovering a tattoo of wings with a small parachute between them.

      “Para,” Phil said, “how long?”

      “I served twenty years and no regrets.”

      “Except the day you left, eh?” Phil said, remembering his own service, and his father had been Parachute Regiment.

      “Aye,” Tommy -agreed, and laughed. “Well mate, let’s take a wander around, and we’ll discuss what you need.”

      Following the chat with Tommy, Phil drove back as far as Southbank Street and parked the car. He would have lunch with Stella in the city and be meeting up with Dave and Viking at The Scotia. He took a shower and dressed in a shirt, chinos, and leather jacket. It had been bright all morning but was becoming overcast.

      On the walk to the city, he pulled out the card Annabel had given him. He dialled the number, and it was answered after two rings. Phil kept it business-like.

      “I need some merchandise, and I’ll be paying cash up front.” He listened to the response, gave a short list of requirements, and listened for confirmation. “Okay,” Phil said. “No tricks or the deal is off. I also don’t expect to see anyone else.” The meeting place sounded suspicious, but Phil would fit in an early recce beforehand.
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        * * *

      

      Phil arrived at the offices of Kavanagh and Cooper at 12:50 and went inside. “Hi, Craig ... how is Stella today?”

      “I think she’s excited about your lunch date.”

      “Hello stranger,” Stella said as she closed her office door and gave a beaming smile. She was dressed in a black jacket, white blouse, and black mini-skirt. “Have you got somewhere in mind?”

      “No,” Phil said, “but seeing how good you look, we should go somewhere special.” He lifted his right arm slightly to allow her to link with him. “I was hoping you’d have a favourite place.” He looked back and winked. “See you later, Craig.”

      “See you, Phil,” Craig said. “Enjoy yourselves.”

      “I’ll see you later, Craig,” Stella said, without turning.

      They strolled to a restaurant, where they chose a cosy table in a booth. During their meal, Phil outlined the special favour he hoped Stella could do for him. He was stunned by her side of the bargain but agreed without hesitation. They enjoyed a coffee after eating, and Phil escorted Stella back to the office. He gave her one of his cards, but he’d written his number on it.

      “If you ever need me—day or night, call me.”

      “I will, and thank you for taking me seriously.”

      “I’ll see you on Friday.”

      “I look forward to it,” she replied and kissed him on the cheek.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving Stella at the main door of her offices, Phil walked from the Trongate, back along Argyle Street. He could have crossed the street and been at The Scotia in five minutes, but it would make him an easy target for surveillance. It took a few minutes to reach the west entrance of the St Enoch Shopping Centre. Phil went to the upper level and turned to observe the lower levels of the shopping centre.

      When he was satisfied he wasn’t being tailed, he continued along the upper mall, before going downstairs to ground level. He stepped into a shop doorway and waited, observing the upper floor. Some might say he was paranoid; others might say he was professional.

      Phil left the shopping centre via a minor exit on the east side and made his way along Osborne Street. In less than ten minutes, he was at Stockwell Street.

      The Scotia was reputed to be the oldest pub in Glasgow, and dated back to the 18th century. In those days, the city was a wayside stop, and a ferry crossing point over the River Clyde, but it was important, and The Scotia would have played its part.

      When Phil pushed the door, he paused to focus on the interior, and for a moment, the daylight kept him in silhouette to those inside. He let the door close and nodded to the young woman behind the bar, and the three drinkers on stools. They all nodded back.

      Phil turned and found his two ex-colleagues in a small booth to the right of the door. Their position gave them the opportunity to see any newcomer before they were seen. Old habits, Phil thought.

      A freshly poured beer was on the table. Dave and Viking stood, and both shook hands with their old comrade before they all sat; relaxed.

      Phil looked along the length of the bar to their front, noting the dark wood and glass partitions which gave the place its distinctive feel. The locals were an amiable bunch. They didn’t turn to stare at a small group of visitors enjoying a quiet drink.

      Viking said, “It’s a smart looking place for its age, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Phil said, “and the wood panelling around the walls looks like the original decor.” He focused on some of the small, framed monochrome photographs mounted throughout the pub. “I’ll have to get back sometime. I’d like to take a closer look, and they seem a friendly enough crowd.”

      Dave said, “Who’d have thought it—Phil McKenzie getting sentimental over a local.”

      All three of them laughed. Phil’s detached character was part of his legend.

      Phil said, “I didn’t want you guys seen further around the east end, because it’s where I’m holed up, besides; you’d bring down the tone of the place.” He grinned.

      All three lifted their pint glasses in a toast. In unison, they said, “To fallen comrades.” It wasn’t much of a send-off, but these warriors would expect no more if it were them. It was the way of The Regiment.

      As they settled down, Viking told Phil about the operation a few weeks previously, when Pete was killed. The big man explained how Dave, Pete, new man Karl, and he had been sent into a Taliban infested area of northern Afghanistan. Two airmen were being held prisoner in a typical mountain stronghold.

      The insurgents had sent out a message saying they would execute the British helicopter pilots and send video footage to major TV companies worldwide. Phil listened to the story, and it brought back memories of similar rescue missions he’d led.

       “We parachuted into the area at night and walked for two hours to get close before dawn,” Viking said. “Our arrival at the location coincided with the insurgents racing around on their motorbikes ululating and firing guns in the air. They had a fucking pre-execution party underway. The two airmen were kneeling there in the open, hooded, waiting to die.”

      “How many X-rays were there?” Phil asked.

      “Intelligence said there would be forty,” Dave said, “but there were more than one hundred.”

      “We had a few minutes to come up with a new plan,” Viking continued. “Pete and Karl agreed to do sniping duty to draw fire, while Dave and I made a detour around the rocks to get the hostages out.”

      Phil said, “Were both Pete and Karl firing in support?”

      “Yeah,” Viking said. “Instead of one spotting and one firing, they both picked off X-rays, and the firing held the attention of the bad guys.” He glanced at Dave. “We got to the aircrew and untied them.”

      “How did you ex-filtrate?” Phil asked.

      “I told Dave here to lead the pilots to safety, and I’d keep up a rearguard action.” He stopped to take a drink. “My firing was also to cover Pete and Karl as they descended from the rocks.” Viking placed his glass on the table and stared at his beer for a moment before looking up to continue.

      “Dave got the pilots away, and disaster struck. Another bunch of insurgents came out of a large cave. One of the bastards had a lucky shot with a rocket-propelled grenade. It took out the sniper location. Our two guys never stood a fucking chance.”

      For a moment, the three men sat in silence. They didn’t notice other customers around them or the sound of the music playing in the background.

      Viking said, “Dave had led the flyboys safely away, and I called in an immediate airstrike. I continued to distract the insurgents with effective, deliberate fire.”

      “You called the strike when you were in the target area?”

      “Yeah. Normally I’d say it was stupid, but Pete and Karl were gone, and this man had done the job and got the hostages away.” He turned and half-smiled at Dave. “I couldn’t see him, but I fired round after round. It’s what you would have done.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Phil said. “How did you get out?”

      “It was more luck than judgement I suppose,” Viking continued. “I had the sun behind me, and I could hear shots being fired. It wasn’t rapid fire as if to cover me - it was single, deliberate shots.”

      He stopped briefly to take another gulp from his pint. “Every bullet was taking out a target. I fired a long burst and ran like fuck to get out of there. I had Taliban bullets kicking up the rocks and sand all around me.”

      Viking put a muscular arm around Dave’s shoulders. “I felt myself being tripped and pulled into a ditch by this guy here—and the fucking world exploded. For about two minutes after the airstrike, it was raining rocks, sand, blood, and bits of Taliban.”

      Dave said, “Two of our Tornadoes came in low, vaporised the entire location and flew out in a wide circle. They flew back overhead, and gave a quick tilt of wings before they disappeared into the distance.”

      Viking said, “When all the noise died down, and we got ready to move out I thanked Dave for the steady firing, and for pulling me into the rocks.”

      “It wasn’t me doing the deliberate firing,” Dave said.

      Viking continued. “When we got de-briefed we were told some character called, Chameleon had been sent in alone a few hours earlier to watch over us.”

      Phil said, “Chameleon was the name brought up after the Kentobi mission?”

      “Yeah,” Viking said. “The nearest anyone could have been to the location was half a mile away, which is some fucking shooting.”

      “Did you find out who the sharpshooter was?” Phil was eager for a name.

      “No,” Viking said, “but without support from the mysterious Chameleon, we’d all be fucking dead.”

      Phil nodded. “Are you up here for a briefing?”

      “Yeah,” Dave said, “but we wanted you to know how our mission was rescued from failure, so whoever this Chameleon character is, we owe him our lives. We also thought you should know he’s presently operating in the UK.”

      “And you’ve no idea who he works for?”

      Both serving SAS men shook their heads. The three men took a drink.

      Phil explained how he had been kept locked up at the British Embassy for a week after the Kentobi mission. The assassination carried out by Chameleon on that occasion had cost Phil his career. It remained a sensitive topic.

      He told them about the deal he’d been offered before he was flown back to the UK. The charges would be dropped if he accepted a temporary position as an advisor with the Metropolitan Police in London. He would also receive all cash benefits and pension due to him if he accepted their one condition; no further contact with the SAS Regiment.

      The other two were disgusted by the way Phil had been treated, but both assured him they’d be on call if he ever required help—in any situation. Phil gave them both a card after writing his number on them.

      Viking looked at the simple logo, grinned and nodded his approval. Dave stared at the card, looked at Phil and shook his head.

      “I’ll explain later,” Viking said, and winked.

      They had one more beer together, and Phil left alone.

      A woman sitting in a car, parked along the street, made a brief phone call, got out and followed Phil to his apartment. The woman made another call before going home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. Protection

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Thursday 4th July

      Phil completed a thirty-minute workout but didn’t go for a run. He had a full day ahead of him, and the activities were starting early.

      He watched the news during breakfast. It was early days in his strange new life, and he was feeling alert and refreshed. Phil was pouring himself a second coffee when the bulletin changed to the local news-desk.

      ‘A police spokesman has said the death of underworld hit-man Benny Bullets Barnes, may have been a tit-for-tat killing sanctioned by a gang leader. The incident is being treated as murder and enquiries are ongoing.’

      An outside broadcast showed the Barnes house encircled in blue and white police incident tape. The woman reporter on the scene explained about the sighting of a man in brown courier overalls in the area on the day of the murder. She went on to tell of a genuine courier who had returned to his truck and found two tyres deflated. He had been waiting for assistance beside his vehicle a few streets away at the time of the murder.

      The report was made with the excitement and drama always injected into such a piece—although, in Glasgow, murder wasn’t remarkable. The police spokesman came on camera at the end of the report.

      ‘We understand there will be speculation regarding the deaths of two prominent gangsters who were both recently in custody. As yet, we have no evidence connecting the two shootings.’

      No mention was made of both men being killed by bullets from the same gun.
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        * * *

      

      Phil walked into the city centre. It was 06:20 and another bright and pleasant day. He was coming to terms with his freedom. A serviceman’s life is hard to walk away from, but Phil’s involved being a human killing machine for much of the time, which ironically made it difficult for him.

      At 06:55 Phil entered Central Station via the main entrance on Gordon Street. He bought a coffee ‘to go’, and took up a position halfway between a newspaper stand and the ticket offices. Three good vantage points were available for his purpose, and he’d use each of them throughout an hour. He checked the photograph of his target.

      Jake Carter strolled into the bustling Central Station at 7:00 and made his way among the crowds. He didn’t wear a hooded top or a cap, and he looked older than his twenty-one years.

      Being smartly dressed in suit and tie, he blended in. His collar-length light brown hair was neatly brushed, and he wore black framed glasses—which had clear lenses. To any casual observer, Jake was a commuter. He operated with confidence among a group of suited travellers at a newspaper stand.

      Phil leant against a wall, sipped his coffee and felt a grudging admiration for the younger man.

      During operations in many countries, Phil had spent hours watching targets. In Iraq, he had put a bullet in a man’s head minutes after the man had left his male lover’s bed. Deep in the jungles of Colombia, he’d timed a knife attack to coincide with the rhythm of the victim’s cigarette smoke being exhaled.

      Closer to home in Europe, he was compelled to allow a Serbian officer to kill a man before he could squeeze the trigger himself and dispatch the Serb. The timing had cost one innocent life but saved a community.

      A dimple appeared in Phil’s cheek as he watched Jake ‘dip’ a man’s pocket, buy mints, a newspaper and walk away. Jake went a short distance, placed the paper under his arm and checked the contents of the wallet he’d acquired. Jake followed his most recent victim among the morning crowd. He dealt with three more targets before leaving the station; his working day was over.

      Hands in pockets, Jake walked south along Union Street to Argyle Street and turned under the massive, dark railway bridge. Reminiscent of bats being disturbed in a cave, the area under the bridge was home to countless pigeons. The pavements were covered in their excrement. The smell didn’t matter, because it blended with the aromas of fish and chips, pizza, and Chinese takeaways in the vicinity.

      Streetlights were fitted under the bridge, but they were yellow and ineffective. The light from the abundance of retail signs on either side gave better illumination. Among these was the red and yellow sign hanging outside a ‘greasy spoon’ cafe halfway along. Phil walked past and glanced in to see his quarry at the counter giving his order. Two minutes later, Jake sat with his cooked breakfast and mug of tea at a vacant table.

      Nobody took any notice of a man in a denim jacket and jeans when he entered the cafe. He bought a mug of black coffee and sat at the table opposite Jake. Jake locked his gaze on the stranger before turning to see four unoccupied tables. He looked back to the man, and his brow furrowed.

      “Good morning,” Phil said.

      Jake got up and lifted his breakfast onto the tray.

      Phil reached out and held the tray down with one hand before he spoke in a quiet, conversational tone. “Please, sit down and eat your breakfast.”

      Jake sat down and picked up his knife and fork. He checked out the other customers in the place. “Who the fuck, are you?”

      “Who I am, isn’t important to you right now.”

      “Fuck this,” Jake said and gripped his plate and mug. He stood.

      Phil reached across and with the fingertips of his left hand touched the edge of the plate. “Sit down, calm down, and eat, unless you’d like me to call the police—”

      “I don’t.” Jake sat down.

      “At the moment.” Phil looked around. “Four other people are observing us.” He grinned, as Jake scanned the room, eyes shifting side to side.

      Four men in blue boiler-suits were sitting at a table near the door. A man and woman occupied a nearby table, and two men in suits were on stools near the window. One of the two glanced over his shoulder regularly. One of the men in a boiler-suit looked straight at Jake; expressionless.

      Phil said, “Eat your bloody breakfast before it gets cold. I’ll do the talking for a minute.”

      The pickpocket turned to his uninvited table guest. He organised a mouthful of bacon and baked beans onto his fork and started eating.

      Phil sipped his hot coffee. “I was trying to figure out a couple of things while I watched you at work earlier.”

      Jake continued to eat.

      Phil said, “There’s something strange about a pickpocket who replaces the victim’s wallet after the hit.”

      Jake swallowed a mouthful of food and washed it down with tea. He grinned.

      “Why?” Phil said.

      “I don’t want their bank cards.” Jake continued eating, but with more enthusiasm. Whatever else was going down, his breakfast would be.

      “Why would you care about their bank cards?”

      “There’s no point in making their lives a misery, plus, if they realise they’ve lost cash, most of them are grateful to have the rest.”

      “I noticed you didn’t target women. You’re a thief with a conscience.”

      “Stealing from a woman wouldn’t feel right.” Jake looked around and lifted his tea. “Men are less likely to report it to anybody if they’ve lost cash.”

      “What about fingerprints?”

      “I have a secret weapon.”

      “How do you work out the useful locations inside a place like a station?”

      “In the early attempts, I had a couple of close calls.” Jake shook his head. “Experience taught me a newsstand or snack-bar were two places commuters make a purchase where they might have to queue and pay with cash.”

      Jake relaxed when he wasn’t under threat. “My system comes from thinking outside the box I suppose.” He was proud of his work.

      “Thinking outside the box; effectively.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “The closest you’ll get from me.”

      Jake finished his meal and washed it down with the remainder of his tea. “Now what happens?” he said. “Are you gonna have me arrested or something?”

      “No mate, but if you’d like to go and buy us both a fresh brew, I’ll tell you what this is all about.”

      Jake stood, looked at the other customers, and back to Phil before walking away. A few steps away he glanced over his shoulder.

      Phil had his back to Jake and the entrance, which he usually wouldn’t have done, but these were peculiar circumstances. When Jake had walked away from the table, Phil glanced up at the mirror on the back wall which apart from being clean, depicted an ad for hot chocolate. He saw the young man walk straight to the entrance, hesitate, and return to the counter.

       Jake placed the mugs on the table and sat down. “Okay, you’ve got my undivided attention, and a fresh coffee.”

      “Good,” Phil said and tasted his brew. He studied Jake’s expression as he asked him questions. “How would you like to be paid to do what you’re good at?”

      “I don’t need to be paid. I make enough to get by.”

      “You’re happy to get by, but with the risk of being caught and having a criminal record. You’ve already been observed, and filmed in action.” Phil watched Jake’s expression. “Have you got a criminal record?”

      “No, and I’ve never been questioned.”

      “Now I’m impressed. The station has a lot of cameras.”

      Jake cast another glance at the other customers. Since he’d come in, all the original customers had gone. “Right, tell me what the deal is, or I’m out of here.”

      “I need to see you in action, but I’ll choose the target, and you’ll have no time for rehearsals or preparation. You follow my brief, and if the test is a success, we’ll talk about the next stage.”

      “What if I say, fuck you, and carry on as I am?”

      “I guarantee you’ll be caught within a week.”

      “Whose outfit would I be working for?”

      “You wouldn’t be working for one of the Glasgow outfits. You’d be working for me, but as I said, we’ll discuss it further if you prove yourself.”

      “What makes it different doing something for you, when I get paid directly doing it for myself?”

      “You’ve never been in prison have you?”

      “No, but—”

      “You’re young, average build, and unless you’re a martial arts expert—do you want me to draw you a diagram?”

      Jake reddened and looked down at the table briefly.

      Phil said, “If you get caught working for me, you don’t end up with a criminal record, and you’ll stay out of prison.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “I’ve been watching you for a week, Jake,” Jake’s eyes widened at the use of his name. “You live in Fasque Place, Drumchapel, with your mother.” Phil could be convincing with minimum information.

      “Jeezuz,” Jake said under his breath. “I don’t want my mother involved in this shit.”

      “Okay,” Phil said, “consider it a concession.” He lifted his mug and finished his coffee. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, on the northwest corner of George Square, opposite Queen Street Station. Don’t arrive a minute before seven o’clock. Our conversation will be short.”

      “Right,” Jake said. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning. What do I call you?”

      “Hawk,” Phil said, stood up and left without looking back. He walked back to Southbank Street, considering all he’d seen and heard regarding Jake.
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        * * *

      

      Three miles away on a side street off Great Western Road, twenty-five-year-old Harjit Singh was in his convenience store passing the time of day with a regular customer buying cigarettes.

      “Mr Robertson, you know they are bad for you.”

      “Aye, ah’ know Harjit, son,” the old man said. “When ye’ reach ma’ age in a city like this, all ye’ have left are fags and booze.” He laughed, leant on his walking stick, and bid the friendly storekeeper a good day. Mr Robertson shuffled to the exit, bent and coughing.

      In the back alley behind the store, a man was using a battery-powered drill, on the wooden back door of the store’s stockroom. He grinned as he lifted a metal funnel and jammed it into the aperture he’d made. He poured a gallon of fuel through the funnel into the stockroom. When he saw fuel leaking under the door onto the cobbled alleyway, he stopped and laid the fuel can beside the door.

      Beside the doorbell was a small sign which read: Deliveries—please ring.

      “Well, it’s a fucking delivery,” the man said aloud and laughed. He pressed the bell to bring the storekeeper or his assistant to the back door, struck a match and dropped it on the stream of fuel.

      Steve Smith stepped back a few paces after igniting the fuel, and he grinned when the door blew outward off its hinges and screams came from within. He wondered what had been behind the door. Smith walked out of the alleyway, to a green Jaguar which was parked fifty metres away. His boss was waiting in the back seat, smoking a cigar.

      Smith got in behind the wheel and looked over his shoulder. “Job done, Boss.”

      “Well done Stevie lad,” Martin Cameron said. “We’ll wait for the sound of the heroes, and we’ll visit another stubborn Asian bastard.”

      In less time than it took Cameron to draw on his cigar, the multi-toned sirens of the Fire and Rescue Service could be heard approaching.

      “Okay Stevie, let’s go and visit Mr Singh’s brother.”

      “Right, Boss.” Smith chuckled as he pulled away from the kerbside.
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        * * *

      

      Aleem Singh was made of sterner stuff than his brother. The big, muscular Smith marched Aleem across the street from his convenience store to the green Jaguar—a car familiar to him. The interior of the vehicle was full of smoke.

      Smith opened the back door. “Get in, and listen.” He pushed the storekeeper inside.

      Aleem broke into a coughing fit before the door had been closed behind him.

      Already in the back seat, the enforcer puffed on a cigar, steadily increasing the layers of bluish grey smoke. After inhaling from his cigar, he blew the smoke at the storekeeper’s face and laughed. It was a mirthless sound.

      “My name is Martin Cameron,” the cigar-smoker said. “When you tell my employee Mr Smith to go away and not bother you, you are telling me to go away Mr Singh.”

      “I will not—” The glowing end of the cigar was brought to within a few centimetres of Aleem’s left eye. He closed his mouth.

      “First of all, you Paki’ bastard,” Cameron said, “you’ll be quiet when I’m fucking talking. Second, you’ll do what you’re fucking told, and third—if you don’t want your beautiful young wife and your twins to be toasted—you’ll pay your fucking dues.”

      Aleem started coughing. He was thirty and had worked hard to build his business.

      Cameron laughed before he spoke. “Now, if you think it’s hard to breathe in here, imagine your darling wife and babies trying to breathe in a smoke-filled house.” Cameron pressed a button, his window lowered, and the smoke billowed out, rapidly clearing the interior of the car. “This is the atmosphere they could be in—if you stop being fucking stubborn.”

      “I will report you. You cannot do this to us—” The lit cigar end was raised.

      “I’ve given you fair warning, Singh. Maybe you should go and see what’s happened to your brother’s store. I heard a whisper there’s been an accident. Mr Smith will be coming to see you on Monday afternoon at two. You will pay him double the figure you were told—or there will be another nasty accident.”

      “You cannot—”

      “Get out of my fucking car; Singh.”

      Aleem opened the door. Smith was standing outside staring at him.

      “See you on Monday at two o’clock,” Smith taunted him. “Don’t do anything fucking stupid.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was 10:00 when a red VW Golf GTi pulled up near Mike Longhurst’s forecourt. An attractive woman in her thirties and a pretty, younger woman got out.

      Annabel was wearing a white short-sleeved blouse, navy mini-skirt and tan Roman sandals. The long straps winding up her calves drew the eye to the shapely legs. Rachel was wearing her hair in a ponytail. Her pale blue T-shirt and Daisy Duke’s looked as if they’d been sprayed onto her thighs. White trainers finished her outfit.

      “Hi.” Annabel walked towards the owner and glanced at his tattoo. “I take it you’re Mike?”

      “I am.” He reached out a freshly wiped hand. “I got a call from Phil earlier. If he’d told me what to expect I’d have worn my cleanest overalls.”

      “You’re as bad at compliments as him.” Annabel shook Mike’s hand. “My associate is Rachel.” She nodded towards the young woman who was already taking a close interest in the machines on display outside.

      “Hello,” Rachel called from a short distance away. In a graceful movement, she took hold of the handlebars of the big BMW and threw her right leg over the machine. The movement stretched her left leg and pulled her shorts up tighter as she balanced on the seat.

      Mike said, “She could take up advertising those things if she ever gives up her day job.”

      “It’s Rachel we’re getting a bike for.”

      “Okay, I’ll give her specifications if she needs help.”

      Annabel smiled. She’d had a chat with Rachel on the drive to the bike store.

      “Oh yes,” Rachel said, and dismounted from the BMW. She strode inside the building towards a yellow bike. “A Yellow Peril,” she said. She stopped before addressing Mike. “Is it okay if I try it for size?”

      “I’ve finished tuning and cleaning her,” Mike said. “I’m surprised a young lass like you recognises it.”

      “It’s a classic.” Rachel seated herself on the bike. “Norton Commando 750cc, front discs, a forward-tilted engine for balance, separated from the gearbox by rubber mountings to cut down vibration.”

      “Holy shit,” Mike whispered to Annabel. “I’ve changed my mind—does she want a job?”

      “Is the Norton for sale?” Annabel suppressed a laugh.

      “It’s ready to go when the docs are completed.”

      “Could she take it out for a short run?”

      “Of course,” he said. “Rachel—in the office are leathers and a helmet which would fit you.”

      Rachel’s face lit up. She went out to Annabel’s car to fetch her own helmet and well-worn leathers from the boot but took advantage of changing in the office.

      Mike called to the mechanic at the back who had been pretending he wasn’t staring at the two attractive customers as he worked. “Colin, get some kit on son and follow this lass on a road test, mate.”

      “With pleasure,” the mechanic said. He changed into leathers and started-up his Suzuki.

      The Norton sounded throaty compared to Colin’s bike, but they set off from the building together.

      Mike turned to Annabel. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I didn’t give it.—It’s Annabel, but I’d prefer if it weren’t broadcast.”

      “No problem,” he said and winked. “There’s more to Phil than meets the eye.” They went inside. “Rest assured there’ll be no questions asked. As long as the paperwork has a name and address, I’ll turn a blind eye to supporting docs.”

      “Thanks, Mike. I appreciate it.”

      While the others were away, Mike fixed Annabel a coffee. In conversation, it surfaced she too knew about two-wheeled machines.

      Rachel rode onto the forecourt outside the office thirty minutes after setting off. She cut the engine, dismounted, and removed her helmet. At an enquiring glance from Annabel in the office, Rachel smiled and nodded.

      It was a further five minutes before Colin arrived back. He would tell Mike about the girl’s performance later—when his nerves had calmed.
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        * * *

      

      Phil never trusted arms dealers, but his suspicions about Patrick Reilly were heightened when the man phoned after lunchtime.

      “Hello,” Phil said. “What do you mean the location has been compromised?” He listened, and his mind was working overtime. “Okay, I’m sure I’ll find it.” He confirmed the conditions. “Tomorrow, nobody else involved—as I said. I’ll bring cash up front. Bye.”

      According to Reilly, the location he’d intended to use was to be the control area for a fishing competition. Phil thought the only fishy thing about the setup was Reilly himself. He was too eager to please. When Phil told him nobody else was to be involved—the man agreed without hesitation. He didn’t complain about the absence of a bodyguard or driver. It was a disturbing attitude in somebody who supplied illegal weapons.

      Phil worked out how much daylight he had and drove out to the northern end of the Carron Valley Reservoir, near Falkirk. He parked his car inside a forest track and walked. The directions were simple enough, and within a short time, he found himself in a narrow clearing at the edge of the reservoir. It was a good location—for Reilly.

      As Phil checked the view of the forest across the water, he was confident he had Reilly’s tactics worked out. He returned within the tree line and related his map to the contours of the forest opposite. In less than fifteen minutes, Phil’s car was parked at the other side of the reservoir—he was walking in the forest before it got dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. Welcoming Arms

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 5th July

      At 06:30 Phil was in the city centre, using a pedestrian crossing to get onto George Square. Halfway across the road a runner in a grey hooded top and dark blue jogging pants came running toward the crossing and bumped into Phil. The runner gave a mumbled apology and was gone.

      It was an overcast morning, and Phil spent twenty minutes walking around the square, watching commuters come and go. He was dressed in a leather jacket and jeans and fitted in with the general build-up of folk going about their daily business. He walked across to the corner of the square where he’d asked Jake to meet him at 07:00.

      At 06:58, Jake arrived opposite George Square at the Queen Street Station corner. When Phil gave the nod, Jake used the pedestrian crossing.

      “Good morning Hawk,” he said in a bright tone as they approached each other. Jake was dressed as usual in suit and tie, ready for his task.

      “Good morning.” Phil eyed up the thief and shook his hand. “You’re looking pleased with yourself. Have you been operating in Queen Street Station?”

      “No,” Jake said as they walked across the square. “I was using the facilities.”

      They passed Nelson’s Column in the centre as they strolled towards the east side, where the City Chambers faced the square.

      Jake said, “Could you remind me why I’m being tested?”

      “I want to set a target, because all the guys you hit at the moment are wearing suits, and they are soft targets.”

      “Would you consider yourself a hard target?”

      “Yeah,” Phil said. “Why?”

      “I thought if you wanted to time me on my task you might need this.” He held out Phil’s distinctive black wristwatch.

      Phil pulled back the sleeve of his jacket. “Well, fuck me!”

      “No thanks,” Jake said. “I prefer picking pockets.” He laughed, and Phil laughed with him. Jake pushed on. “If I impressed you on this test, would you buy the coffees this time?”

      “I suppose I could.”

      “You’ll need this.” Jake handed over Phil’s wallet.

      Phil automatically slapped his jacket to discover his inner zipped pocket was empty.

      “Well done.” Phil looked at the leather wallet and wiped it on his jeans. “What the fuck was on it?”

      “Vaseline.” Jake laughed. “Remember, ‘thinking outside the box’?”

      Phil continued to wipe the greasy substance before replacing the wallet in his jacket pocket. It wasn’t until he’d put it away it struck him. “No fingerprints.”

      “You learn fast.”

      “Let’s find a coffee shop,” Phil said. “You’ve passed the test.”

      As they enjoyed coffee, Phil gave Jake examples of what might be required of him. He talked for fifteen minutes, providing an overview of the experiment, and asked a few questions.

      “If I’ve got this right,” Jake said, “I stop my old way of life. I work for you directly, when you have a task for me. You pay me cash on a regular basis as a retainer?”

      “Correct.”

      “Some of it sounds a bit fucking scary man. You are gonna’ be taking on some dangerous bastards. You realise they fucking kill people?”

      “I fucking kill people, Jake.”

      “Jeezuzz—fuck it, man, I’m in.” He held out his hand to shake on the deal.

      “Welcome aboard.” Phil shook his hand before he reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He checked it for the first time since having it returned and nodded as he gave his new team member the £200 he could have taken earlier.

      “What’s this for?”Jake said, accepting the money.

      “We’ll call it an advance,” Phil said. He handed over a mobile phone. “This is yours. Two numbers are already on there; Alpha, and Hawk.”

      “Right, if I ring the Hawk number I’ll get you, but who is Alpha?”

      “You ring Alpha’s number, and you’ll get a woman answering.”

      “Got it,” Jake said. “Is Alpha your second-in-command?”

      “Close enough,” Phil said. “Any questions before we go our separate ways?”

       “Yeah, how many others are in the team?”

      “The less you know—the better.”

      “What I don’t know can’t do the team any harm, right?”

      “Correct,” Phil said. “Before we part this morning, I have a question.”

      “Yeah?”

      “When did you get my wristwatch?”

      “Your watch was easy. I took it when we shook hands opposite Queen Street at seven o’clock. I noticed the other day you wore it on the right wrist which is unusual.”Jake smiled. “I wondered if it was to stop me getting it.”

      “It was, but you couldn’t have taken my wallet at the same time?”

      “Do you remember a jogger bumping into you when you crossed the road at about half past six?”

      Phil nodded.

      Jake grinned. “The wallet was difficult, because of the zipped pocket. I came from Queen Street Station because I’d been changing. I’d run half a bloody mile to get warm, and look the part.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “There will be briefings for individuals or the team, but they’ll be done as required. If you don’t need to know about something—you don’t attend. The rule applies to everybody. I’ll need you on standby from tomorrow onwards.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” Jake patted the pocket containing his new phone. “I’ll be ready whenever you need me.” Jake walked off, looking taller as he headed for the nearest taxi rank.

      Phil opened his Motorola and dialled a number. “Hi ... Annabel ... we have our team. I’d like the pair of us to meet tomorrow.” He paused and listened. “I’ll see you there. Ciao.”
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        * * *

      

      1996 had been a good year for Reilly. It was bright and warm when he parked at a favourite exchange spot. The south side of Carron Valley Reservoir was overlooked from the forest on the other side of the water.

      The Irishman stood beside his big BMW 4 x 4, inside the tree line, three metres from the placid waters of the loch. Reilly’s thin lips twisted into a smile, as the blue car approached and parked.

      “Hawk, is it?” Reilly asked as Phil’s window wound down silently.

      “Yes, and you must be Reilly, the most trusted arms dealer in the UK.”

      Reilly’s smile broadened.

      Phil said, “Have you got the merchandise?”

      “Of course,” Reilly said, as he took a step away and flicked open the tailgate of his 4 x 4. He stood back and indicated the goods with a flourish. “Why don’t you come and check?”

      “I’d prefer to do it somewhere else,” Phil said from the driver’s seat of his car. “Before we go I’d like your mobile phone.”

      “What the fuck is going on?” Reilly demanded. The grin disappeared as he turned and glanced across the reservoir.

      “Your man can’t see me while I’m on this side of your vehicle,” Phil said. “Besides, his rifle is useless without this.” He threw a small piece of metal out of the car window, and it landed on the grass.

      Reilly stared at the scrap of metal.

      Phil said, “It’s the firing pin from your partner’s weapon.” He lifted his left hand and rested the barrel of his 9mm pistol over the edge of the door. “Your sniper is presently tied to a tree, and he’ll be staying there until you rescue him. Now I want your fucking phone.”

      Reilly slowly lifted his phone from his pocket and handed it over.

      Phil said, “A few miles northeast of the reservoir is a small track into the woods on the right-hand side. It’s between the villages of Gonachan and Fintry.” He raised an eyebrow, “Got it?”

      “What if I don’t find it?”

      “I’ll contact a couple of people and tell them why your customers sometimes disappear.” Phil placed his pistol on the passenger seat. “You’ve got twenty minutes.” Phil reversed and drove off. He checked his rear-view mirror as he drove along the track, and saw the Irishman frantically trying to manoeuvre his 4 x 4.

      It was precisely eighteen minutes later when Reilly’s vehicle skidded off the main road into the small forest track and slewed to a halt in the space available—between two trees. Phil’s car was parked facing the road.

      Phil stepped from behind bushes. “Let’s start over.”

      Reilly turned. The wide-eyed look showed his true colours. “Okay, okay.” He flicked the tailgate open on the 4 x 4 and stood back.

      Phil opened the boot of his Celica. “Pass me the MP5.” He watched closely.

      “Get it your fucking self,”

      “You’ve already pissed me off Reilly—don’t push it.”

      The slippery Irishman stepped forward and lifted the Heckler and Koch machine pistol.

      Phil said, “If we have any hidden surprises with this consignment you have the next few seconds to tell me.” Phil tucked his pistol into his waistband and stripped the Heckler and Koch to inspect it.

      Two minutes later, he was assembling the deadly equipment. “Magazines ....”

      Reilly handed over five magazines.

      Phil tested each for condition and spring pressure. “Ammunition ....”

      “When I’ve got my money—”

      “I wouldn’t shoot you, Reilly. You’d be a waste of a good fucking bullet.” The ammunition was handed over, and Phil rapidly filled a magazine before testing the fit with the weapon.

      Phil made his selection from the weapons. He stripped and reassembled each weapon quickly, and efficiently, and in every case, he tested the supporting magazines. As the final weapon was packed into a prepared canvas holdall, Phil turned to Reilly.

      “If any of this equipment lets me down, I’ll find you, tie you to a tree out here, and fucking skin you alive.”

      Reilly’s pink complexion turned ashen, and he swallowed hard.

      “Here’s your money.” Phil held out a small canvas holdall containing the cash and dropped it beside the 4 x 4. “It’s been an education, for both of us.” He got into his car.

      “What about my phone?” Reilly cried.

      “Oh yeah,” Phil said and threw the phone into the undergrowth. The device no longer had a battery or memory card. Phil drove onto the B818 and headed back to Glasgow.
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        * * *

      

      Phil cleaned and dropped off most of the weapons, ammunition, and explosives at his lockup. He would carry the remainder up to the apartment when dark, with less chance of anyone seeing the large black holdall.

      On the late evening news, a re-run of an interview with an Asian shopkeeper was screened. It had been filmed outside the burnt out remains of his store on a small side street off Great Western Road. Phil turned up the volume and watched with interest.

      When the storekeeper appeared in front of the camera in tears, it highlighted something - the man believed it had been no accident.

      ‘I don’t know if it was some kids messing around,’ Harjit told the reporter, ‘but if it was, it got out of hand.’ The Asian/Glaswegian was visibly distraught. ‘I can fix a shop, but my family live upstairs—I have small children. They could have been killed.’ The camera panned around to the charred remains of the store, and briefly to the man with tears streaming down his face.

      The reporter turned to her right and introduced the storekeeper’s brother, keen to mention he too ran a store nearby. His name was Aleem, and though his voice betrayed a hint of nerves, his eyes burned into the camera lens as he spoke.

      ‘If you know of any way to stop these things happening to us, please help, before an innocent person dies.’

      Phil had seen such a look and plea before. Aleem was taking a massive risk, but the man was openly asking for help. Two minutes after the news report, Phil went through to his ops room and made a note of the location on his Glasgow map on the wall. He ran a coloured string out to one side and labelled it ‘Shop fire—protection?’ It was labelled the same way as the other location, which was ‘Alfredo Pizza—protection’.

      On the pad on the dining table-cum-desk, Phil now had a list of possible missions.
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        * * *

      

      Phil had spent many years under pressure and in active service scenarios. He’d forgotten the sensation of nervousness. In the evening, he showered and made himself presentable, wearing a shirt and trousers instead of jeans. He packed an overnight bag and drove across town to the affluent area of Bearsden in Glasgow’s northwest.

      Eagle Crescent was on the west side of the district. All the roads in the neighbourhood were related to golf, and there was a course nearby. The houses in the area were detached properties with pleasant gardens and driveways. Most had either a large car or a new one.

      Phil drove slowly, along the quiet tree-lined road. He was told it was the house with white gates and white-painted concrete pillars instead of wooden posts. He parked in the driveway and lifted the bouquet of flowers from the back seat.

      “Hello handsome,” Stella said. “Welcome to my humble abode.” She was wearing a pale blue blouse and a short cream-coloured skirt and dark blue stilettos.

      “Hello,” Phil said and stopped to appreciate his host. “You look stunning.”

      “You do realise you’ve earned extra points.” She laughed. “You didn’t need them.” She accepted the flowers and kissed Phil on both cheeks. Stella glanced up and down the street before she ushered him inside.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 6th July

      Phil stood on the doorstep with his overnight bag in his hand. It was 07:30, and although different to his routine, he’d had a morning workout before breakfast. He smiled at Stella as she stood inside the doorway looking radiant in her black diaphanous dressing gown.

      “Before you go, Phil, I have to tell you something.”

      “Go on.”

      “If this how you treat a woman when you’ve no romantic involvement, I’m going to work on your emotions.” She leant forward and kissed him on the lips.

      “Till we meet again,” he said.

      Phil drove across the city and was back in his apartment by 08:00.
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        * * *

      

      At 10:50, Phil parked up near Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum. It was another of those famous Glasgow landmarks he remembered from his childhood, walking around looking at the paintings, sculpture and natural history exhibits. He strolled around the path to the pond on the east side.

      It was sunny with a light breeze. Phil was wearing a lightweight sleeveless safari jacket over a T-shirt and jeans. He walked along the pathway looking for his new partner. His attention was caught by a woman leaning on the black metal fence feeding the ducks. The woman had long blonde hair, was wearing a white denim jacket with matching mini-skirt and an orange blouse. Phil passed and turned towards her.

      “Hi,” Annabel said.

      “Hi,” Phil said, pretending he’d recognised her. He leant on the fence beside her.

      Annabel emptied the contents of the food over the grass, and the ducks squabbled.

      Annabel and Phil wandered off along the path, like any of the other couples taking a stroll. As they walked, Phil said he’d known it was her, though she was wearing a wig. Strangely he didn’t recognise her with the same colour hair the day he’d interviewed Rachel.

      By noon, they’d discussed Phil’s wish list of missions and proposed tactics. They both had a good knowledge of strategy which made the conversation enjoyable. Their main difference in experience was Phil had been a team player most of his life, and Annabel had worked solo.

      As they talked about the situations, they could both see how their experiences were going to help. They were eager to get into the action to see how their unique team might work to fulfil the role Phil envisaged.

      Annabel suggested a bite to eat before they went their separate ways. While they enjoyed lunch together in a nearby restaurant, Phil gave Annabel a history lesson on the Ice-cream Wars of the mid-eighties in Glasgow. He explained, it was suspected, but never proven it was all drug-related.

      Annabel said, “They’ve had regular ice-cream vans touring the streets for years. They visit the outlying housing estates every day and night. It’s a wonderful method of getting illegal gear out there. It would be impossible to police the trafficking.”

      “You’ll see, to this day, the vans are used for their proper purpose,” he said. “I don’t know if drug movement is taking place, but it’s something it would take an army to stop. At some point, I’d like to make a dent in the illegal business, if it exists.”

      “I’ve noted newspaper reports recently about shootings and executions being related to territorial feuds.”

      “Yes, and most are related to heroin and suchlike.”

      “It would be a good idea to deal with the other things you’ve highlighted.” Annabel touched his arm. “We can’t change the world Phil, but we could upset a lot of crooks.”

      “You’re right of course,” he said. “I’m eager to punish bad guys.”

      Annabel took a sip of tea and placed her cup down before clasping her hands on the table in front of her. “You’re already underway, but now you’ve got back-up, and we’ll be working with our team in the next few days.”

      “Thanks, Annabel.”

      “For what?” she said. “Stating the obvious?”

      “No,” he shook his head. “Thanks for reminding me to keep my feet on the ground.”

      “Would you like me to make the phone call regarding Jake’s training?” She lifted her cup, which hid the smile creeping onto her lips.

      “Yes, please do,” he said, “I wanted to have our first full team briefing on Monday morning—it would be better if Jake were free to go straight to his task.”

      “Jake’s program is flexible and will be tailored to our needs.” They held each other’s gaze, and Annabel continued. “What are your first impressions of Rachel?”

      “I think she shows a lot of promise. She doesn’t boast of her abilities, but she has a quiet confidence.” He remained silent while a family group went past the table on their way out. “I’d appreciate it if you would observe Jake and Rachel at our briefings.”

      “I thought you were the body language expert.”

      “I’m sure you’ll know what you’re looking for.”

      “Oh, I do.” Her eyes remained on him as she finished her latte.

      Phil grinned, as he admitted he hadn’t recognised her because of the change of hair colouring and style. She laughed and told him he’d have to keep his wits about him.

      During her initial interview with Rachel, Annabel had suggested a set of wigs and said she’d help organise a shopping trip when Hawk was happy with the team set-up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. Testing Times
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      Sunday 7th July

      By 05:00, Phil was on a disused army firing range an hour’s drive north of Glasgow. He cleared a small area on the overgrown firing point and laid out his weapons and ammunition before measuring a fifty-metre range for test-firing. The targets he’d prepared were mounted on wooden posts forty-five centimetres in height.

      It took Phil an hour to test-fire, zero, and adjust his newly acquired Sig Sauer 9mm pistol, Heckler and Koch MP5 machine pistol, and Tallon powered-crossbow. For good measure, he tested and practised with the Browning 9mm pistol he’d been using thus far.

      Phil knew he could have found a location closer to Glasgow, but his final tests would have attracted attention. He packed away all the firearms and took his other small holdall to an old shed situated at the back of the range. He unpacked low-yield detonating cord, high-yield detonating cord, detonators, and small quantities of Semtex explosive.

      The low-yield detcord would be used in practice for triggering explosives like the Semtex, but the high-yield cord would be useful for something closer to home, like booby-trapping his lockup, and the entrance to his second apartment. Time spent on rehearsals is seldom wasted as Phil knew. He used varying lengths of cord and quantities of explosive. When content with results, he packed the remainder and returned to Glasgow.

      On the outskirts of the city, his phone buzzed. “Hi.”

      Annabel explained she had located two brothels, which were using young, non-British, women. On another topic, she told him about an ad in the ‘classified’ section of a Saturday evening newspaper. Phil had seen the ad but didn’t recognise it as a cry for help. He asked Annabel for the contact number and suggested she contact Rachel.

      The initial team brief would be at the lockup - 08:00; Monday. Jake would miss the session because he had an appointment elsewhere.

      Phil pulled over and called the number from the newspaper ad. He spoke to the nervous storekeeper. The man had been warned about doing anything stupid and was worried. Phil gave a location and time. He assured Aleem he’d be safe, and he agreed to meet.
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        * * *

      

      At 12:45 Phil was seated at the back of a coffee shop on Byres Road, close to the Botanical Gardens. His notebook and pen were on the table, and he was reading the Sunday Mail.

      Phil was interested in the story about a virus affecting the police computer network. The police had made no comment, but the story read:

      ‘The details are unconfirmed, but it appears the Police National Computer, the PNC in Scotland has been temporarily disconnected from the English system. A source has suggested to our reporter the Scottish network was disabled by a computer virus on or around Tuesday 2nd July, 1996.’

      Phil could see the article was highlighting the virus as a temporary setback, but the reporter was making it an issue the police had not made the news public. The security firewall had been breached, suggesting the virus had been introduced in a police station within Scotland.

      It meant the Scottish police divisions were isolated from the other forces in the United Kingdom until the problem was resolved. There’d be no cross-referencing of information on criminal activity such as known associates, past offences, etc. They would be compelled to use the paper filing system, by using a collator within each station. It was a prehistoric method when compared to their modern working practices.

      For a moment, Phil considered the implications. The more he thought about it, the more he could turn it to his advantage. If it was sabotage, it meant somebody within organised crime in Scotland had orchestrated the failure of the system. It also meant unless they had an incredible computer hacker, they’d used somebody on the inside.

      At 12:55 Phil finished his lunch and lifted his notebook. He jotted down several notes regarding the PNC virus as a reminder to investigate the possibilities. It would be an excellent topic to bring up at the team briefing on Monday.

      He read about the lack of progress with the investigation into the recent murders of McSherry, and Barnes; the two gangland hit-men.

      Of more interest was a story regarding the fire in the convenience store off Great Western Road. The fire could have killed a young family who lived above the store. Phil wanted the article to be uppermost in his mind before he met Aleem.

      The shopkeeper hesitated at the entrance to the cafe. When inside, he walked straight to the back where Phil sat with notebook and pen in front of him on the table.

      Aleem whispered. “You are Mister—”

      “Hawk,” Phil stood to shake the man’s hand. “There’s no Mister—it’s Hawk.”

      “I am Aleem Singh.” The young man’s gaze was flitting left and right constantly.

      “Sit, and calm down, Aleem. You’re safe here.” Phil nodded to the man at the counter.

      Phil explained to Aleem, he was freelance and assured him his methods would be effective. He warned him the gangsters might return with the aim of finding the person who was halting their activities. The storekeeper would be safe. They discussed Aleem’s younger brother Harjit, and how the situation was affecting him and his family.

      The meeting lasted forty-five minutes. Phil suspected the Singh brothers had been selected, to ensure other, weaker individuals continued to pay protection money. By the time they finished their chat, Phil had a description of his next targets.

      Aleem said he was concerned he and his brother would be paying one person to get rid of another.

      Phil shook his head. “I don’t expect you, or your brother to pay my associates or me.”

      “How do we compensate you if you rid us of these animals? It would be a matter of honour if you were to do this for us.”

      “I have a suggestion if you’d like to repay us,” Phil said. “Provide support to the local community. Perhaps you could sponsor a school activity, buy equipment or something similar. It would bring you goodwill, custom, and support from the local area.”

      “Please consider it done, Mr Hawk.”

      When the two men stood and shook hands, Aleem sighed. He had shared the massive burden with an individual who could help, and his family would be safe.

      Before his new client left the cafe, Phil was already forming a plan. He had put Aleem at ease and told him to continue running his store as usual, but no update was to be given to Harjit—yet.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 8th July

      At 07:45 Phil parked fifty metres from his lockup, in a parking area for local businesses. It was far enough for his car not to be associated with the building, but close enough to see one from the other. Phil stepped into the recess beside his lockup, which put him out of sight. He reached up behind the drainpipe bracket, disconnected his booby-trap, and retrieved the key on its magnet.

      Five minutes after Phil entered the small building he was preparing three brews. Phil heard a gentle tap on the side door and opened it to greet Annabel. As she stepped indoors, the throaty rumble of a powerful motorbike echoed along the usually quiet road. Phil pressed the button to raise the curtain door.

      When the motorbike was ridden inside and turned to face outward, Phil gave Annabel a nod of approval. Rachel wasted no time and removed her helmet when she’d dismounted.

      “Thank you,” she said to Phil, nodding to the bike.

      “I’m sure you’ll earn it,” he said. “Take off your leathers, and relax.”

      Rachel peeled off her black leathers. “What’s with the grin, Boss?”

      “I’m glad you didn’t opt for yellow leathers to go with the bike.”

      Rachel laughed and continued to remove her protective gear.

      At the back of the lockup, Phil had pinned a laminated street plan on the notice board. Locations were highlighted with initials and symbols. As the two women enjoyed their coffee, they listened to the proposed activities for the coming days.

      Both women asked pertinent questions and made suggestions to amend the plan. Phil had pre-warned Annabel he’d be obscure about their rendezvous (RV) and certain other points. Rachel came up with ideal solutions and passed another subtle test.

      Phil made amendments and turned to Rachel. “I’ve had a call to let me know the van is ready for collection. I’d like you to go with me to pick it up.”

      “Is it far from here?”

      “No. If we go in my car, we’ll have the van back and parked in half an hour.” He turned to Annabel. “Alpha, I’d like you to go over those plans, look for loopholes.”

      “Got it.” Annabel stood up to inspect the maps, routes, and notes.

      Phil and Rachel were back and parking the van within twenty-five minutes. While Phil parked his car, Rachel reversed the van into the lockup.

      When Phil entered the lockup, he asked Rachel why she reversed into the lockup, instead of driving in, which was easier. She said she’d expect to get out of places faster than she got into them. Phil nodded his approval.

      Rachel said, “For my initial task, I’m to conduct my reconnaissance and rehearsals, but I call you if an issue arises regarding planned routes and RV?”

      “Correct,” Phil said. “Remember, timing and route are vital ingredients.”

      Without further ado, Rachel was donning her helmet and leathers.

      Annabel said, “This morning I’ll conduct a daylight check on the buildings we discussed. I’ll do a second run after today’s mission, and I’ll do a check in darkness.”

      “Good,” Phil said. “We’ll discuss your findings and maybe recce together later.”

      Phil raised the door for Rachel when she had her bike running. She touched her visor with her right forefinger in salute, revved the bike, and was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Jake had a regular start to his day. It was normal, at least concerning his starting time and being dressed in a suit and tie. Annabel had called him on the previous evening. She instructed him to be at Blythswood Square at precisely 07:00, and commence walking around the four sides of the square. Nobody else was to know of his appointment, and he’d know his liaison when they met.

      To most Glaswegians, the centre of their city is George Square, complete with Nelson’s Column and the imposing Glasgow City Chambers building. The geographical centre is Blythswood Square, a fifteen-minute walk to the west of the accepted centre. It had originally been built to feature as the city centre, but over the years, the increased retail activity elsewhere prevented the idea from ever becoming a reality.

      The Georgian architecture of Blythswood Square was looking as good as ever, having been sandblasted more than once in its history. Jake had been sauntering around the square for twenty minutes admiring how solid and presentable the buildings were when a suited man in his fifties opened one of the magnificent front doors and called down to him.

      “Hey son, what’s your name?”

      Jake was passing the base of the stone staircase and turned. “Jake.”

      “Who sent you here?”

      “Alpha” Jake said without hesitation and as instructed, glanced over his right shoulder and pointed across the gardens of the square at nothing in particular.

      “Come on up, mate.” The man smiled as he stepped back inside. The place was like any of the high-class hotels around the small square. The iron railings which bordered the steps were painted gloss black, and the Fleur de Lys tips were painted gold. The windows were large, double-glazed, and gave no indication of the interior.

      Jake made his way up the steps and entered the building.

      The door was closed by the suited man. “Hello mate, I’m Arkwright—”

      “Arkwright ... like in the classic TV comedy—Open All Hours?”

      “Yes,” Arkwright said. “I have to give you a security briefing.” He shook his head. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t take long, but it is important.”

      Jake followed Arkwright along a corridor. There had been no sound since he’d entered the building. No phones were ringing, or typewriters clacking away, and no hubbub of conversation; nothing.

      They went through a doorway which had a combination lock. Arkwright’s fingers hit the keys fast, and Jake couldn’t register the number. They went along a short corridor and down two flights of stairs.

      The two men went into a small room with a table and two chairs. On the table was a multi-page document printed on cream paper. Beside it was a pen. Three of the room walls were plain white, and one had a large mirror. Small camera lenses were set into two corners of the ceiling and a microphone extended from the wall. It was reminiscent of the interview rooms seen in police movies.

      Arkwright pulled up a chair and indicated for Jake to sit on the other, which placed them opposite each other. “Now Jake, before you pick up the paperwork I’ll give you my version of the official briefing.” Arkwright clasped his hands and rested his arms on the table.

      Jake nodded but remained silent.

      “You’ve been selected for training, but you must sign the Official Secrets Act.” Arkwright leant forward. “In a nutshell, Jake—once you’ve signed those papers, if you say a word about your training to anybody outside these walls you will be sent down for a long time.”

      Jake had lifted the pen when he sat down, but he put it down as if it had stung him. His eyes opened wide. “What if I don’t want to do the training?”

      “I’ll see you back to the main door. Any agreement you have with Alpha is ended, but if you tell anybody about this place, our conversation, or this meeting—it wouldn’t be good.”

      Jake looked from the quietly spoken Arkwright to the forms. He lifted the first sheet.

      “Would you like tea, coffee or something else to drink?” Arkwright stood up.

      “White coffee, two sugars please,” Jake said. The door closed, and as he looked around the small room, the gravity of the situation hit him. “Fuckin’ hell,” he whispered and remembered seeing a mike. He turned to one of the cameras. “Sorry.” He dealt with the document.

      It was fifteen minutes before Arkwright returned with two coffees and sat down. He reached across and picked up the document. Arkwright stood up and reached out to shake Jake’s hand. Jake imitated the older man’s old-fashioned ways and stood up.

      “Jake, welcome to Locks, Safes and Alarms—Stage One.”

      As they enjoyed their coffee, Arkwright talked about the skills he’d be teaching Jake—and assured him it wasn’t going to be easy.

      Jake occasionally glanced at the large mirror and the microphone. He would never be made aware the mirror was—a mirror. In the same way, he would never know the camera lenses were fake, or the table was as likely to record their conversation as the dummy microphone. The Official Secrets Act documents were real; but unnecessary.
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        * * *

      

      It was 13:55 when a green Jaguar pulled off the Great Western Road into a side street and parked opposite Aleem’s convenience store. Before leaving the driver’s seat, Smith looked over his shoulder. “This won’t take long, Boss.”

      When Smith strode confidently into the store, he scowled at one man who was shopping. The man put down his basket and left. Another customer was standing at the newspaper rack, but he was oblivious to the scar-faced collector’s presence. The man, dressed in a dark hooded tracksuit top and jeans, continued to flick through the newspapers. His hood was pulled up.

      “Good afternoon ... Mister Smith.” Aleem was trembling.

      “Forget the pleasantries, Singh,” Smith said. “Give me the fuckin’ package.”

      “Hey,” the hooded customer said. “You sounded like you were making demands with menaces.” He took a pace toward the hoodlum to meet his gaze.

       “You fuck off,” Smith said, “or I’ll break you in fuckin’ half.”

      Phil stepped closer. “You might talk about it, but you won’t do it.”

      “Who the fuck, do you think you are?” Smith squinted at his adversary.

      “Hawk is the name.”

      “Hawk,” Smith said and laughed. “What kind of fuckin’ name is that?”

      “Well, it’s better than shit-face, you ugly, big bastard.”

      Smith’s eyes narrowed, his teeth clenched, and his left fist swung at Phil’s face.

      Both of Phil’s hands flew up, gripped the thug’s wrist, twisted anti-clockwise, and pulled. The momentum of the swing carried the bigger man’s weight forward. Phil maintained the grip with his left hand, released with his right and pressed on Smith’s left elbow.

      When Smith stumbled forward, Phil reverted to using both hands to pull back on Smith’s left wrist. Gripping the wrist, Phil pressed his right foot behind the other man’s left knee, which dropped the bigger man to the ground and straightened his arm upwards.

      “I’ll fuckin’ kill you!” Smith snarled and struggled against the grip.

      Phil twisted the wrist further and pulled up sharply.

      A loud crack sounded from Smith’s shoulder, and he screamed. He was hard, but his gasping breaths and watering eyes were evidence of his pain.

      “Oops.” Phil knelt on Smith’s back, holding the damaged arm upward.

      “You are gonna’ fucking regret—” Smith growled through gritted teeth.

      Phil gripped the collar of Smith’s jacket and pulled back hard before using an open hand to smash the man’s face against the tiled floor. It broke an already misshapen nose.

      “I don’t want to hear threats, Smith. I’m here to make promises.” Phil glanced at two small boys when they pushed the door open. They stared at the scene, eyes wide and mouths wider, before slowly stepping outside,

      The thug was shaking his head to clear the blood from his nose and tears from his eyes.

      “Now, Mister Smith,” Phil said in a conversational tone. “If you come back to any of the stores around here, I will break both your arms and legs.” Phil let go and stood up. He took one pace back, knowing what to expect.

      Smith used his good arm to support himself. He reached a kneeling position. Phil’s right foot was buried deep in Smith’s groin. The big man fell forward, unconscious.

      Aleem stood at his counter trembling, eyes blinking and lower jaw trembling.

      “Call for an ambulance,” Phil said. “They’ll be here by the time he’s capable of standing.”
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        * * *

      

      While Phil was dealing with Smith inside the store, a figure in hooded top and jeans wandered along and stood in a doorway a few paces back from the green Jaguar.

      Phil stepped out of the store, stopped at the kerbside and gazed at the gleaming car. He saw Smith’s boss staring at him from the rear passenger seat. Phil nodded to the hooded figure in the doorway before he set off across the road.

      Rachel arrived at the driver’s door at the same time as Phil reached the rear passenger door. They opened them simultaneously.

      The smartly dressed man in the back of the Jaguar squinted. “What the fuck—” but he was cut off in mid-sentence when a pistol barrel was aimed at his face. He was concentrating on the weapon and didn’t see who the new driver was, or the rear-view mirror being torn off and discarded.

      As Rachel burned rubber leaving the kerb, the hood of her top was kept in place. She commenced the sequence of turns to head for their destination. For the first few minutes, the car was driven as fast as the narrow streets and occasional pedestrians allowed.

      “You don’t realise who I am, do you?” the gangster said.

      “Surprise me,” Phil said.

      “I’m Martin Cameron, you fucking idiot.” He forced a laugh. “If you stop this car now you might both escape with a good fucking beating.”

      “Did you hear him, Johnny?” Phil said.

      Rachel just nodded which didn’t allow the gangster any recognition.

      Phil produced a dirty canvas hood from within his tracksuit top and dropped it on Cameron’s lap. “Put it over your head.”

      Cameron had come through the ranks. When he was fourteen and a gang member, he’d helped beat a man to death. He first shot somebody when he was nineteen. He was thirty-two,  and a genuine hard-man. He stared into Phil’s eyes, and a smirk grew on his lips before he spoke.

      “How does fuck off sound?” Cameron said and shook his head. “You are such a fucking amateur?”

      “It doesn’t sound good.” Phil maintained the stare, tilted the gun barrel down, and squeezed the trigger. The shot was muffled due to the suppressor being pressed against the gangster’s thigh.

      “Bastard!” Cameron screamed as his leg burned with the pain.

      “Hood.”

      “Fuck—” Cameron’s outburst stopped when the business end of the pistol was pressed against his groin.

      “Wear it, or your car will have fucking testicle-filled upholstery.”

      Cameron stared hard at Phil, snatched the hood, and drew it down over his own head. Within the hood, he gasped and used both hands to apply pressure to the wound in his leg.

      Phil responded by binding the gangster’s wrists with a plastic cable tie. The victim was snorting and mumbling obscenities as the car continued on its course, regularly taking turns and disorientating the local underworld enforcer.

      Rachel turned off Maryhill Road at the agreed junction and headed into the notorious Blackhill district. The area was colloquially referred to as Dakota, but it was never clear whether the nickname was merely because of the connotation with the Wild West, or because plenty of outlaws roamed the streets. Like many other housing estates in and around Glasgow, it had a reputation for being lawless. Police numbers didn’t make much difference in a district like Blackhill.

      Phil knew Cameron wasn’t the top man, but he would take a long time to die before he’d give up his boss. Phil was convinced the Godfather’s name was Hartley or McGinley. Time was on his side.

      “With effect from today,” Phil said, “you will stop putting the squeeze on small businesses.”

      A snorting sound came from within the hood before Cameron spoke. “Fuckin’ idiot, you two are gonna’ be fuckin’ sorry.”

      “If I find out you are back in business, you’ll regret it.”

      “Go on, Rambo,” Cameron said. “Fuckin’ dream on—”

      Phil glanced out to see where they were and smashed the butt of the pistol into the middle of the canvas hood. He heard bone crunch. Cameron’s head slumped forward.

      “Stop where we planned, Johnny,” Phil said. He wasn’t sure if Cameron was conscious.

      The flashy car was driven slowly through the streets of the estate, and small groups of local lads watched like vultures. Phil frisked his captive to look for a mobile phone. Few folks owned them, but this man would. He had a large wad of banknotes in an inside pocket, and they were removed.

      Phil held Cameron’s phone forward to let Rachel see it. She nodded, and one minute later stopped the car. The owner was unceremoniously ejected onto the kerbside by Phil. Before leaving him, Phil removed the hood from Cameron’s head and jumped into the front passenger seat.

      Two minutes later, around the next corner, Rachel parked up, leaving the keys in the ignition and the driver’s window open. A red VW Golf stopped beside them.

      “All okay?” Annabel asked as she pulled away.

      “Everything went according to plan.” Phil glanced over his shoulder and passed a wad of notes to his accomplice. “Well done, Rachel.”

      “What’s this for? Rachel asked. “I did what you told me to do.”

      “Exactly,” Phil said. “No gawping, no gasping, no talking—no hesitation. Doing what you’re told is your job, and it gained you a bonus.”

      Annabel glanced in her rear-view mirror at Rachel’s rapt expression and smiled.

      A ghost of a smile crossed Phil’s face. Was he beginning to thaw?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. Relationships

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Wednesday 10th July

      Phil enjoyed a steady five-mile run in the bright, crisp morning. The freedom and tranquillity of the new day were exhilarating, and he’d seen the young blonde.

      He didn’t run every day, but he wondered if she did. They always passed each other within a particular section of Glasgow Green. As usual, they’d raised a hand briefly in silent greeting in the way runners do. Phil thought she was in her mid-twenties, but whatever age she was, she was fit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As they’d done on the previous day, Annabel and Rachel were to carry out observation of the ice-cream vans as they patrolled the various housing estates on the north side of the Clyde. The companies sending out the vans had designated territories and some overlapped.

      Rachel was surveying the area farthest west, the sprawling Drumchapel. Like the other council estates, it had open park areas and long avenues with narrow lanes running between. Rachel also had the neighbouring regions of Blairdardie, and Knightswood, both of which were regarded as marginally more respectable than The Drum. It depended on who was asked.

      Annabel was scheduled to monitor the districts of Scotstoun, Whiteinch, and Partick which ran in line close to the River Clyde’s northern banks. She would also drive up to Great Western Road and across to Maryhill during the day.

      Phil would tackle the other infamous sprawling estate of the city; Easterhouse. It was north of the Clyde, and out to the east. Between times, Phil would drive through Dennistoun, and Springboig which were closer to the city centre.
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        * * *

      

      Near the picturesque town of Callander many miles to the north, a handful of men were on the fourth fairway of the Callander Golf Club. They played amidst scenery enjoyed by all golfers who visited the course.

      William Hartley strolled alongside his opponent for the morning. “Bobby, I’m getting the impression you’re ignoring me.”

      “I’m bloody thinking—and don’t call me Bobby.”

      “Now, that’s no way to talk to an old friend—Bobby.” Hartley came to a halt and glanced back. The two caddies stopped walking, remaining out of earshot. Davenport’s caddy was one of Hartley’s men.

      “You can’t expect all these things,” Davenport said. “It’s ... it’s unreasonable.”

      “Bobby,” Hartley said. “You are the Chief Constable, and you have the power to do anything you wish.” He placed his left hand under the other man’s chin and turned the chubby face upwards, much in the way an adult treats a child. “If you sense weakness, remember our deal.”

      “You’re a lying bastard,” Davenport said, losing his normal composure. “I don’t think you’ve got any photographs of me—it’s a ploy to keep me under your fucking control.”

      “Now, Bobby,” Hartley said, and grinned. “If we weren’t such good friends I’d wrap a fucking five-iron around your face.” He stepped close enough for his breath to be felt against Davenport’s skin. “Raise your voice to me, and I’ll ram one of these clubs up your fat arse.” He laughed aloud. “You’d enjoy it though.”

       Davenport’s eyes blinked rapidly as he met the Godfather’s gaze. Hartley was the top man of crime in the north of Glasgow, and he controlled Davenport. “You have to understand, it will stand out if I get too involved.”

      “Bobby, I think you’re getting me mixed up with somebody who gives a fuck. I simply want you to do as you’re told—or I’ll send out some pictures to the press, and trust me—you will stand out.” He laughed.

      For the next three holes, the conversation was minimal. Davenport continued playing because Hartley insisted on having an opponent. It made it a long game for the Chief Constable. Unlike some of Hartley’s other challengers on the course, Davenport was good at the game. On this day, however, he couldn’t concentrate.

      “I planted the bloody virus on the PNC.” Davenport sounded like a child trying to win favour. “You said we’d be quits—”

      “What can I say, Bobby?” Hartley laughed. “I’m a gangster—I lied.”

      Following a pathetic drive onto the tenth fairway, Davenport sighed and leant on his club as he turned to face Hartley. “I’ll do my best—”

      “No Bobby,” Hartley interrupted. “You will find this bastard and put him out of action. Find him, shoot him, and fit him up with a weapon. I don’t care how, but fucking finish him.”

      “How do you know it’s some freelance guy?”

      “You’re the policeman Bobby—think about the clues. We know it isn’t the regular opposition, because we recognise their methods. This bastard has style. He’s a loner. He’s a vigilante of the old school who knows how to plan and execute. He’s fucking good.”

      “Why don’t you leave it for somebody else to deal with him?”

      “Bobby, he humiliated Cameron, one of my top people. He left him to be robbed, and have the shit kicked out of him in a fucking housing estate.” He stepped closer. “I want this Hawk bastard wiped out—publicly.”
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        * * *

      

      Following the game, Davenport made the long drive home to Glasgow with his mind in turmoil. He’d seen Hartley angry, but he was more on edge than ever, because of this one new enemy. Davenport bluffed, but the gangster would have no qualms about sending intimidating photographs to the press. It was surprising it hadn’t happened already.

      The Chief Constable considered trying to get in touch with the vigilante himself. Maybe they could work together to deal with Hartley. Oh, how good it would be, he thought, the man who had controlled his life for such a long time; finally gone. Davenport was on a high thinking about it. He smiled until the reality hit home. If he pulled a stunt on Hartley and it failed, things would get worse.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Thursday 11th July

      It was a glorious sunny day with a light breeze. At 07:30 Phil left his apartment and set off for London Road. He strolled along in T-shirt and jeans, carrying a light jacket. A red VW Golf GTi pulled up at the kerb, Phil glanced over his shoulder before getting in. One minute later, he was talking tactics with Annabel. The pair headed for a short list of locations they wanted to see at different times of the day.

      They joined the city’s one-way circuit, and while Annabel kept a wary eye on the traffic, Phil gave her directions to make a circuit which included older tenement buildings near Charing Cross. They left the city centre via Cathedral Street and Duke Street to visit Parkhead and Fullarton.

      Rachel had called late on the previous evening and asked if it would be okay to return for another patrol around Drumchapel. She had something worth checking. Phil agreed but told her to be careful, and to check-in with either him or Annabel by noon—whatever.
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        * * *

      

      In mid-afternoon, Annabel and Phil drove out to a roadside coffee shop on the A82 west of Glasgow. It was a pleasant, warm afternoon and Annabel suggested she got the drinks and sandwiches while Phil sat outside at a table. He’d had a brief call from Rachel at 12:00 to say all was well and she’d be at the next meeting place on time.

      A deep rumbling sound was heard as a powerful yellow motorbike pulled into the small car park. Annabel glanced outside, smiled and asked for another coffee and sandwich. When she reached the table outside—the one farthest from the building, Rachel was already removing her leathers.

      “Hi,” Rachel said. “Another three miles and we’d be in bloody Dumbarton.”

      “We’re a couple of miles out of town,” Phil conceded, “but it’s a good way for us to get together instead of using the lockup every time.”

      “I hope you like cheese and onion with pickle,” Annabel said.

      “My favourite,” Rachel said and winked at Phil as she sat at the table. She turned to Annabel. “I picked up those hair-pieces yesterday. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Annabel replied.

      Phil registered the short exchange but said nothing. The three enjoyed their lunch in relative silence, and Phil got the ball rolling to give them an idea of how he wanted the information delivered.

      He spoke for ten minutes, while both Annabel and Rachel took notes. Easterhouse was a drop-off point for drugs of some description. There were far too many adults attending the ice-cream vans when they arrived in the streets. Phil said he couldn’t be sure, but he thought it was a widespread operation. He was keen to hear the other two reports.

      Annabel took less time than Phil. Maryhill was the only place on her list which had anything worth checking. Rachel made more notes and was keen to be as clued up as possible on the day’s activities.

      When Rachel related her observations regarding the ice-cream vans, she suggested a significant area of concern was Drumchapel, but she’d seen a couple of other things out of the ordinary.

      “Would it be okay if I got another drink?” Rachel asked, “I’m parched.”

      “I’ll get it,” Phil said. “What would you like?”

      “Chilled-water if they have it. Thanks.”

      “Alpha?” Phil asked. Annabel shook her head.

      A few minutes later after quenching her thirst, Rachel added her extra information. “I’m aware we were watching for any indication the ice-cream vans were being used for distribution of drugs around the streets, but I picked up on something. In Drumchapel, a handful of taxi drivers seem to be attracted to ice-cream vans.”

      “Go on.” Phil exchanged a look of bewilderment with Annabel.

      Rachel said, “I didn’t spot it right away. It was during the afternoon session when I caught on. I parked my bike between cars in a decent street, packed away my helmet and leathers and used the lanes to wander around and observe from a distance.”

      The others listened intently.

      “Once you know the layout of The Drum, it has several viewpoints to watch for vehicles like ice-cream vans—or taxis.” Rachel looked from one to the other and continued. “In one street you wouldn’t notice, but from a high vantage point, you see it. Within ten stops in different streets, one van had three taxis pulling in, the drivers apparently buying confectionery or ice-cream.”

      “I’m impressed,” Phil said. “It was a possible taxi connection I noticed in Easterhouse, but I didn’t want to mention it right away.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I noticed something else, but I don’t know if you’d be interested.”

      “Go on.”

      “I’m sure I caught a low-life loan shark doing his rounds.”

      “What made you suspicious?” Annabel asked.

      “It was a flashy car, two blokes going to the houses to visit people—no briefcase or paperwork and on most occasions coming back to the motor before the next visit.”

      “Did you see them put anything in the car when they returned?” Phil asked.

      “I’m sure they did,” she said. “A third guy stayed with the vehicle. He drove it from one stopping point to the next. It was because they went to certain streets it caught my eye.” She grinned. “It’s why I didn’t think it was Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses.”

      Both Phil and Annabel suppressed smiles.

      “Good job,” Phil said. “Why did you want to go back to Drumchapel today?”

      “I wanted to take another look at the ice-cream van and taxi routine,” she said. “My interest was in what the cabs did after their stop near a van. I followed two, and in both cases, they pulled up at houses, somebody came out, and the cab driver passed over a package before driving away. No passengers in or out, which was strange.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “You stand down for the rest of today Rachel, and take a day off tomorrow. I’d like you at the lockup at 07:30 on Sunday morning. We’ll be having a full team briefing for the next op.”

      “Does this mean I get to meet other team members?”

      “Yes,” he said and grinned at Annabel. “You’ll get to meet the rest of the team.”

      Five minutes later, dressed in her leathers, Rachel raised her right forefinger to her full-face visor and gave her customary salute before revving her bike and leaving.

      As the sound of the big bike faded into the distance, Phil and Annabel nodded.

      Annabel said, “Rachel is a switched-on girl.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At 18:00 in the bowels of a nondescript Georgian building in Blythswood Square, a weary Jake packed away his handful of specialised tools and removed his latex gloves. He was peeling off his black overalls when his instructor spoke.

      “How do you think you’re doing, mate?” Arkwright leant against a nearby table as he pulled off his overalls. He always wore a suit and tie coming to or leaving the building, but changed into overalls for training sessions.

      “I think I’m doing okay,” Jake said, “but it matters more what you think.”

      “You’ve taken in a lot of information in a few days, and you’re doing fine,” he paused. “Before you go, I’ve got a message for you.”

      “Yeah,”

      “You have Saturday to yourself. Be ready for pick up at 06:45, Sunday morning, from the bottom of Achamore Road. It will be Alpha in a red VW.” He paused. “And you’ve to switch on your phone, or charge it if needed.”

      Jake closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Do I come back here on Monday morning?”

      “No, I think it would be better to return here on Tuesday—you might need Monday free. When you come back next week, stop wearing a suit and tie. Dress casually and come to the back alley entrance. You can change here.”

      “Do you know what the Sunday—” Jake ended abruptly. “Sorry, I should know better.”

      “At least you’re getting the idea. Have a good weekend, and I’ll see you Tuesday.”

      Jake walked to a bus stop on St Vincent Street. He didn’t want to use a taxi, because he wanted to sit and observe the people around him. For the first time in his life, he was achieving something. He was worthy.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Friday 12th July

      The three members of the team who’d been observing the movements of the ice-cream vans performed the same task with one exception. Rachel was to stop at lunchtime and take a rest.

      Phil and Annabel paid an early evening visit to their proposed target locations and agreed on places they could hit as a team. Annabel drove Phil to within a few hundred metres of Southbank Street and dropped him off. He got out and leant in through the open window.

      “Thanks for today Annabel, I think we achieved a lot.”

      “I agree,” she said. “I’ll do another visit to the final contenders at around 22:00, and at around 02:00. I’ll make a note of anything relevant.”

      “Good idea,”

      “Have a pleasant evening,” she said and operated the electric window.

      The car pulled away before Phil could respond to her strange comment. He got to his apartment, showered, dressed in a shirt and smart trousers, and headed out in his car. He arrived at Eagle Drive in Bearsden by 20:00. On this occasion, he was carrying a bottle of white wine instead of flowers.

      The front door opened as Phil walked across the driveway and Stella stepped out to meet him. She was wearing her hair down, and the recent highlights worked well. Her emerald green dress provided a view of her neck and shoulders. The dress was figure-hugging, and the hemline gave a hint of her thighs.

      Black stilettos with a dark green toe completed the look, and as always, she looked stunning. She’d already learned Phil wasn’t accustomed to voicing an opinion on a woman’s appearance, but she read his expression.

      Phil said, “You look—”

      “Save it, and come into my parlour.” Stella reached out to take his free hand. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 13th July

      Phil returned from an early visit to the bathroom, intending to get dressed to leave, but he found Stella sitting up and alert. She was naked, her hands clasped around her raised right knee. Her left leg was stretched under the duvet. She looked at Phil from under her long lashes. Dimples appeared in her cheeks, and her eyes sparkled.

      “One more time before breakfast,” she said. “You lay there while I put in the effort.” The ghost of a smile passed over her face as she threw back the duvet. “Be careful. I thought I saw an attempt at emotion creeping onto your face.”

      The man’s stamina was incredible. Stella enjoyed the physical pleasure and forgave the lack of affection.

      Before climbing onto the bed, Phil held her face in both hands and kissed her softly on the lips. She moaned in ecstasy at the unexpected gesture and responded to his raw masculinity.

      They had their reasons for using each other and were content. It had been part of the original agreement when they’d asked each other for a favour.

      Phil stayed for breakfast and admitted he’d found it easier to be pleasant on this second occasion. He relaxed in Stella’s home and in her company. They had a peculiar bargain.
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        * * *

      

      On his way back across Glasgow to his apartment, Phil picked up some groceries, a pack of beers and a Daily Record. He realised he hadn’t read the Friday evening paper. He had enjoyed an energetic workout before breakfast and allowed himself a rest from running or other exercises.

      In the afternoon, Phil took a leisurely walk around Glasgow Green. In many ways, he thought, his life had become surreal. He couldn’t remember when he’d spent a day doing nothing.

      At one point walking along one of the long paths, a football rolled towards him. Phil stopped the ball with his left foot and looked around. On the grass among the people enjoying the pleasant weather, was a boy of six, or seven years old. He was standing in his football strip staring at Phil. The boy’s mother was sitting on the grass with a book, and the father was standing nearby. The boy’s father waved to Phil as he waited for the ball to be returned.

      Phil hadn’t kicked a football since playing for his regiment, when in the Royal Engineers. He turned and pressed his right foot on the heavy plastic, rolled his toe back and under. He flicked the ball into the air and lobbed it in a fluid movement. Phil impressed himself with the forgotten skill. The ball landed beside the father who nodded in appreciation.

      “Cheers mate,” the man called.

      Phil nodded and waved at the pair before he continued his walk. He glanced back at the father and son passing the ball to each other and thought back to his happy childhood.
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        * * *

      

      By 18:00 Phil had shaken off the rare feeling of melancholy, made himself a meal and opened a can of beer. He lifted the newspaper and sat in a comfortable armchair. A glance at the minimal but reasonable furnishings left him trying to recall when he’d last relaxed. He didn’t know if he’d be capable of slowing down to this level, on a regular basis.

      In the newspaper, an editorial had been added about organised crime in the Glasgow area, and Phil read it in detail. According to the police spokesman, the Chief Constable had been made aware of the possibility of a vigilante operating in his city. In recent weeks, men had been shot and beaten.

      According to the senior police officer’s statement, ‘They may have been convicted criminals, but they should be left to get on with their lives if justice has been served. Vigilantism is a crime and will be dealt with accordingly.’

      “Perhaps you should look closer at how your convicted criminals get on with their lives,” Phil said aloud. As he continued to read the crime section, he caught a snippet about the Bullets Barnes investigation. Nothing was said to indicate it was anything other than a tit-for-tat killing between rival gangs. As far as Phil was concerned, the world was a better place without Barnes.

      He dropped the newspaper onto the coffee table and lifted the Friday evening newspaper which he hadn’t read. Following the ad by the Singh brothers which he’d missed, he checked the classified section with more care. One small ad stood out like a neon light.

      ‘Help Wanted. Kirsten and her European sisters trapped. Every day they are near death’s door, but a saint is close at hand.’

      Phil read the ad and thought back to when he was addicted to cryptic crossword puzzles. He wrote the advertisement on a sheet of paper, one line below the other and walked around the room glancing at it and thinking about the statements.

      He took his beer, the newspaper and his notes into the apartment next door. He placed all the paperwork on the table and sipped his beer.

      “It has to be sex slavery.” Phil looked at his street map on the wall. He had coloured pins locating each of the brothels he and Annabel had found, and he peered at them. As he moved a finger from west to east across the locations, he studied the areas surrounding them, but nothing particularly stood out until the fourth location.

      A few centimetres from number four on the map was the key to the ad—St Peter’s Cemetery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. Plans and Promises

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday had been warm and bright all day, but when Phil drove out of Southbank Street at 22:00 it had become overcast. He aimed to visit two of the places he’d spotted with Annabel, but first checked his theory regarding the classified ad seeking help. He wouldn’t rest otherwise.

      Traffic was light, and it was ten minutes later when Phil drove past St Peter’s Cemetery. He looked around as he turned into the local streets where the tenements had been renovated, but the area appeared oppressive; with the occasional car on bricks, boarded-up windows on some apartments, and small groups of kids on street corners.

      Phil parked on the main road near the closed gates of the cemetery and observed the housing in the area across the street. It wasn’t obvious, but he was sure he’d spotted the target, among other tenements similar to the one he lived in. The ground-floor window on the right was showing a red light.

      It took fifteen minutes to drive around the area, and reach the ideal parking position. From behind the driver’s seat, Phil retrieved one of the cans of beer he’d brought along. He also donned the dark-framed glasses with clear lenses.

      He stood in a nearby lane out of sight, yanked the front of the T-shirt out of his jeans and pulled his zipper down. Next, he eased his jacket off one shoulder and tousled his hair. He pulled the ring on the beer can, took a drink and swirled the bitter liquid around in his mouth before swallowing. Before he set off, he spilt beer on his T-shirt and emptied the can until it held a mouthful.

      As Phil staggered around the corner into Well Street, he fell against the wall several times and cursed aloud. In contrast to his normal erect stance, he leant forward at the waist and hunched his shoulders. He let his head hang forward. For the ultimate effect, he would sing as badly as he could. The thought amused him. If he sang—he’d be in character.

      “Aaahhhh whizz bhorrin’ underrah wandrrinnn staaaarrrr ....” When he couldn’t remember a line, he merely repeated the previous one but mumbled and cursed more.

      When he was fifty metres away, Phil took the occasional swig from the empty can and used the act to take in the scene in front of him. He could see a pretty, young woman standing near the door of the tenement. The red light was on in the bottom right window of the same block.

      The girl turned briefly. On seeing the slovenly creature approaching, she turned to face forward. She had long wavy dark hair and wore heavily applied make-up. Her earrings were large hoops, and her pendant was a gold chain with a red stone. Her T-shirt was cropped to show her flat belly, and her micro-mini didn’t cover much of her shapely thighs. The uniform was finished off with a red shoulder bag, red killer heels and crimson nail varnish.

      “Hallloh rherrr gorgisss,” Phil slurred in a louder than necessary voice.

      The girl made a token gesture of looking at the staggering man with the beer can. Being puked on by a drunk who couldn’t manage what he’d paid for was the ultimate insult—even to a slave prostitute.

      When Phil was a few metres away, he raised his can to his lips and saw one camera. The single small lens was the type of thing he and Annabel had noted on their daytime recce. It was below the front door light. The only red light was in an apartment window.

      Phil stopped within arm’s reach of the girl who was in her twenties.

      “Aahh’mm lookin’ ferr a lassie called Kurrshten,” Phil said, managing to spit as he spoke.

      At the mention of the name the young woman’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped.

      A muscle-bound, bald man in a white vest and jeans appeared in the doorway and pulled Phil around roughly by the shoulder before peering into his face.

      “What the fuck do you want, you fuckin’ pisshead?”

      “Aahh whant tae spend a wee bit o’ time wi’ sumb’dy called Kurrshten,” Phil said. His head wobbled like a newborn baby, and he squinted at the bald security man.

      “Fuck off you drunken bastard.”

      “Wwelll,” Phil slurred, “if ye’ doan’t whant ma’ money ....”

      A well-endowed woman in her fifties who’d once been handsome stepped outside. “How much have you got?”

      “Aahhh,” Phil said in his drunken drawl. “A bizznisss whummin.” Phil made a performance of checking three pockets before locating his wallet. He opened the clip, and the older woman took all the notes. It was what Phil expected, and he’d put in enough to make her greedy, but it wasn’t so much she’d get suspicious.

      “Let him in Frank.” She put a hand on Phil’s shoulder. “If you damage the merchandise, Frank will damage you. Understood?”

      “Nae prroblumm mississ,” Phil said as the empty beer can was taken from him by Frank. Phil followed Kirsten into the block.

      Frank said, “Marie, this fuckin’ can is drained. The drunken bastard has been suckin’ on an empty can.” He smelled the can and wrinkled his nose.

      “Twenty minutes Kirsten,” Marie, the house madam said, as if speaking to a toddler, “Back on the door. Understand?”

      “Twenty minutes, and back on the door,” Kirsten repeated.

      Before Phil and Kirsten reached the first flight of stairs, Marie’s voice carried as she shouted and a ground floor door was banged. “Eva, arse outside—on the door now.”
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        * * *

      

      The prostitute and her client reached a landing out of sight of the main door. Phil tapped Kirsten’s shoulder and held a forefinger to his lips. She stared at him with narrowed eyes and furrowed brow.

      “Are you Kirsten?” Phil whispered as they continued up the stairs.

      “Yes.” She stared.

      “Is there a camera in the room?”

      “No, but a microphone is on wall behind door.”

      “Okay, keep moving,” Phil said. “Act normal.”

      Phil followed Kirsten into a small and dingy room and closed the door. It was furnished with a single hardback chair, a standard bed, and a bedside table complete with a table lamp. On the wall near the bed was a small bell push. No doubt to warn of unruly clients. The light was casting a dull red glow around the room. The closed drapes were flimsy and coloured to suit the working environment.

      Phil spotted the small microphone on a metal bracket behind the door. “Aah’lll jistt hing ma’ coat oan’ this wee hoook,” he said, resuming his drunken slur for the benefit of anyone snooping on a speaker. He reached up to snap the microphone before he dropped his jacket on the bed.

      Kirsten began to undress, but Phil held up his hand and shook his head. “I want to talk. Do you speak English?”

      “They don’t realise I understand every word.” She sighed.

      “Clever girl.” Phil went to the window and pulled back the drapes. Behind the building were small backyards, and an alleyway. Opposite was the next tenement block, fifteen metres away. Most of the windows in the other block were boarded up, and the others were in darkness.

      The girl stood beside the bed staring at this man. Her client had gone from paralytic drunk to stone-cold sober in a few seconds. When he stood upright, he gained a few inches in height, and his screwed up features had relaxed. He didn’t want to use her. He was a strange one.

      “Are these windows locked?” Phil asked.

      “All the windows are locked, and alarmed on the outside.”

      “Sit please.” Phil waited until Kirsten sat on the bed, and he sat on the hard-backed chair. Many a client may have wanted to utilise the scarred chair for their few expensive moments of pleasure. He’d sat on worse things. “If you give me some information I’ll help you, Kirsten.”

      “How do you know my name?” she asked. Her expression would have touched a heart of stone.

      “I’ll explain later,” he said. “I’m going to get you and the other girls out of here.”

      “Tonight?” she gasped.

      “Not tonight, but soon.” He checked his watch. “I must know everything you can tell me about this place.”

      “Are you going to take us to your brothel?”

      “No, Kirsten,” he said and looked into her beautiful dark eyes. “With your help and with a few friends we’re going to gain your freedom.” He paused. “You must warn all the others working here.”

      “I will tell them it is secret.” She stared at Phil. “No more of this?”

      “No more of this,” Phil said. “Now we must discuss this house.”

      As they talked he occasionally glanced around the room. The bed was bolted to the wall. Phil had a sense it was to reduce the drum symphony on the walls on a busy night.

      Once he had the girl’s confidence, Phil squeezed every ounce of information from her. Her English was good. Kirsten’s appearance and ability to speak some of the language were why she was used at the door. He briefed her on what to expect and promised he’d return.

      Anger was building up in Phil before he stood to leave the room. He was a man of the world and had seen prostitution and much worse in many places. The sex trade for men and women was as old as time itself, but modern slave prostitution was altogether different.

      They stepped out onto the landing and Phil assumed a stooping posture. He was back in character. He mumbled and cursed several times and let his voice get louder.

      “Necshht tiumm aah’ll bee aybull tae gett it hupp Kurrshten.” Phil stumbled down the final flight of stairs and landed on his hands and knees.

      “Go, or I kill you,” Kirsten shouted, keeping to her briefing. “Drunken bastard ....”

      As they reached the front door, Marie and Frank reappeared in the ground floor hallway. Marie laughed and nudged the security man.

      “It looks like our drunken friend made an expensive mistake comin’ in here, Frank.” She tapped Phil’s shoulder.

      “You save up your money and come back and see us,” she said and laughed in Phil’s face. Frank pushed him out of the front door.

      Phil staggered out of sight of the brothel singing as before, but without his empty can. It took him fifteen minutes to reach his next location. He parked around the corner from a tenement in Perry Street and left his car, taking a fresh can of beer.

      A pretty blonde who was standing outside a tenement turned at the sound of the drunk. A dishevelled man in a leather jacket and jeans came around the corner. He stumbled and used the wall to keep himself upright. After a swig from his beer can, he staggered towards her, singing as he went.

      “Aaahhhh whizz bhorrin’ underrah wandrrinnn staaaarrrr ....”

      Petra Gorsky was twenty-two years old, and many strange things had happened to her in recent times. None would match her next conversation with a client.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Sunday 14th July

      00:10 - Phil arrived back in Southbank Street, and went straight to his ops room. He pulled the ring on another can of beer, but he’d drink this one. He sat at his desk with a pad and pen.

      Phil took a pull from his can and wrote down everything he could remember from his visits to Kirsten, and Petra. He made headings and kept the information in small groups spread over the A4 page. When he had written most of it, he stood and drew lines from the two locations on the map out to the side panel—‘Slave prostitution’. Phil studied his lists.

      On the page were lists about the street, building layout, rooms, and the people Phil had seen. He drew a simple map of possible entry and exit points, and on another sheet listed individual tasks for the team. He pinned his lists and sketch diagrams to his notice board. He finished his beer as he looked from one block of information to the other and made amendments. He reset the booby-trap on the door of Flat Four and went into Flat Three to rest.

      07:15 - Phil was in the lockup, standing at the back of the Ford Transit van. He surveyed the areas pinpointed on the map and the layouts on the whiteboard beside it. The diagrams showed streets, buildings, and alphabetic symbols representing team members. On the table below the map and notice board was a white linen sheet which concealed a variety of shapes underneath.

      07:25 - Phil heard the rumble of an approaching motorbike engine and made his way to the curtain door. He had left it raised a few inches. As the door reached Phil’s shoulder height, he stopped it and stepped outside.

      From the left, the Norton slowed to a gentle halt and was carefully reversed back into the lockup. As the rider in black passed Phil, the helmet nodded, and he nodded in return. Phil turned to look to the right when he heard two people in conversation.

      It was Annabel and Jake. Annabel was carrying a large black leather holdall over her shoulder.

      “Who’s on the bike?” Jake asked.

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” Annabel replied and nodded to Phil. “Good morning Hawk.”

      “Good morning, Alpha,”

      Jake said, “Good morning, Hawk.”

      “Good morning, Jake.”

      When the three of them were indoors, and the curtain door was on its way to the floor the bike rider removed her helmet and shook her hair free. She removed her leathers, and as usual, was wearing a T-shirt and Daisy Dukes underneath. Rachel draped her riding outfit over the machine and slipped a pair of trainers onto her feet. She looked impassively at the young man whose gaze was inextricably drawn to her.

      Annabel had watched the silent appreciation and gave Phil an imperceptible nod. They both smiled, and Annabel stepped forward.

      “Rachel ... Jake,” Annabel said, nodding to one, and the other.

      The two younger members of the small group shook hands briefly.

      Dimples appeared in Jake’s cheeks. “I’m pleased to meet you, Rachel.”

      “Charmed, I’m sure.” A fleeting smile passed over Rachel’s lips. She might as well have been introduced to a bank clerk. This was business.

      When they took the few steps to the back of the van, Phil had already set up the brew kit and opened the folding chairs. Both he and Annabel had a coffee in their hands. The black bag was at Annabel’s feet.

      Phil addressed Rachel and Jake. “I’ll let you two fix yourselves a tea or coffee and pull up a chair.” He paused. “This would be a good time to exchange phone numbers.”

      07:40 - Phil had told Annabel he wouldn’t be giving the younger pair a full brief on some parts of the team’s mission, but he would fully explain individual tasks. She had agreed, the less they knew of Phil’s overall strategy or intentions, the better it would be - for now.

      Rachel and Jake sat silently while Phil explained the situation regarding the brothels. He told them the young women and men within were sex slaves. To maintain control, the people running them usually had a hold over them, for example using the threat of violence and keeping their passports. If this didn’t work for whatever reason, they used drug dependency to keep them in check.

      Some of the slaves were illegal immigrants. They had never used drugs before and found themselves being beaten, abused and made drug dependent, before being put to work as prostitutes.

      “This mission,” Phil said, “is to rescue the slaves from two brothels in Glasgow.” As if it was a military operation, he repeated the mission but looked from Rachel to Jake as he did. Neither showed the slightest emotion, and they had already been told, no notes.

      Phil used the map and the sketch diagrams on the back wall to explain the execution and to detail the individual tasks. He asked for questions. None were asked. He told the two younger team members they wouldn’t be expected to take part in any violence. He also said he didn’t foresee either of them being in any danger throughout if they did as asked.

      Phil lifted the sheet from the folding table which unveiled a simplified model of the street and building layout. The model was made with a few plastic building blocks, pieces of wood and lengths of string. Phil related the sketches and plans to the models.

      Both Jake and Rachel smiled. The few simple items accurately reflected the sketches. The good news was although the two brothels were on different streets, the layout was almost identical. Phil pointed out the minor differences, and what they meant to the team. He repeated the timings.

      All mobile phones were to be switched to ‘vibrate’ mode and used when necessary during the mission. Accurate timings at all locations would be crucial to the success of the enterprise. Phil asked for questions—again. None were asked, and he asked each member of the team two questions to confirm roles and timings. All was clear.

      “We’ll be using my car, Alpha’s car, and the Transit van to get the team to the first location. At the end of Phase One, Rachel will be driving the Transit escorted by Alpha in her Golf.” Phil looked toward Annabel and nodded.

      “Jake,” Annabel said. “There may come a time when you’ll need these.” She slid the black leather holdall across the floor. “When we finish here today take the bag home with you. If you ever get the call Rachel is picking you up, you should have enough time to get dressed.”

      Jake pulled back the zipper and lifted out a black helmet with a full-face visor similar to Rachel’s. He placed it on the floor beside the bag and lifted out the black leathers. He was speechless.

      “Rachel,” Phil said. “I’d like you to take Jake out on pillion after this briefing and let him get accustomed to how you ride and how you need him to behave as your passenger.”

      “Got it, Boss,” Rachel said, and a wry smile crept onto her lips.

      “I don’t expect the inside of his leathers to be wet when you finish rehearsals.”

      Rachel’s lips parted in a smile. “He’ll be fine.” She glanced at Jake. “As long as he does as I tell him.”

      Annabel gave a light cough to hide the uncharacteristic giggle which threatened.

      “Jake,” Phil said. “You will be going out with Rachel straight from here. I want you to do a rehearsal of the routes we’ll be using. When you get to the streets, I don’t want you to stop outside the actual buildings, but eyeball them as you ride past.”

      “Understood,” Jake said and stared at the sketch map.

      “Got it,” Rachel said.

      “Afterwards,” Phil said. “Jake, you’ll be going with me for a rehearsal at something else.”

      “Okay,” Jake said.

      “Synchronise watches,” Phil said and watched as they all uncovered their watches. “Time is 08:15 on my mark ... five, four, three, two, one, mark.” He looked around as they all nodded. “Have you anything to add Alpha?”

      “To confirm the sequence,” Annabel said, for the benefit of the others. “You will pick up Jake in the morning, and I’ll pick up Rachel. When we commit to Phase Two, Rachel will be heading to the second location with the van, and Jake will be with you?”

      “Yes,” Phil said. “I’d like you two to get out while it’s quiet and do the run to take in all routes and locations. I have a few details which concern Alpha and me, and we’ll deal with them until you return.”

      Jake went over to join Rachel beside the bike and got into his leathers. He didn’t ask why he’d been asked to bring his black overalls in his backpack, but at least he’d worn them while training with Arkwright.

      “Is it pretty fast?” Jake asked as he unfolded his new leathers.

      “Anything I ride or drive is fast.” Rachel lifted her helmet from the saddle.

      Jake struggled to get into the protective gear.

      Rachel put down her helmet and helped him pull his leathers into place.

      Jake saw something at the bottom of the helmet. He moved the tiny microphone up and down on its stem.

      Rachel reached out and pushed it back in place. “I’ll stop after the first ten minutes and explain. We first have to ensure you’re a good passenger.” She stood beside the bike, leant it left and right, and explained how she expected Jake to react.

      “It may feel unnatural at first,” she said, “but it’s how I want it done.”

      “Okay,” he said, “I’ll concentrate on it.”

      “One other point to concentrate on,” she said. “Don’t put your hands behind you on the bar - put them around my waist.” She caught his smile. “If they go anywhere else I’ll rip them off and beat you with the soggy ends.”

      “I’ve got the picture.”

      They both put on their helmets as Phil raised the curtain door. Rachel touched her right forefinger to her visor briefly, and the bike roared off.

      08:30 - Phil came to the back of the lockup and accepted a hot coffee from Annabel.

      Her expression was serious as she studied the diagrams.

      “You’re thinking about body count aren’t you?” Phil said.

      “Yes.” She turned to face him. “I’m thinking of the effect our methods might have on those two.”

      “I considered it during the briefing. How about when we’re in our pairs, we remind them of the scumbags involved.”

      “A good idea, and though they’re putting a brave face on it, death becomes real when it’s created in front of you.”

      “They’ll be okay if we prepare them,” he said. “On the subject of body count, I’m only interested in getting our team and the innocent parties out of there.”

      “Anything else is collateral damage?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Weapon choice is personal. I’ll be taking a knife and a pistol.”

      “Likewise,” she said, “and I think four magazines will be more than enough.”

      “Have you made a shopping list for the retirement home?”

      “Yes, I’ll deal with it when we set off from here this morning.”

      While they waited for the other pair to return, they discussed the variety of different targets Phil had in mind. Annabel as always made helpful suggestions.

      09:45 - Rachel returned Jake safely to the lockup and confirmed her pick up by Annabel.

      Rachel went home on her bike. Annabel set off on her individual task.

      Phil waited while Jake changed from leathers to overalls, and took him on a drive out to a fenced off area of tenements which were due for demolition. Jake got his first practice at using his new skills by opening the padlock on the large mesh gate. Phil drove in, and Jake chained the entrance from the inside.

      The pair spent two hours at the old buildings out of sight of prying eyes and Jake learned the skill of climbing - using window frames chipped brickwork, and damaged drainpipes. It was as close to a dress rehearsal as Phil could give him because the style of building was similar to the targets. When rehearsals were done, Phil took Jake home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. House Clearance
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      Monday 15th July

      02:00 - Annabel left her rented property in Knightwood, and ten minutes later drove into Dunglass Avenue, Scotstoun. She switched off her lights, and a shadowy figure stepped out from the high hedgerow. Rachel got into the Golf GTi.

      “Hi.” Rachel removed her long coat and threw it onto the back seat as she got into the car.

      “Good morning.” Annabel turned the car and headed toward the city via Dumbarton Road and the Clydeside Expressway. “We’ve got ideal conditions. Occasional cloud, and a light breeze.”

      02:10 - Phil arrived in Fasque Place, Drumchapel. He flashed his interior light on and off when he saw Jake leave the block. Jake was in his black overalls and carrying a black backpack over his shoulder.

      “Hi Jake,” Phil said. “Did you get some sleep?”

      “Yeah, I told my mother I had a headache and went to bed early.” Jake eased the door of the Celica closed.

      Phil left the street as quietly as he’d driven in.

      02:45 - Annabel sat with engine running, keeping a lookout while Rachel went into the lockup and brought the Transit van out. She dropped the curtain door, replaced the key fob in position, and reset the booby trap. She drove to Well Street, followed by Annabel in the Golf.

      03:00 - Phil parked near the east end of the alleyway which ran behind and parallel to Well Street. He left the car and stepped into the shadows. He used his silenced pistol, to fire a single shot into the streetlight. The end of the alleyway and the eastern corner of Well Street fell into semi-darkness.

      Phil lifted the heavy matting from the boot of his car and set off along the alley. Jake eased the car boot closed and met Phil behind the appropriate block.

      Jake held the loops at one end of the matting when Phil threw it. The matting unrolled over the barbed wire which adorned the top of the wall. Jake ensured his backpack and zip bag were strapped tight, and Phil gave him a boost over the wall. Jake landed without a sound. He lifted his end of the matting and threw it up for Phil to pull back.

      When the matting was gone, Jake stood in the semi-darkness of the back yard. His objective was opposite a third-floor window. He made his way to the back wall of the tenement where he checked his watch and waited. His climb would begin at the appointed time. As instructed by Phil, he would allow his eyes to become accustomed to the dark, and occasional moonlight.

      Phil rolled the matting when it came back over the wall. The barbed wire sprung back up into its coiled protective position. Phil walked along to the car, replaced the matting in the boot, and moved the car into a nearby street to park among others.

      He walked back to Well Street, crossed to the other side, and chose a dark doorway to wait, but from where he could observe the target. He checked his watch. There would be a five-minute wait for the girls. The streetlights were dim, and it was a cool morning.

      03:20 - Annabel parked among other cars to the west end of Well Street. Rachel parked the van close to the corner, but out of sight of the target. They both got out and threw their coats into the vehicles.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kirsten Novak was on duty at the front door when two scantily clad women approached, laughing while they chatted. The pair wore short skirts, crop-tops and stilettos, like other working girls.

      When they approached the European, she shook her head and waved her hands to warn them off. The street was out of bounds to freelance working girls. Some had been severely beaten for walking through the area.

      The two strangers stopped in front of Kirsten who was shaking her head.

      Rachel lifted a small canister from her handbag and sprayed black paint onto the camera lens above the door. While she did, the other woman smiled before speaking.

      “Hi,” Annabel said. “Are you Kirsten?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Who are you?”

      “We’re with Hawk, and he’s nearby. We’ll get you out of here tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Kirsten’s eyes widened.

      The bolt on the inside of the door was operated.

      Annabel and Rachel ran as well as they could in high heels. They both had a small net bag slung over one shoulder to carry training shoes. For now, they’d look the part. According to Phil, it was fifty metres to the corner of the block. Once around the corner, it would be dark except for moonlight. The girls were ten metres short of the corner when a man shouted.

      “You two are fuckin’ for it when I get you.” He threw his cigarette away and ran.

      As the two women reached the corner, Rachel stumbled and lost a shoe. She got down to retrieve the shoe and glanced back at the man in pursuit. After a nod to Annabel, she put on the shoe, stood up, and shouted back at the thug.

      “Big ... ugly ... bastard.” Rachel strode around the corner.
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        * * *

      

      At the front of the block, Phil crossed the road and stopped at the door.

      “Hi, Kirsten. Remember me?”

      She nodded, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Phil said, “I need you to stay here for a few minutes. Okay?” He pulled his 9mm from inside his jacket

      “What if he comes—”

      “He won’t be coming back. Don’t worry.” Phil crept in through the open door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      03:25 - Jake commenced his climb up the window ledges and drainpipes. He remembered the lessons learned on rehearsals about points of contact. ‘Like rock-climbing,’ Hawk had said. Jake had learned the hard way and had the bruises to prove it.

      When he reached the second-floor window, he wished the alarm had been mounted lower down. He glanced through the gap in the drapes and saw an overweight man in his forties undressing and staring at the girl sitting on the edge of the bed. She was in her teens. Jake wasn’t a violent person by nature, but to add to his tiredness and nerves, he was angry. He concentrated on the mission, and what he’d seen created an added incentive.

      Jake gripped the window ledge in the dark on the third floor. He reached into his backpack and pulled out his aerosol can. For safety, it was encased in a mesh bag and attached to the backpack. He shook the can and held it close to the yellow casing of the alarm before he squeezed the nozzle. To his relief, he saw the white expanding foam seeping out from every part of the alarm.
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        * * *

      

      Frank Malone was thirty-five, but although big in size, he wasn’t the fittest of men. He loved nothing more than to beat men and abuse women. It made him a perfect choice for his role. As he ran toward the corner and saw the short, dark-haired girl stumble, his sadistic mind was working overtime.

      He reached the end of the tenement, caught the brickwork with his hand, and spun around the corner to the left. He took three paces and stopped in the semi-darkness. There should have been illumination from a streetlight, but it didn’t matter now.

      The thug’s heavy breathing continued and his lips twisted into a crooked grin. He reached behind his back and produced an automatic pistol, which he held down by his side. “It looks like you two will be providing me with pleasure before the night is over.”

      “I don’t think we will.” Annabel held his gaze.

      Rachel looked at the thug’s handgun and turned to look at her ultra cool team-mate. This wasn’t a time to be cocky.

      Malone said, “Two nice bodies. I think I’ll let you watch me with your young friend first, and you’ll know what to expect.”

      “No thanks.” Annabel lifted her hand from her handbag. She aimed the Glock 9mm at Malone. “Drop the gun, and I’ll let you live.”

      “Fuck you.” Malone brought up his automatic, and with his left hand gripped the breech slide to put a round in the chamber. A quiet ‘phutt’ came from the Glock, and a small hole appeared in Malone’s forehead. He hit the ground at the same time as his gun.

      Annabel said, “Unless it’s ready to fire, a gun isn’t much of a threat.”

      “Fuck.” Rachel looked from the dead man to Annabel, who slipped the Glock into her handbag as if it was a packet of mints. Being brought up in a city where violence was never far away, was one thing, but witnessing someone being shot at close range was traumatic. Rachel swallowed and turned away, face ashen.

      Annabel stepped forward and put her arms around her associate, who embraced her. Rachel sobbed, and pressed her head against Annabel’s shoulder, gripping her tight. They stood for a few seconds. Annabel held her at arm’s length.

      “It’s hard to deal with the first time. I’m sorry, Rachel. I couldn’t afford to warn you.”

      “I’m okay.” Rachel wiped her eyes. “I’m okay. Let’s get on with the mission.”

      “Good girl.” Annabel placed a palm against Rachel’s cheek for a moment, before she squatted down and removed the magazine from Malone’s pistol.

      The two women went into the alleyway to change their footwear, before setting off together, leaving the late Mr Malone in the darkness with his unfired gun. Annabel arrived at the front door of the brothel and went in, but Rachel ran along the street.
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        * * *

      

      .

      03:30 - When Phil went inside, he paused on the ground floor of the tenement. Loud voices could be heard from the room on the left, but the door was closed. It was a man and a woman, meaning the second security man had been alerted by the commotion outside. Phil stayed beside the open front door. The woman sounded like Marie, the madam.

      Annabel appeared at the door, now wearing training shoes. She gave Phil a ‘thumbs-up’ signal as she entered. Phil pointed at the closed door and held up two fingers, before pointing at Annabel. He pointed to himself and the staircase. She nodded and stepped to one side to wait in the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Jake was balanced precariously. His toes were resting on small areas of brickwork. He clung to the ledge on the third floor with one hand while he sprung the lock on the window frame. His skeleton keys dangled on a chain around his neck. The window flew open, and a grinning Hawk leant out to help him inside. Jake tucked the chain and keys inside his overalls.

      “Well done mate,” Phil said. “Are you ready for your next task?”

      “Yeah,” Jake gasped and took several deep breaths.

      “The doors will be left open where I’ve been. Don’t go in if they’re closed.”

      “Got it.”

      “We have to go up and deal with the top floor and work our way down.” Phil set off. Jake was right behind him.

      On the fourth floor like the others, two main doors led to the two individual flats. Within each flat, according to what Phil had learned from Kirsten, the back rooms were for entertaining clients, and the front rooms were for resting and having meals. Each flat was shared by three girls, and one person was always on shift, sometimes two, depending on the time.

      Phil opened each door and ushered any girls to go downstairs. As he continued downstairs, he heard Jake tearing rooms apart, searching for documentation.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Malone had been gone ten minutes, his two associates were becoming wary. Marie Drummond stood up from her armchair and turned to John Cartwright. “I don’t like the look of this.”

      “He’ll be beating them in the street.” Cartwright opened a drawer and lifted out an automatic.

      “I don’t fucking like it,” Drummond insisted. She’d been in the game long enough to know when things weren’t right. She reached across and hit the red button on the wall. Apart from a low buzzer in the room, it would sound an alarm in a house two doors down the street. Two armed thugs were always on duty there. She pressed the button a second time, and turned to Cartwright; no sound.

      Cartwright cocked his pistol and held it in his right hand. He pulled the door open quickly using his left hand. Appropriately, his last word was, “Fuck.” A muted sound echoed in the hallway, and Cartwright’s lifeless body fell back into the room with a hole between the eyes.

      “I’ll ask you once.” Annabel stepped over Cartwright. “Where are the passports kept?”

      “Fucking bitch!” Drummond screamed, and raised her knife as she ran toward the woman with the Glock. Drummond had abused Annabel’s generosity and dropped in a crumpled heap beside her dead colleague.

      Annabel stepped over the two bodies and lifted the decorative cover from the table in the corner of the room. There stood the classic cube safe, with its grey metal front door, complete with two dials and a large handle. She stepped over the corpses and out to the hallway.

      “Jake,” she called. “Down here.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake reached the room where he’d seen the older man and the young girl. The man was standing naked and shouting at the girl about having paid his money. In the room opposite, Phil was fighting with a heavily built man while another of the girls escaped.

      Jake stepped into the room with the irritated client. The naked punter moved back. Jake used the table lamp to smash the window and threw the man’s clothes out into the night. Jake took the girl by the arm and pointed to the stairs. She was gone. Jake ran downstairs when he heard Annabel calling.

      “Quickly, mate,” Annabel said when Jake arrived.

      Jake stopped to look at the slaughter on the floor. As a trained first aider, his first instinct was to save lives and help casualties, but these were peculiar circumstances. He wanted to curse, and he wanted to puke.
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        * * *

      

      In the street, a white Ford Transit van pulled up to the front of the block and Rachel climbed out from the driver’s seat. Like Annabel, she was wearing trainers.

      “Kirsten,” Rachel said. “I need you to reassure the girls it’s safe to get into the van.”

      “Okay,” Kirsten said. Tears poured down her face. She walked across to the back door of the Transit. Soft foam padding was fitted to the interior panels, and thick rubber matting covered the floor.

      03:47 - Rachel appeared at the door. “I’ve got fifteen passengers squeezed in, and I’m ready to go.” She glanced at her watch.

      Phil appeared behind Rachel in the doorway and nodded. Annabel left with Rachel.

      Rachel drove to the end of the street, where Annabel got out of the van, and into her VW Golf. The Transit set off with the Golf following. They were two minutes behind schedule.

      Phil and Jake left in Phil’s car, for the next location.
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        * * *

      

      .

      04:15 - Rachel turned from the main road, and switched off the vehicle lights. She was on the long tree-lined driveway of The Oaks, a retirement home awaiting a final Health and Safety inspection before it could be rented by the appropriate authority. The keys were being kept for safety by the letting agent, Kavanagh and Cooper of Trongate. It took two minutes to drive down the dark pathway, and a flashlight was flicked on and off near the front door. Rachel stopped and got out of the van.

      Annabel came forward and shook hands with the two shadowy female figures standing near the building. It took her two minutes to explain the preparations she’d made inside, and she helped Rachel usher the slave prostitutes inside. Two were male teenagers.

      Annabel’s phone buzzed. “Yes,” she said and listened. “I’ll tell Rachel before we set off.”

      “Change of plan?” Rachel asked as she opened the driver’s door of the van.

      “Yes. Three guys have left the next target building together. Hawk went across and had a word with the girl at the door, and there’s one guy on security and a woman called Laura.”

      “What about alarms?”

      “Jake is in position, and the alarms should be neutralised by the time we arrive.”

      “This is what Hawk called Plan B?”

      “Yes. I’ll park at the end of the block, and you take me the last one hundred metres in the Transit because you’ll be parking outside this time on arrival.” Annabel checked her watch. “Hawk will kill the door camera himself as soon as he sees us approach.”

      Rachel nodded. They jumped into their vehicles and set off to the next location.
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        * * *

      

      .

      04:35 - Jake was outside the third-floor window, and reaching out to the alarm box when a light was switched on inside the room. The girl inside took hold of the flimsy curtain material and paused when she saw Jake leaning on the window ledge with one arm.

      Jake brought his right forefinger up to his lips, and his spray can fell to dangle on its rope. The girl closed her eyes, nodded surreptitiously, and drew the curtains.

      “Get in here and get your kit off,” a man shouted. “What the fuck are you looking at out there?” The curtains were thrown open. A knocking noise could be heard as the man attempted to open the window.

      Jake was braced between the window ledge and the right angle of the wall. His arms and legs were aching. The alarm was agonisingly close, but it may as well have been a mile away. Tears filled Jake’s eyes. Hawk would be counting on success.

      From within the room echoed the sound of slapping and a scream. More slaps followed, and more cries. This wasn’t a customer, afraid to damage the merchandise. It was one of the men who worked as security, taking advantage of a fringe benefit.

      Jake held the window ledge with one hand and pressed his left toecap into a small crevice in the brickwork. The position caused pain in his leg, and forcing his right foot against the drainpipe was breaking the rules—but he was against the clock.

      He maintained the precarious position long enough to squirt the foam, but it missed the yellow casing. Jake stretched, and aimed higher and watched the foam drip inside. He pointed at the side, and the jet went straight underneath the housing, bulging from every crevice. Jake let go of the can, and it fell to hang in the net bag by his side. He clung on, his strength ebbing away.
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        * * *

      

      .

      04:45 - Phil sprayed the camera lens above the front door when he saw the white Transit van approach. The young girl on duty at the door stood back, eyes wide.

      An attractive woman in a working girl outfit, but wearing training shoes, got out of the van. She was carrying an automatic pistol.

      When the front door opened, Annabel raced past Phil and slammed the butt of her weapon into the face of the madam who’d opened the door. The woman sprawled on the floor and Phil sprinted past her and up the stairs. If the woman was checking out the defective camera lens, it meant the security guy was upstairs somewhere. Jake would also be upstairs - hanging outside a window. Phil took the stairs three at a time, pistol ready.

      “Where are the passports?” Annabel barked.

      Laura Trewayne got up from the floor. “Fuck you—” The outburst cost her three teeth and her left cheekbone. She braved it out at first but whimpered due to the intense pain.

      “You have one more fucking chance.” Annabel placed the end of the barrel against Trewayne’s forehead. The woman moved back into the front room, sobbing as she went, blood oozing from her mouth and cheek.

      Trewayne got on her hands and knees. She crawled toward a decorative fireplace and used both hands to pull the wooden structure away from the wall. The woman sat on the floor and turned to Annabel.

      “Open it,” Annabel said. “Now!”
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        * * *

      

      On the third floor, the brutal security man had dropped his trousers to his ankles, satisfied he’d beaten the young girl into submission. She lay sobbing on the bed in front of him, face down, welts over her body and blood oozing from her wounds. It wasn’t her first time, and the next stage of this man’s pleasure was well known.

      The door was kicked open and bounced off the wall before it hung to one side, dangling on a hinge. The security man turned and pulled his trousers up before facing a new, more worthy opponent.

      Phil stood in the doorway with a large fire extinguisher in his hands. He rammed the bulky device into the big man’s gut, and head, before using it to smash the window frame and glass. While the thug was drowsy from the first blows, Phil reached out to help the grateful and exhausted Jake through the broken glass.

      “Get her out.” Phil stepped closer to the bruised, defiant guard.

      Jake assisted the girl to her feet and left.

      “Come on.” The security man brought his hands up into the guarded stance of a boxer as he faced Phil.

      Phil kicked him in the groin. “You watch too many movies,” When the thug lurched forward, Phil gripped him by the ear and smashed a clenched fist into his face three times. He broke the man’s nose, loosened several teeth, and fractured his jaw.

      The thug lifted one hand to clear the blood from his eyes in time to see his opponent advance on him. Before he could react, the security man was propelled through the broken third-floor window into the darkness beyond. The backyard was concrete paving.

      Phil heard a loud bang from downstairs. It wasn’t Annabel’s gun, because, like him, she had a suppressor fitted. “Alpha!” he called.

      “I’m fine!” she called. “Empty the place.” She didn’t sound fine, but her order suggested she had the safe contents.

      Phil rushed up to the fourth floor and worked from room to room getting the remaining girls out, and on their way downstairs. He checked every room until he reached the ground floor and found Annabel.

      She was standing with her pistol raised in her right hand. Jake had applied a wad of material to a wound in her left arm, and he was securing it to stop the bleeding.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Phil said, stepping forward to look out of the front door.

      “I should have bloody seen it,” Annabel said. “She had a gun in the bottom of the safe and got off a lucky shot from under her arm.”

      “Well,” Phil said, looking at the hole in the woman’s head. “It wasn’t lucky for her.” He lifted the padded envelope full of passports. Jake helped Annabel out to the van. At the van, Phil took her car keys.

      Rachel had the Transit engine running. She shouted to Annabel. “Are you okay?”

      “Change of role for you Rachel,” Phil said. “You take over Alpha’s escort duties for this run.” He handed her Annabel’s car keys. “You know what to do.”

      “Yeah.” Rachel got out of the van.

      Phil said, “You go solo in the Golf. I’ll drive the Transit with Alpha in the middle seat, and Jake, I want you to stay in the left seat to take care of Alpha.”

      “Got it,” Jake said, still supporting Annabel.

      05:00 - As Phil, Annabel and Jake got themselves arranged in the Transit, Rachel had already covered fifty metres running. She had the Golf out at the junction waiting when the van passed. All the neighbours in the area would have heard the gunshot, and somebody would call the police.
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        * * *

      

      The two-vehicle convoy had travelled two miles when a police Volvo travelling in the opposite direction slowed down. The police driver spun the car around using the full width of the road and went in pursuit of the white van.

      Rachel had seen the manoeuvre in her mirror. She slowed the Golf, which held the police back and allowed the van to get further ahead.

      The Volvo’s blue flashing lights and sirens came on. Rachel braked and slowed down. The Volvo passed the Golf and went after the Transit, sirens blaring. Rachel dropped to third gear for maximum power, flashed her lights at the Volvo, and overtook the police car and the van. She was travelling much faster than the speed limit and on the wrong side of the road.

      As she roared away in the light early morning traffic, Rachel checked her rear-view mirror. The Volvo passed the van when the police became more interested in the VW. Rachel rechecked her mirror. The Transit turned off into a side street. Phil was employing his alternative escape route, using back roads to reach the safe house.

      In Rachel’s hands, the Golf GTi was like a thoroughbred racehorse and responded well to every change of gear and every flick of the wheel. Rachel changed direction but remembered the pursuit driver in the Volvo would be no slouch in a car chase—as she had found out many times before. More importantly, the passenger would have radioed the index number and vehicle description around the area.

      Rachel floored the accelerator and without the need of mirrors, was conscious of the braking distance the pursuing driver would maintain. She saw where the road narrowed ahead and took a deep breath. In rapid sequence, she hammered the brake pedal to the floor, pulled up hard on the handbrake, and spun the steering wheel with the heel of one hand.

      The police driver had rightly expected to see the Golf accelerating away, but he wouldn’t have expected a handbrake turn. When the brake lights blazed on the red Golf, the pursuit driver hit his brakes. The GTi had spun and was approaching him head-on—at speed. The police officer held his nerve for several seconds but veered off to avoid a collision.

      Apart from the engine, Rachel’s mind was racing as she planned a route to a particular street. She took a series of turns and was glad she’d spent time riding the area on her bike. She was comfortable with her options.

      The Volvo was nowhere to be seen when Rachel saw her objective. On the left-hand side was her decoy—a Volkswagen and Audi showroom with a large forecourt. She swerved into a side street opposite the forecourt. The car dealership was full of cars of varying vintage. Rachel cut the engine and lights, got out, and plucked off the magnetic number plates.

      She ran across the road and stuck the plates on a red VW Golf which was parked at the front of the forecourt. When the police car passed, even if the scanning equipment weren’t operational, the officers would be checking all red VW Golf models. The index number would be spotted. Rachel waited in the side street until she saw flashing blue lights.

      The nearby house and shop windows lit up with the reflection of blue lights when two police cars swooped on the place. As the uniformed officers ran through the parked cars, Rachel eased out of the far end of the side street and joined the early morning traffic.

      05:30 - Rachel called Jake’s number. “Jake, tell Hawk I’m back at base as planned and ready for the next phase.” She listened as the message was relayed, and closed her phone.

      Rachel made herself a coffee, and as she sat alone in the tranquillity of the lockup, she thought back to the activities of the past few hours. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. Taking Care

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Monday 15th July

      All the captives were shepherded into The Oaks retirement home by Phil and organised by the two secretive women whom Annabel had previously arranged. Jake sterilised and dressed Annabel’s wounded arm. At Phil’s request, he carried a small but impressive first aid kit which included antibiotics. While Jake was finishing off his medical aid, Phil approached.

      “Is she going to live?” Phil winked at Jake and placed a hand on Annabel’s good arm.

      Jake smiled but continued as Phil addressed Annabel.

      “You said those two people you’ve involved were from one of our British agencies. I heard an East European accent.”

      “It’s Katya,” Annabel said. “Two years ago, she was the same as one of these new victims. In her case, when she escaped, her captors used her passport to locate, and murder her parents.”

      “It could have left her mentally unstable.”

      “It took months of counselling before she could function. The first time she was allowed to leave the rehabilitation unit alone, she disappeared for a weekend. She found and killed two of the men who’d kept her in slavery.”

      Phil nodded and handed Annabel a bottle of water.

      She took a swallow and continued. “Katya’s case was given special consideration, and we recruited her. She proved efficient in a variety of areas because she’d been in training with the Croatian Police before her kidnap.”

      “I take it the other woman is regular Foreign and Commonwealth Office?”

      “Yes. Michelle is home-grown and capable of tackling a multitude of tasks, including linguistics.  She has a lot of experience with trauma victims too.”
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        * * *

      

      Kirsten was one of two in the first group who spoke fluent English and volunteered to stay awake to help settle her fellow captives. When the second human cargo arrived at the building, Kirsten welcomed them at the door to put them at ease. She remained in her working-girl outfit.

      Among the second batch of captives, was Petra. She and Kirsten had been friends before they became sex slaves. They cried openly with relief as they embraced. The two girls were led to a small room, where they spent a few minutes chatting with Phil and Annabel. Petra agreed to limit what she’d tell the authorities, and she’d brief the others to do likewise.

      It was agreed Kirsten would be taken on to another location alone to be informally interviewed by Phil and Annabel. She had useful information, but they couldn’t afford to have her taken into official custody. She insisted she would go with them if it were with both.  She would have time to rest first.
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        * * *

      

      At 06:04 Rachel raised the curtain door, following a call from Jake. The Transit arrived at the lockup. By 06:07 the van was reversed inside and the door closed.

      Jake and Rachel removed the magnetic number plates from the van. Phil said he and Annabel would deal with the final aspects of the job after de-brief.

      Phil stood with his back to the team organising himself a drink. He made a call to an old friend which nobody else could hear. The others had coffee and were waiting patiently. A pause in the proceedings and a casual chat were no bad thing. It would help to ease the post-mission tension.

      “How is the arm?” Rachel asked in a hushed tone.

      “I’ve been through worse,” Annabel said. “Our duty medic has done a fine job.”

      Jake grinned but said nothing.

      Phil turned. “The final phase of this first mission is to get the Transit back to the place I bought it, but I’ll have Alpha to help me if her arm is okay—”

      “I’ll be fine if I take it slow for a while,” Annabel said.

      Rachel and Jake nodded. Both sat cupping their drinks in their hands.

      “Thank you all for your efforts this morning,” Phil said. “Each of you performed well, and the outing was a success.” He gulped coffee before continuing.  “We’ll look at the mission stage by stage, to consider areas where we could improve. I’ll ask and take questions at the end.”

      Jake and Rachel said they’d been excited taking part and were elated at the success. They’d come through unscathed, and both brought up useful critique points.

      Phil thanked them and nodded to Annabel.

      “We have one fly in the ointment,” Annabel said. “Within a few minutes of us delivering the captives to the safe house early this morning, one of them ran away.”

      Rachel said, “In the outfits they were wearing, she’ll be spotted quickly.”

      “I agree, and we have people out searching for her. I hope we find her first.”

      “Could she lead anybody back to the safe house?” Jake asked.

      “I doubt it, and the two women working for us at The Oaks are capable if anyone visits.”

      Phil said, “We did all we could. It’s a fine balance between making somebody feel free and, feeling as if they are a prisoner. We couldn’t lock windows and doors, or they would never calm down.”

      “I suppose if a person is scared and desperate they’ll run,” Rachel suggested.

      Annabel said, “You have to remember, a few of the girls have been made drug dependent. Addiction changes a person’s concept of reality.”

      Everything had been covered after an hour of de-briefing. Phil addressed Jake and Rachel. “I want to bring you two as up to date as possible. Alpha and I will both be missing for a day at least. Today and tomorrow we’ll tidy up loose ends.”

      “Jake, you go back to training tomorrow. If you have a need to discuss issues you had on the job, you can talk to your instructor. He’s a secure asset.”

      “Rachel.” Phil turned to face her. “I’d like you to continue with the surveillance task. Watch for anomalies with the ice-cream van routes. The taxis you spotted are one aspect, and there must be more. Note details and we’ll de-brief when we get you back.”

      “Got it,” she said. “I had one matter I wanted to bring up.”

      “Go on.”

      “I thought it would be handy if Jake were mobile.”

      Phil said, “Have you got a provisional license, Jake?”

      “Yeah, and I cycle regularly. I’ve got road and traffic awareness.”

      Annabel said, “Gaining a car license would take time, but all you need for some motorbikes is a provisional. We’d need somebody to teach you to ride?”

      Phil said, “Are you up for it, Rachel?”

      “Yes. I’ve thought it through, and I hoped you wouldn’t mind.”

      “I can’t think of anybody better qualified. Have you seen a suitable bike?”

      “I saw an ideal machine at Mike’s place—a Suzuki 125cc,” she said. “As far as lessons are concerned I’ll be happy to spend a couple of hours with Jake each night this week.”

      Jake looked upward and smiled.

      “Dream on,” Rachel said and punched his arm.

      Both Phil and Annabel grinned. Phil nodded to Annabel.

      She dialled a number on her Motorola and inspected her bright red fingernails while she waited for a response. “Hello Mike, yes it is. I’m fine, how are you? Good. You’ll remember my colleague Rachel ... yes, she’s the one.” She laughed and winked at Rachel.

      Rachel’s brow furrowed.

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “I promise I’ll think about it.” She shook her head. “In the meantime, the lovely Rachel will be coming to see you. She’ll have another colleague of ours with her. Yes, I’d appreciate it. Ciao.” She closed the phone and nodded to Phil. “Sorted.”

      “Okay,” Phil said, addressing Jake and Rachel. “You’re on, and I want you to keep us posted on progress.”

      “Thanks, Hawk,” Jake said. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Before you go,” Phil said and handed them both a manila envelope. “You earned this.”

      They checked their envelopes. The pair stared wide-eyed at their bonus payments, nodded to Phil in appreciation and went to one side to get into their leathers.

      Rachel said, “When I take you home Jake, catch some sleep. I’ll pick you up mid-afternoon. We can zip across the city to Mike’s.”

      “Are we starting today?”

      “The sooner, the better,” Rachel said. “We’ll use the car park and minor roads around Mike’s place for the basics, and I’ll follow you on the main road for a while. If all is well, I’ll shadow you across the city to get you home.” The pair mounted the big Norton.

      Annabel operated the curtain door. Rachel touched her visor with her right forefinger, and the bike was gone.

      After lowering the door, Annabel went back to sit at the table with Phil.

      Phil said, “We’ve got time in hand now to review our plans for the next two days. Tommy’s garage won’t be open until 07:30.”

      Phil drove the ‘dirty’ Transit as he called it, and Annabel waited at the lockup. The van was left at Tommy Somerville’s garage with specific requests by Phil, and he left in an identical white Transit when he returned to the lockup.

      Annabel took Phil to the side street where he’d parked his car. By 08:00 they had recovered Phil’s car and gone their separate ways to get some rest.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Tuesday 16th July

      Instead of catching the bus from Drumchapel, Jake was in his leathers and mounted his Suzuki. Across the street, Rachel was sitting on her machine. She waved to indicate Jake should set off first.

      In thirty minutes, after an uneventful ride into the city, Jake turned into the alleyway at Blythswood Square. He raised a hand to thank Rachel. She revved her machine which briefly lifted the front wheel from the ground, and she raced off on her task.
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        * * *

      

      Phil drove across the city to Knightswood, picked up Annabel, and they went to The Oaks to collect Kirsten.

      “How long have you known Lindsey,” Annabel asked.

      “About eight years or more,” Phil said. “Lindsey’s husband Ken was killed when we went into Iraq on a rescue mission. He was a great guy. One of the two British agents had already escaped by the time we reached the target.”

      “Did you know who the people were?”

      “Yes, it was a diplomat and two MI6 operatives. By the time we got in, the diplomat was bruised and shaken. The remaining hostage was one of the operatives. Viking carried him out when we left. We did a quick search for the other person, but nothing.”

      “Yes, but you saved the one who was left behind and the diplomat.”

      “Funny thing was, the battered guy was as selfless as Ken. He was young and badly beaten, but his main concern was his missing partner—Chameleon.”

      “Chameleon?”

      “Yes, the MI6 guy we rescued was your boss, Stuart Fowler. He said his team-mate had made a bid for freedom, and he was more worried about Chameleon than himself. It gave Stuart kudos in my eyes. It’s why I trusted him when we discussed my enterprise.”

       “Stuart isn’t as active as he once was,” Annabel said. “Torture and the threat of being beheaded would affect self-confidence.”

      “I’ll give him a call,” Phil said. “Maybe he’ll tell me the whereabouts of Chameleon. I have a special interest there.”

      “I’d leave it for a while. Stuart is up to his neck in work with the new department. He doesn’t have many in his team, and it’s kept busy.”

      “It’s a small world, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it is ....” Annabel was in the passenger seat, but her mind was miles away.

      After a few minutes, a new conversation got underway, about how much Glasgow had changed since Phil had last lived there. The talk faded rapidly.

      They were both beginning to realise their social skills had suffered due to their line of work, but neither was prepared to admit it aloud. Notwithstanding some of the stilted conversation, the pair recognised camaraderie.

      Annabel said, “Once we have Kirsten in the car, you know it’s going to take teamwork to gain any information, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but I think we’ll be equal to the challenge.”

      They parked up outside The Oaks retirement home.
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        * * *

      

      Chief Constable Davenport answered his phone. He listened for several minutes to the irate man on the other end, and with a whimper, he put the phone down.

      The Godfather had given the police chief twenty-four hours to solve the vigilante issue. The unknown killer was becoming a thorn in the side of organised crime in districts of Glasgow north of the River Clyde. The hits on Hartley’s criminal enterprises would be watched by other crooks, and it would ruin his reputation.

      During the call, Hartley said there would soon be a clear message sent out. He didn’t clarify what the message would be, and it was the lack of clarification which worried Davenport. Would Hartley contact a newspaper and point the finger of suspicion at the Chief Constable? Speculation was mounting, regarding the virus in the Scottish police computer network? Perhaps Hartley would bring up Davenport’s past in an anonymous tip-off.
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        * * *

      

      It was a bright, warm morning, and traffic was light on the A82, the main carriageway west from the city.

      Phil’s mobile phone buzzed. He checked the screen and handed the phone to Annabel. “Could you speak for me, it’s Lindsey.”

      Annabel accepted the phone, and Phil glanced over his shoulder into the rear seat. Kirsten’s head was lolling gently from side to side as she dozed, exhausted.

      “Hi, Lindsey, it’s Annabel speaking. I’m helping Phil with the delivery.” She listened for two minutes. “We’re about halfway. Thanks, Lindsey. Ciao.” She closed the clamshell and handed it back to Phil.

      “Lindsey said there’s a pair of mobile speed checks on our route. The first is north of Dumbarton, and the second is north of Luss.”

      “Thank you.” Phil made a mental note to keep to the speed limits.

      It was 12:30 when Phil’s Celica pulled into the driveway of Highland Heaven. Lindsey’s place was one of many establishments scattered along the foothills and mountains which overshadowed Loch Lomond. The window sign clearly stated, ‘No Vacancies’.

      A side door of the house opened, and a tall, slim woman in a blue tracksuit ushered her visitors inside. Lindsey was fifty but looked forty. Her shoulder-length brown hair was neatly brushed. She acknowledged the two women and kissed them on both cheeks as she introduced herself. When she turned to face Phil, she looked him slowly up and down, and her eyes glistened.

      “You look as young and fit as ever Phil McKenzie—it isn’t fair.” She held her arms out, and the pair embraced. A minute of silence passed before Phil held his friend at arm’s length.

      “I see your birthdays are working backwards,” he said. “What age are you now—thirty-two?”

      Lindsey punched him in the chest and shook her head. She wiped her eyes with a tissue. “You get your car inside the garage beside mine, there’s plenty of space. I’ll make a pot of tea, and I’ve prepared a light lunch.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Phil went outside.
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        * * *

      

      Having watched the friendly greeting between Phil and Lindsey, Annabel felt a pang of jealousy.

      Kirsten said, “May I use bathroom please, Lindsey?”

      “Of course, love. Go up those stairs and left.”

      Before Kirsten left the dining room, she picked up the Marks and Spencer carrier bag which Annabel had given her.

      Annabel seized her chance. “You and Phil go back a long way.”

      “Yes, we do.” Lindsey smiled. “Phil served with my late husband, Ken. They helped each other out of some tight situations. I met them both when I was a nurse, but it was Ken who asked me out.” She gazed out of the window towards the garage. “They were close, and I always wondered if they tossed a coin.” She turned. “I’m sorry, I’m waffling.”

      “Please, go on,” Annabel said. “I hardly know anything about Phil, but I think he’s a great guy.” She held up a forefinger. “He doesn’t talk about himself.”

      “You wouldn’t know about his ‘MM’ - his Military Medal?”

      “Oh my God, it’s one of our highest military decorations.”

      “It was Ken’s final mission when Phil earned the MM.” Lindsey related the story of how a team had been sent to the Middle East to rescue two British agents and a diplomat. Annabel knew the story better than anyone but listened intently.

      “Ken took a bullet in the neck,” Lindsey said. “Phil told me Ken knew he wouldn’t make it, and his concern was for me, and the hostages. Phil was in a bad way about losing Ken, but they all knew the risks, and he died an honourable death.”

      “It must be a bitter-sweet memory of a wonderful guy?”

      “Ken was posthumously awarded a medal for his professionalism during the mission.”

      “He was a brave man.”Annabel closed her eyes briefly and nodded.

      Kirsten spoke as she entered the room. “I hope you don’t mind. I changed clothes.” She stood in a knee-length floral dress and white ballet pumps. Lindsey nodded and waved her to join them at the table. Kirsten’s expression had brightened since she’d changed.
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        * * *

      

      It was two hours later when Phil and Annabel stood up to leave. They both embraced Kirsten and thanked her for all the snippets of information she had remembered. Instead of joining the others as they were counselled and rehabilitated, she would be allowed to remain with Lindsey for a short while. She was pleased with the arrangement.

      Annabel said, “It was lovely to meet you Lindsey, and I’m sure we’ll meet again.” They embraced. “Take care and remember we’re both on the phone.” She turned and embraced Kirsten. “You’re safe here, so relax.”

      “Thank you for everything,” Kirsten whispered.

      Annabel went outside and took in the beautiful view of the loch and mountains as she waited for Phil.

      Lindsey nodded towards the striking woman standing outside. “You could do a lot worse, Phil.”

      Phil inclined his head and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll see you soon,” he said, ignoring her comment about Annabel. He kissed Lindsey on both cheeks and went outside.
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        * * *

      

      Having escorted Jake to the city in the morning, Rachel headed back to Drumchapel and rode to the top of Lochgoin Avenue. She watched, as down below, taxi drivers visited the ice-cream vans.

      Lochgoin, at its highest point, gave a view over the centre part of Kinfauns Drive which cut its way through the estate in a long curve. Rachel surveyed the area and rode to a spot where one of the vans made a regular stop. She parked close, but left space, knowing a taxi would turn up.

      Rachel stood beside her bike and took her time to remove her helmet and gloves. A taxi turned up. Rachel ensured the driver got out and reached the van before she did.

      The man stood behind two small children who were buying ice-cream. He glanced left and right as the biker approached. From the counter of the van, the taxi driver lifted a brown package the size of a multi-pack of cigarette cartons, plus a regular pack of cigarettes. He nodded to the ice-cream vendor and returned to his car.

      Rachel bought a bar of chocolate and asked for a chilled bottle of Coke. She had a good look inside when the driver turned to open his fridge. Nothing unusual Rachel thought unless the guy expected to go through four large boxes of wafers in one shift. Rachel walked back to her bike, and as she guzzled her cold drink, she checked the information panel near the wheel arch of the van. She had her next target.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the way back towards Glasgow, Phil’s phone buzzed, and as he’d done earlier, he checked the caller and handed it to Annabel. “It’s Stella.”

      “Hi Stella,” Annabel said. “Phil’s driving along a winding road—” She went quiet, and her brow furrowed. She glanced sideways at Phil. “Where are you now? Okay. Don’t leave the office, and if anybody suspicious comes near, lock yourself in, and call the police.” She listened and nodded as she spoke. “You did right. Phil will call later.” She closed the phone.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Last night, as Stella was driving into her street after work, she saw a guy letting himself into her house. He used a key, but she didn’t recognise him. A big car with tinted windows was parked in her driveway. She drove past, left the street, and spent the night with a friend.”

      “Did she try to contact me?”

      “She didn’t want to get you involved in case it brought you trouble.”

      “It could be her ex-husband sending somebody.”

      “I could put eyes on the house,” Annabel said. “No detailed briefing necessary, and reporting only to me.”

      “It’s complicated enough,” Phil said. “I don’t want to—”

      “What’s complicated about two adults having a relationship?”

      “We’re not having—” he stopped himself. “I’m sorry, Annabel. You don’t deserve to have your head bitten off.”

      “Wow.” She smiled at him. “Am I sensing emotion seeping from the human fridge?”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Would you mind if I took a guess?” she said.

      Phil winced. “You’ve already guessed.”

      “I think you two have an arrangement.” She smiled when she saw the dimple appearing in his cheek. “You see her on a Friday evening, and you stay overnight. The safe-house we used for the captives is a building on the books of her agency, and I’ve heard strange reports about the block you live in.”

      “The block I live in?”

      “The light comes on at unusual times in Flat Four, but only the living room light. It’s the flat next door to you, but nobody in the block has ever seen the gentleman who lives there.”

      “Holy shit.” He turned to face her.

      Annabel’s lips curled briefly. “It angers you to have warned off Mr Kavanagh, but he’s the type who might try to get to Stella.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “We’ll say you’re right. Irrespective of my relationship with Stella, am I right to get involved? Does it sound personal?”

      “If you’re asking me if you’re letting your heart rule your head—I’d say no. The man is a total bastard, Phil. He has a history of violent and sexual assaults on women.” She paused. “Now, would you like me to get eyes on the house?”

      “Yes please,” he said. “I’d appreciate it.”

      Annabel lifted her phone from her handbag and dialled. “Hi, Carol. Great thanks—go ahead with the surveillance as discussed. Yes—Eagle Park.” Annabel continued. “Report direct to me. Ciao.”

      Phil couldn’t remember telling Annabel his address, or Stella’s.

      The pair made small talk for the next fifteen minutes, and at Annabel’s request, Phil stopped a few hundred metres from the house she rented.

      “I’m pleased to see one of us has accommodation in a pleasant area.” He gazed across the nearby park.

      “It’s quiet, and no prying eyes. If anything comes up regarding Kavanagh, I’ll call.”

      “Thanks, Annabel,” he said as she was getting out of the car.

      “A thought for you to sleep on.” She gave him an eyeful of cleavage as she leant down into the car. “If your arrangement with Stella comes to an end—call me.” She winked and gave a beaming smile before she closed the car door. As she walked away with her long elegant stride, she looked back over her shoulder and grinned at him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13. Thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Tuesday 16th July

      Annabel went inside and stood with her back to the door. Had she made the right decision in showing her hand regarding Phil; time would tell. She shrugged off her jacket, and with it any worries about what she’d said to Phil.

      Annabel took a shower to invigorate her mind and body, cooked a simple meal, and with a coffee in hand, she was ready for work.

      One wall of her spare room was used for maps and a notice board, and below, was a small desk to hold her laptop. Her ops room and method of working were similar to Phil’s.

      She opened her notebook to remind herself of the points Kirsten had remembered. On a pad of blank paper, she wrote in random spaces: Kirsten, Petra, Eva, Croatia, Dubrovnik, Boat - hours, Truck - one day? Boat - two days? Bearded man? Truck, Margarita? A remote building, mountains, beatings, drugs, shooting, prostitution, passports, Marie, Frank, Godfather? Well Street, Lauren, blonde, Perry Street.

      On the European map, she placed a large pin on Dubrovnik, and one on Glasgow. As she sat, sipping coffee and surveying the massive area she focused for a while on the patchwork of countries which had once been Yugoslavia. Annabel pondered the circumstances and mindset of the Croatian refugees.

      Kirsten and Petra had been teenage girls watching their country being destroyed in a modern war during 1991-95. Many girls had been raped or killed. It was sometimes done by soldiers or mercenaries after hostilities were meant to be over. The two girls had opted to leave their northern mountain village and head south, to Dubrovnik.

      In the walled city, they felt a level of safety and security, and it was there they met and befriended another refugee, twenty-one-year-old Eva Yenkov from Split. According to Kirsten, it was the place to get a boat out; if necessary.

      At the end of the war in ’95, having done menial work to earn a living, all three girls were given the opportunity to go to the United Kingdom to start a new life. They worked long hours to save enough to pay the middle-man - and their nightmare began.

      Annabel made small lists under the words on her A4 sheet. Whenever an obvious connection occurred, she joined the groups or words with a line. She drew a broad line between Dubrovnik and Glasgow on the map because it would help her focus on possible routes. It was going to be a long night. Occasionally she stopped writing and studied the map.
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        * * *

      

      In the basement rooms of a Georgian building in Blythswood Square, Jake was being introduced to the latest devices to aid the opening of a safe.

      “Today,” Arkwright said, “we’ll be investigating non-intrusive entry into a domestic safe.”

      Jake laughed.

      “What’s the joke?” Arkwright asked, gazing at his solitary trainee.

      “I would hardly call it non-intrusive,” Jake explained. “We’re talking about breaking into somebody’s safe.”

      Arkwright laughed. The use of the phrase ‘non-intrusive’ was meant to suggest no damage or explosives, but the lad had a good point.

      Jake’s youth, interest and ability made him a natural safe-cracker. The tools of the trade had altered over the years and were now smaller, but sensitive fingertips were an asset for the aspiring operative. Each new task would increase in difficulty.

      Arkwright had produced some of the top lock-men for a variety of British Government departments. He could see Jake had promise and might join the list, and he pushed him hard. Jake was a personable individual, which was a bonus.

      “The girl on the big yellow bike this morning,” Arkwright said. “Is she a member of your team?”

      “I can’t tell you that—but when she’s unwrapped from her leathers, she’s a knockout.”

      The older man laughed. “No doubt she’s aware how much you like her.”

      “She is, but I’m wondering if she’s a lesbian. She’s cold, except for the job.”

      “It doesn’t mean she’s attracted to women, because she doesn’t fancy you, mate. Maybe she doesn’t see you the way you see her, or perhaps she has a professional attitude.”

      “Maybe,” Jake said and lifted his mug. “It doesn’t stop her being fuckin’ desirable.”

      “What about your girlfriend, the hairdresser?”

      “She’s a nice person, and she’s pretty, but Rachel is stunning and exciting.”

      “Finish your coffee and let’s get your mind occupied with work.”

      They finished their drinks and Jake commenced his next practical test.
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        * * *

      

      The information panel on the side of the Mattsani ice-cream vans gave the registered office as an address on West Nile Street. Rachel arrived in the city and parked around the corner. She went into the offices in her leathers, carrying a large envelope. She told the receptionist the package was to be hand-delivered to the depot.

      The girl on the desk hesitated, but Rachel said she was already in trouble because she’d misread the address, but her courier job meant everything to her. Sometimes, Rachel thought, women were easier to deceive than men.

      Thirty minutes later, Rachel entered the road network of the huge Uddingston West Industrial Estate. She saw an ice-cream van pull away from a large, black building, made a mental note of the location, and continued on her way.

      Her bike hidden and leathers packed away in the side panniers, Rachel walked confidently between the many buildings, now dressed in T-shirt, jeans and a denim jacket. A baseball cap kept her long tresses held out of sight as she wandered along, hands in pockets. It took her fifteen minutes to find the warehouse.

      Rachel ensured she was unseen and sprinted to the high perimeter fence at the far end of the building. The mesh fence was entangled with undergrowth growing on both sides. Trees blocked most of the view on the outside. She looked along the perimeter in both directions. On the other side, beyond the trees, a short distance away were a few derelict buildings.

      The undergrowth was two metres high in places, so Rachel crouched, and moved along the fence. It took a few metres before she saw the first camera and spotlight combination. The camera was mounted high, and fitted with two lights halfway up the support mast. For half an hour, Rachel investigated the area. A camera and spotlight combination was set ten metres to either side of the warehouse and every ten metres in both directions.

      As she was about to climb out of the greenery, she heard a tyre screech and looked up. A Mattsani ice-cream van had turned the corner and pulled up to the curtain door of the black warehouse. Rachel ducked under cover and observed.

      Five large cardboard boxes were brought out and handed in through the glass partition on the side of the van. Mattsani’s Wafers was printed on the cartons, but judging by the expression of the man carrying the packages, either they were the heaviest ice-cream wafers ever manufactured, or, the man was unfit.

      Rachel stayed in her hiding place for thirty minutes and witnessed another van arrive and take on board several boxes of wafers. When she was satisfied she’d seen enough, she moved back to the fence and followed it along fifty metres, before she stepped into the open. She strolled back to her bike.
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        * * *

      

      Phil had watched his sexy sidekick Annabel walk away, and her parting comment had touched him. For the first time since his college days, a woman had stirred something deep within him. He’d had enough short term relationships to know the difference.

      He pulled out his phone and dialled Stella’s office. Phil chatted to her for a few minutes. The friend she was staying with wasn’t known to her bullying ex-husband, and Stella felt safe. As he listened, Phil was forming a plan. He asked her to stay with her friend two more nights, and go home as usual on Friday evening. He suggested she tell the other people in her office she was staying with a friend until Friday. It wasn’t to be a secret.

      When Phil joined the traffic to drive across town, it was busy, and it took an hour to get back to his apartment. He dropped off his jacket, went into his ops room and conducted a similar exercise to Annabel. His Glasgow street map was in the centre, with the Europe map to the left, and Scotland map to the right.

      He wiped his notice board clean and used a marker pen to build his brainstorm diagram. In a few minutes, he had his groups of words written on the board in four different colours. He stood back to assess the information, before pinpointing Glasgow and Dubrovnik with large indicator pins. He drew a straight line between the two with a red marker pen.

      Satisfied he had everything ready to start a long night’s work, he set his booby-trap device as usual when he closed the door and went back into Flat Three. Phil switched on the cooker to treat himself to a fried dinner. He was arranging the ingredients when his phone buzzed.

      “Hello, yes this is Hawk.” He listened. “Okay my friend, calm down. No, don’t close the place, carry on as normal. Alfredo - put in a Four Cheeses pizza. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes.” Phil switched off the cooker, put away his fresh food, and cursed. He had been looking forward to his fry. He wrapped his Browning in his leather jacket as he left.

      On the way to the takeaway, Phil’s phone buzzed. “Hello,” he said and listened for a moment as the caller briefed him on a recent visit from the Hereford police. “Thanks, Viking, take care mate.” It was Viking whom Phil had given a heads-up after the brothel mission.
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        * * *

      

      Robert Davenport pressed his intercom. “Sandra, find out if Detective Inspector Griffiths is in the building, and ask him to come up here.”

      Sam Griffiths was at the Chief’s office ten minutes later.

      “Good evening, Sir,” the DI said. “You wanted to see me.” Sam was a good-looking, well-built man of over six feet. He was thirty-eight, and his hair was the same shade as his dark grey suit. Sam was always immaculate, and nothing fazed him. He stood patiently in front of the Chief Constable’s desk.

      Sam had been seconded to the Divisional HQ at Pitt Street when it was deemed necessary to close down the Police National Computer system. He was a member of the Scottish Crime Squad, the equivalent to the Serious Crime Squad in England.

      “One moment please,” Davenport muttered, having glanced at the man he’d summoned. He lifted a report from his tray and looked up at the DI.

      “I’m pleased you could join us,” Davenport said. “You have a good reputation.” He glanced at the recent report. “The rumours of a vigilante in the city are growing.” He paused. “It’s bad enough with those criminals we know—we don’t need a vigilante on our streets.”

      “I was working the Bullets Barnes case, Sir,” Sam said. “I handed it over to somebody else to allow me to concentrate on the brothel murders.”

      “You’re already dealing with them?”

      “Yes. At first, it appeared to be a gangland hit, but it’s a professional job in both locations.”

      “Could it have been the same person in both cases?”

      “It wasn’t a person,” Sam said, stifling a laugh. “It was a slick, team operation.”

      “Do I detect a hint of admiration?”

      “Sir, we’ve seen the rapid closing of two brothels, which were illegal, plus the demise of a fistful of nasty people. Are you aware every one of the deceased was either on bail awaiting a court appearance or had been set free on a technicality?”

      “No, but it sounds as if you’re viewing the whole escapade as a clean-up operation?”

      “I agree the incidents have increased our crime percentage by a small margin,” Sam said. “We have to balance the facts against the amount of shit which has been cleaned from our streets, and the time required, re-processing the same criminals.”

      “Detective Inspector Griffiths, the shit I want cleaning from our streets is this blood-thirsty bastard who’s set up his murderous campaign.”

      “I’ll get right on it, Sir.”

      “I suggest you sign out a firearm. I’d prefer to have this one man dead than any more of our citizens.”

      “While we have firearms teams I would require the authority to sign out a weapon, Sir.”

      “You have my authority, detective. Find this blight on our city and fucking remove it,” he half-closed his eyes. “Who is your partner?”

      “DS Eddie Monroe. He’s my regular partner, and came on attachment with me.”

      “I want him armed also. Get this vigilante for me.” Davenport was out of order. One of the mainstays of British police forces had always been their reticence to issue weapons except as a last resort. Sam headed back to his temporary office.
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        * * *

      

      “Eddie.” Sam paused at the office door. “Would you nip in here for a minute?”

      “Sure, Boss.” The Detective Sergeant closed the door behind him.

      “Pull up a pew, mate.”

      Eddie grabbed the other chair in the small office and dragged it to the desk. He sat facing his boss. Eddie was shorter than Sam by a few inches, and at thirty-one, was several years younger, but he was as broad. He modelled himself on Sam and had bought two more suits to maintain a good appearance.

      “How long have you been a DS, Eddie?”

      “Two years. I’ve been with you since my promotion.”

      “How many times have you used a firearm in the line of duty?”

      “Fuckin’ Hell, Sam, what’s going on? I’ve carried one three times, but never fired apart from range practice.”

      “Are you happy to carry a firearm?”

      “Well, because of your background you’re seen as Mr Fuckin’ Cool by the guys, but yeah, I reckon I could make the right decisions. What the fuck is going on?”

      “I don’t want this to go any further,” Sam said. “The Chief wants us to carry firearms during this investigation.” Sam picked up the latest unexplained incident reports, including the brothel escape and murders. He dropped it all in front of Eddie.

      “Maybe it would be a good idea,” Eddie said.

      “Yes it would be mate, but we have two things to consider. First, if I carry a gun—as my partner, you would too. Secondly, we have a peculiarity in all the murders.”

      “No coppers among them. All the dead people are the shit of the earth.”

      “Precisely, mate. If we try to take out a man as lethal as this vigilante by tackling him head-on, there will be one result—an injured or dead fucking copper.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Let’s say I don’t want you carrying a gun unless I ask you. If the overweight bastard along the corridor asks, we’re both carrying firearms.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now find us a couple of decent coffees. We’ll go through everything we’ve got on these incidents.” He lifted several sheets of paper. “We’ll update the Murder Room with whatever information we don’t mind the other teams knowing.”

      Eddie grinned and headed to the drinks machine, which dispensed shit coffee. Eddie was envied by most men in the Division - and all the women. Sam Griffiths was ‘The man’.
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        * * *

      

      Phil walked past Alfredo’s takeaway and glanced inside. A teenage couple were accepting two square cardboard cartons which contained their evening meal. Phil turned at the corner and walked back towards the glass-fronted pizza shop. No customers.

      “Hawk,” Alfredo said. “It’s O’Connor. He’s coming back, and he’s angry.”

      “Is this the first time he’s been back since I dealt with him?”

      “Yes. His face is badly scarred, and he’s ugly.”

      “No change there.” Phil looked over his shoulder as a car skidded around the corner.

      “It was him,” Alfredo said. “He drives a different car, but it’s another red one. He says he’s starting his rounds with me, and he wants twice the amount of money—”

      Phil was already gone—carrying the hot cheese pizza which Alfredo had placed on the counter.

      O’Connor had been given a fair warning but had returned to demand protection money from small businesses. The thirty-year-old thug was still in the driver seat as he tucked his sawn-off shotgun inside his coat. His smile of satisfaction disappeared when he turned and gazed at the business end of a pistol.

      “Hello dickhead,” Phil said. “What’s your boss’s name?”

      “I can’t—” O’Connor swallowed hard, and his gaze lifted from the weapon to the cold blue eyes of the gunman. “Martin Cameron.”

      “I want you to pass a message to him.”

      “He’ll fuckin’ kill me. What is it?” O’Connor croaked through dry lips.

      Phil squeezed the trigger. A small hole appeared in O’Connor’s badly scarred forehead, and his head fell over to one side. The seat belt held his body in an upright position. Phil reached into the car and dropped the hot pizza carton on the passenger seat. He left his calling card on the dashboard but didn’t oblige with a phone number.
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        * * *

      

      Phil arrived back at his flat twenty minutes after dealing with O’Connor and enjoyed a fry-up. He considered pizza but figured he’d leave it for another time. After eating, he opened a beer. He would go next door to investigate the information given by Kirsten. The door-bell buzzed, and Phil peered down at the front of the block.

      “Hello,” he said into the intercom.

      “It’s the police, Mr McKenzie. Could we have a word please?”

      “Certainly.” Phil pressed the buzzer. He heard a click downstairs. Before going to the door, he placed his Browning 9mm in the oven. He was glad Viking had given him the ‘heads-up’ about the police enquiries in Hereford.

      Two fresh-faced police officers in uniform; one male, one female, arrived at Phil’s door. He smiled, took a sip from his first can of beer, and waved them indoors.

      “If you two are looking for an eighteenth birthday party to attend it isn’t being held here.”

      The woman giggled and got an icy stare from her partner.

      “I’m sorry,” Phil said. “You guys are young these days.”

      “I’m Constable Lennon, and this is Constable Downie,” the male officer said. “We’re making some enquiries about a van.”

      “Right,” Phil said. He caught Constable Downie appraising him, and he fixed his gaze on her. She smiled and turned away.

      “Do you own a white Ford Transit?” Lennon asked, casting a sideways glance at Downie.

      “Yes I do,” Phil said and stared at Constable Downie’s impressive chest.

      “We didn’t see it outside,” Lennon said and sighed.

      “Well, you wouldn’t, because I keep it in a lockup a short drive from here.”

      Phil kept his answers short and continued to turn his attention to the young woman. It disconcerted her and irritated PC Lennon. Phil wondered if Lennon fancied his pretty partner, but the attraction wasn’t reciprocated.

      When asked if he could attend the local station to assist with enquiries, Phil held up his beer can and suggested he’d report in the morning. He didn’t like the idea of driving or answering questions after four or five beers.

      The two police officers thanked Phil for his time and made their way to the door. PC Lennon hesitated as he passed the bedroom.

      “Go in and have a look around, son,” Phil said. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      “It’s okay,” Lennon said. His bluff had been called. “We’ll be on our way.”

      “Would you like to check out my bedroom Constable Downie?” Phil asked.

      The pretty officer glanced at Phil, and her face reddened. As they went out onto the landing, the girl looked back and smiled. Phil winked at her.

      “We need to have a chat, Downie,” her over-protective colleague said.

      Phil watched from the window. The two PC’s argued as they approached their car.
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        * * *

      

      At Pitt Street Police HQ in Glasgow city centre, DS Monroe went up the stairs two at a time on his way to his boss’s office.

      “Sam, we’ve got a problem.” Eddie closed the door behind him.

      “What’s up, mate?”

      “I went out to the east end to check out those brothel addresses, to see if it was feasible for one man or a small team to have done both of the jobs.”

      “Okay,” Sam said. “Pull up a pew.”

      Eddie dragged a chair across. He whispered. “On my way back I saw flashing blue lights off London Road. I carried on back here, and checked in at the front desk.” He shook his head. “Ray O’Connor has been found with a bullet in his head.”

      “He’s a collector, so I reckon it was an execution. Our vigilante is sending somebody a message.” Sam spoke in a conversational tone as he unwrapped a piece of gum.

      “What do you think the message is?”

      “The message is simple, mate—don't fuck with me’, and O’Connor was the messenger.”

      “Fuckin’ Hell. We have got one evil bastard on our patch Sam.”

      “If you’re one of the bad guys, Eddie.” Sam stood. “I’ll get the coffees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. Discoveries

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Wednesday 17th July

      For four hours on Tuesday evening, Annabel had sifted through information and made notes to check out the definite from the variables. It was slow, methodical work, but she progressed. When fatigue affected her efforts, she took a nap on the sofa.

      At 04:00 she woke up, took a shower, dressed in a tracksuit and made coffee. She stood in front of the maps and brainstorming sheet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kirsten, Petra, and Eva had been duped by the middleman in Croatia. It was easy to list most of the other names as being locations, members of the trafficking route or the prostitution ring.

      The girls and a couple of teenage boys had departed by boat from Dubrovnik at night and were most likely taken to Italy. Kirsten said they’d travelled overnight and were placed in the freight container on a truck. They were given minimum food and water to sustain them before travelling all day by road. Their next journey was on a boat. The trip commenced at night, and they sailed for two days. The man in charge had grey hair, a beard, and wore a peaked sailor’s cap.

      Kirsten had said when they reached land after the second boat journey it was dark. Many of them were sick because of the conditions, lack of food and proper sanitation. When they reached land, the bearded man took a keen interest in one of the younger women. He took her away when everybody else was transported by truck to remote farm buildings. They ate and drank and got cleaned up. In the morning, they saw mountains and forest to the east and the sea to the west. It reminded some of home.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel was satisfied with her notes. She reasoned the name Lauren was misheard, and it was most likely Laura, the woman who’d been shot at Perry Street. The outstanding questions were about Margarita, the bearded man, and the bargaining for a young blonde. While at the farmhouse, a boy had gone missing, and a shot was fired. Both of these incidents left Annabel with an uneasy feeling.

      “Come on Margarita,” she said. “Who are you? Where are you?” She peered at the European map to distinguish one of the small symbols. A smile crept over her face. It was time to combine initiative with the wonders of modern technology and information. She would try the newfangled World Wide Web.

      Annabel had recently visited Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) outside Cheltenham. She had noted Web Crawler and Alta Vista as useful search programmes. She tried Web Crawler but gave up after twenty minutes. She had more luck with the Alta Vista system which was more efficient. When she was confident of the direction of her search, she contacted The Registry of Shipping and Seamen.

        At 05:15 Annabel made herself a coffee and sat at her desk, but she was grinning. “Gotcha Margharita—I’ll visit soon.”
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        * * *

      

      During his morning run, Phil saw the blonde runner with the ponytail. They acknowledged each other with a nod. When close to home, Phil went to the local newsagent and bought the Daily Record. He dropped it on the kitchen table, intending to read it after breakfast.

      Phil was pouring coffee when his phone buzzed. “Good morning, Annabel. Good news and bad news—Yeah, go on.” He listened to a brief update on her research. Phil said he’d arrived at similar conclusions regarding the immigrants’ trip, but he couldn’t work out who Margarita was.

      Annabel explained the alternative spelling, her theory, and her intentions.

      “Where is Margharita now?” He nodded. “Well done. Yes, get some rest—and please call me later today.” She asked about his situation.

      “I’ve been asked to visit the Police HQ in the city. I’ll go in today.” He lifted the newspaper and opened it onto the table. “Shit. I might have an idea what the bad news is,” he said. “No, I haven’t heard the radio news, but I’ve seen the newspaper.”

      Phil stood with the phone to his ear as he stared at the three clear photos of Kirsten Novak (22), Petra Gorsky (22) and Eva Yentov (21). “We’ll catch up later and discuss our theories. Ciao.” He was ending calls like her when they spoke on the phone.

      After breakfast, Phil read the newspaper from cover to cover. He found it peculiar for three missing European girls to be on the front page, but a Glasgow man executed in the street was relegated to a column on page two. The by-line, ‘Who is Hawk?’ was used, but the calling card wasn’t mentioned. Somebody on the inside had spoken to the media.

      At 08:30 Phil called to tell Stella he was visiting Police HQ. He said they might send an officer to chase up any history he had with her agency. She assured him all would be in order and she would call him back. Ten minutes later, Phil’s phone buzzed.

      Hi,” he said. “Is everything okay?” He grinned as he listened to what she’d done. “Thank you Stella—I owe you. Bye.”

      It was a bright, crisp morning. Phil walked into the city, and on the way to Pitt Street, he stopped briefly at Stella’s agency. She showed him the photograph she’d placed on file as his next-door neighbour. The man she used was a client who was on holiday in Turkey.

      As Phil strolled through Glasgow, he called Rachel for an update. She had news from her surveillance task. Phil gave her a time and place to meet in the afternoon.
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        * * *

      

      While Phil sat in the interview room, he kept his hands clasped on the square table in front of him. He was aware of the constable standing at the door behind him. He was also aware of the CCTV cameras in two corners of the room to his front, but he didn’t look directly at either of them.

      It was twenty minutes before the door opened and a short, dark-haired man in his early thirties entered. His light grey suit was presentable, but the man appeared tired. The plainclothes officer walked around and stood behind the other chair to look down, his gaze fixed on his interviewee.

      When Phil looked up, he gave no acknowledgement. It was like reading a book as he observed the body language of his interviewer. The man’s hair was tousled, his brow furrowed, and his eyes were dim and baggy underneath. He let out a long sigh before speaking.

      “Good morning, Mr McKenzie. I’m Detective Sergeant Monroe.” He sat on a chair opposite Phil and moved a hand to loosen his tie, but it was already loose. As he flicked open his notebook, he spoke with a hint of sarcasm. “Thank you for coming in this morning.”

      “I didn’t come in through desire,” Phil said. “I was invited.” He considered using the man’s rank and name but didn’t. It would indicate annoyance with the scenario, but Phil wanted to maintain a level of acceptance. His objective was to appear helpful.

      He didn’t want to be too compliant, because it would be unnatural. When the time came to sound irritated and unduly harassed, he would act accordingly. When guilty, but acting innocent, Phil knew it was essential to act offended; accurately.

      DS Monroe’s lack of sleep affected his interview technique. “It took us a while to find you.” He raised his eyebrows. “Your van is registered to an address in Hereford in England.” He sighed. “Our colleagues in England were asked to make enquiries before we could start.”

      Phil allowed the hint of a smile to play on his lips. He could see where this initial line of questioning was going already. He said nothing.

      “I said, it took us a while to find you.”

      “I heard you the first time.”

      “Well, why didn’t you answer?”

      “You didn’t ask me a question,” Phil said. “You made a statement.”

      “Don’t get smart with me McKenzie or I’ll—”

      “Or you’ll what?” Phil interrupted. “Will you arrest and charge me?” He studied the man’s face. “I doubt it because I volunteered to assist with your enquiries. In this country, I’m innocent until proven guilty—unless the law has changed since yesterday.”

      “Perhaps you’ll explain why your recently bought van was registered to an address in Hereford?”

      ‘My address in Glasgow is temporary. I could move on at any time, and I don’t know how long I’ll be here.” His expression remained impassive. “Until I’m established I’m using my mate’s address. When I’m down in England, I rent a room from him and his wife.” Phil smiled. “Please pass on my apologies to your colleagues.”

      Monroe rubbed his eyes with his forefingers before continuing. “On the subject of your van, I wondered if you’d mind us bringing it in for a once-over?”

      “If you mean a forensic inspection, and it helps you—bring it in and give it a complete servicing as well, but I want it back in good working order.”

      “Forensics examinations are thorough and relatively quick these days.”

      “Be my guest. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      Somebody knocked on the door.

      “Yes,” Monroe called.

      A pretty, policewoman in a white blouse, chequered cravat and black skirt leant through the doorway. “Excuse me, DS Monroe—the DI would like a word.” As her gaze took in the man being interviewed, she stared.

      Phil turned. “Fancy seeing you here—” It was the blonde girl he often passed on his morning runs.

      “I work here,” she said, stating the obvious, and laughed. Her laughter was a pleasant sound. The male constable standing inside the room sniggered.

      “Thank you, Constable Hughes,” Monroe said. He turned to the male officer whose expression sobered, and he straightened up.

      “Sorry, Sarge,” the constable said, and mimicked PC Hughes, “I work here.”

      “Excuse me, Mr McKenzie,” Monroe said. “I’ll be right back.”

      As the DS left the room, Phil took the opportunity to turn and look at the less than menacing figure of the copper at the door. He was about twenty-three, and slightly built. He’d be good in a chase, Phil thought, but useless in a fight. As he looked at the rookie cop, the young man continued to stare straight ahead.

      Phil sat patiently, staring straight to his front.

      It was ten minutes later when the door opened, and another man in a suit entered the room. Unlike DS Monroe, this man was over six feet tall, with close-cropped grey hair. He filled his immaculate dark grey suit with the physique of a rugby player—in good shape.

      The smart man walked around the desk and pushed the chair away with his foot before leaning on the table with both hands to address Phil.

      “I apologise for the delay, Mr McKenzie,” he said. “I’m Detective Inspector Griffiths. Would you like a brew?”

       “Black coffee, with sugar please,” Phil said. He smiled at the big man.

      “Constable,” Griffiths said. “Fetch two coffees please, both black with two sugars.”

      When the door closed, the DI shook his head. “Bloody Hell, Phil, it’s great to see you, mate.” He walked around and held out his right hand. “Don’t worry, the cameras are off.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Sam,” Phil stood to shake the DI’s hand. “You’ve done well. How long have you been at this game?”

      “After the mission in the Middle East when Ken was killed I went on attachment to the Metropolitan for a couple of months as an adviser on armed operations. While I was there, Jane asked me to reconsider staying with the Regiment. Seeing Lindsey standing there at Ken’s funeral touched a nerve.”

      “Ken was a top man,” Phil said.

      “I agreed to come out of the service, but only if Jane backed my decision to join the police. I served with the London Met, had an attachment to Manchester, and came here on promotion. The promotions have come rapidly. What about you?” Sam sat down.

      “It’s a long story mate, but I got fitted-up by ‘the suits’ after a mission in Africa. Part of the deal for my freedom was to take a walk with pension.”  Phil sat down.

      “Back-stabbing bastards,” Sam said. “You weren’t involved in the business in Mowhandi were you, because the operation had fucking Regiment written all over it.”

      Phil grinned.

      “It was you, wasn’t it,” the DI said, “tackling fucking mission impossible as usual?”

      Somebody knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” Sam called.

      The fresh-faced constable entered carrying two black coffees in plastic cups and placed them on the table.

      “Thank you,” Sam said. “Take a break for twenty minutes.”

      The constable turned towards Phil.

      “Take a fucking break, son,” Sam said. The constable left the room. Sam shook his head and lifted his coffee. He took a sip and winced. As he looked at the dark, steaming liquid in the plastic cup, he considered how to deal with a man who had saved his life more than once. His tongue came out to lick his lips as he placed the coffee on the desk. “Total shit. We made a better brew in the woods with fucking nettles.”

      Phil grinned and wondered if Sam cursed as much at home. “Your DS is a bit short on patience.”

      “He’s tired, mate. We’ve had a few incidents over the last couple of weeks, and our department is being run ragged by the Chief Constable.” Sam didn’t want to say too much, but remembered, he was only alive due to Phil’s bravery. Sam’s life almost ended in a drug factory in the Colombian jungle.

      Phil said, “I’ve read a few interesting stories in the newspaper recently.”

      “Our police computer network in Scotland is down, and we’ve had shops set on fire, which we don’t believe was accidental.” Sam paused and shook his head. “In the last few days, some young foreign lasses have gone missing and were apparently spotted getting into a van, which is where you come in, mate.” He gulped coffee. “Today we’re following up some serious shit connected to brothels.”

      “Surely there can’t be anything too serious going on in a brothel?”

      “Nothing too serious mate,” Sam said, “if you don’t list a couple of murders, several cases of abduction, and captured prostitutes who might be exploited elsewhere. We found one girl who’d locked herself in a cupboard—drugged out of her tiny fucking mind. She died in hospital yesterday. The poor kid was more child than woman.”

      “Do you think it was a rival gang who took the girls and killed the others?”

      “No,” Sam said. “We found a large stash of drugs and associated paraphernalia, which as you know, is the usual method of control. I think the gear was left for our benefit.” Sam grinned. “I’d be happy if I thought the lasses were to be set free. As for the people who were killed - they were a bunch of low-life bastards. No loss.”

      “Were the girls’ regular working girls who got imprisoned or foreigners who came to our green pastures for work?”

      “We believe they were mainly foreigners who’d been promised a better life. You know, they arrive in the middle of the night, and if they don’t agree to drop their knickers and make money, they get the shit kicked out of them.” Sam’s expression was serious, and he gazed at the back wall.

      “One of the classic routines,” he said, “is to strap the victim down for a couple of days and make them drug-dependent. They’ll do fucking anything for their new masters.” Sam paused. “If I caught the bastards who did those things I’d cut their balls off and put them in a cellar full of rats.”

      A double tap on the door was followed by DS Monroe entering. He glanced at Phil and approached DI Griffiths. He whispered in his boss’s ear.

      “For fuck’s sake!” Sam’s said. “Okay, thanks, Eddie. I’ll be with you in five minutes.” DS Monroe looked down at Phil, squinted, and left the room.

      “More bad news?” Phil asked.

      “A young woman has been fished out of the Clyde. It looks like she’s one of the prostitutes who escaped a shithole brothel.”

      “Suicide?” Phil offered.

      “Not unless she learned how to tie her own hands behind her back,” Sam said. “I feel like shit asking this mate, but would you mind if we had your van picked up? You know the drill. It should take a couple of days.”

      “If one of your guys gives me a lift to my lockup, you could have the van today.”

      “Cheers mate. I’ll organise it, and we’ll leave you alone.” Sam squinted at Phil. “What the fuck would you want with a van anyway?”

      “It’s a secret,” Phil said. “I’ll tell you if my business plan works.”

      “You’ll have to come to the house for a meal sometime. Jane would be pleased to see you.” He stood up. “I take it you haven’t got a steady woman.”

      “I’d need a heart transplant to hold onto a woman Sam.”

      “You mean you’d need a fucking heart. Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”As they reached the front desk, Sam turned. “I wish we had you on the team, Phil. We could clean this place up good and proper.”

      “Hello, Sir,” Sgt Mitchell said.

      “Mitch,” Sam said. “Would you organise a car to take this gentleman to his lockup, please. We’ll also need a low-loader to go out there and bring in a van.”

      The sergeant pressed a button on his intercom and was joined by Amy Hughes, the blonde constable. Sgt Mitchell delegated the personal transport task to Amy before calling the transport and forensic departments about the van.

      Sam and Phil shook hands, and the DI headed upstairs.

      Phil walked through the sliding doors and was joined by Amy.

      “It’s Mr McKenzie, isn’t it?” She indicated the Vauxhall Astra they’d be using.

      “I didn’t realise I was famous,” Phil said.

      “I’m sorry,” Amy said. “I’m the Station Collator at the moment, and I’m generally good at remembering names, which helps.”

      Outside the station, a woman wearing dark glasses, a hat, and a long coat was bent over, leaning on a walking stick. She observed the police officer and the man make their way to the patrol car. An approaching police officer asked if the woman required any help.

      “No thank you, young man,” she mumbled. “Everything is fine.” She hobbled away from the station doorway leaning on her stick with every right step. Around the corner, she straightened, threw her hat, coat and stick into her red Golf GTi and drove off.
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        * * *

      

      During the short distance across the city to his lockup, Phil controlled the conversation. By the time they arrived at the industrial estate, Phil had found out she was Woman Police Constable (WPC) Amy Hughes, age twenty-two, single, and living with her parents.

      Amy had been on the force two years, and the career suited her. She enjoyed her role as the collator, and her knowledge of names and faces was the envy of her peers.

      She explained there had been a virus introduced to the central computer system recently, meaning she applied paper-trail skills which most officers no longer used. It amused her to work the old-fashioned methods. In her spare time, she said she mixed distance running and going to the gym.

      “I thought I’d seen you before,” Phil said. “You train around Glasgow Green don’t you?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything,” Amy said. “When I saw you in the interview room, I recognised you, but at first I couldn’t remember where from.” She turned. “You wear a woolly hat sometimes.”

      “Yes,” he said. “It depends if I’m taking it easy or giving myself a hard time.”

      “Yeah, sometimes you want it to be hard.”

      Phil turned to her and raised his eyebrows.

      She blushed. “Oh, I didn’t mean—”

      “I know.” Phil gave her a disarming smile. “It would be nice to have company occasionally on a long session,”

      Amy laughed.

      “I’m as bad as you,” he said, confident the seed of friendship was sown. He made a mental note to forego his workout mornings and run instead. Fortunately, he enjoyed running.

      At the end of the journey, Phil thanked Amy, whom he had learned a lot about, but she had learned nothing about him, except he was a keen runner—and owned a white van.

      The Transit was secured onto the low-loader, and Phil was given a receipt. He grinned when he considered what the forensic team would find.
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        * * *

      

      At 14:00, Phil pulled into the car park at the roadside cafe near Renton, outside Dumbarton. He parked beside a yellow Norton, and held his open palm near the engine housing; it was hot.

      Rachel was sitting at a corner table away from other diners. She was sucking an ice-cold Coke through a straw. A half-eaten baguette sat on a plate in front of her. She waved.

      Phil approached, placed his sandwich and coffee on the table, and hung his jacket over the back of the chair opposite Rachel.

      “Hi,” he said and sat down. “You’ve been keeping busy?”

      “Hi, Boss. I hope you don’t mind, but I went beyond the brief yesterday.”

      “It’s fine as long as you’re careful.” Phil sipped his hot coffee. “I’ve been looking forward to this.” He had gone from accepting anything hot and wet as nourishment, to expecting a decent brew. He lifted his sandwich. “Okay, my intrepid biker—your report?”

      Rachel ate and drank while she explained her antics of the previous day.

      Phil nodded. “What would you suggest we do next?”

      “Am I permitted to have a plan?”

      “You’re permitted if you have a decent plan.”

      Rachel had picked up the remaining piece of her baguette and placed it in her mouth. As she chewed, she held up a slender forefinger. She swallowed the food and sipped Coke.

      “My plan is simple,” she said, “but I’d like to borrow Jake.”

      “Have you written anything down?”

      “No, it’s all committed to memory for security.”

      “Commendable,” Phil lifted his coffee. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      Rachel explained her idea. She used the sugar, sauce, and salt sachets to show the proximity of buildings and roads. She finished after fifteen minutes.

      “With one or two refinements, it’s workable,” Phil said and went on to explain the amendments he would make and why. After his explanation, he confirmed her understanding. Rachel’s safety was paramount, and under no circumstances was she to put herself in danger. Phil agreed she should have Jake as her sidekick.

      “I’ll work out a time, and we’ll meet late tonight to perform rehearsals,” Phil said. “I’d have preferred it to be the team doing the job, but I’d like to see how your observation post shapes up.”

      “Will we be going by car?”

      “No, I’ll be in leathers at the lockup, where you can pick me up. The difference will be one bike on the rehearsal, but two on the task.”

      “How do we brief Jake?”

      “Leave it with me. I’ll speak to him later today and make sure he has time to get in some sleep tomorrow before the op. I’ll tell him to call you, and you can arrange a rendezvous. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve got final kit preparation to do, and I should be getting some sleep before tonight?”

      “You’re getting the idea.” Phil finished his coffee and stood. “See you tonight.”

      “See you tonight, Boss.”

      Phil had been on the dual carriageway for five minutes when he saw the headlight in his rear-view mirror. The big yellow bike roared past nudging the speed limit, and the rider’s left hand came off the grip in a low wave. Phil flashed his lights and grinned. The bike accelerated into the distance.

      Phil arrived in his flat, closed the door, and his phone buzzed. It was Annabel.

      “Hi,” Phil said. “It was okay. I’ll tell you about it when we meet up. How is it going with you?” He listened and nodded. “Where is our Margharita right now? … Ah, she’s a few metres away from you. Be careful Annabel—keep in touch. Ciao.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15. Rehearsals
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      Thursday 18th July

      During his morning run, Phil considered the rehearsal he’d performed with Rachel on the previous evening. He’d shown her a better location to park her bike, and gave her tips about the task. The observation post (OP) was excellent. It had been a worthwhile exercise, as rehearsals usually are. One of Phil’s concerns was for Rachel to feel confident.

      Phil ran along the path which followed the River Clyde’s northern bank. Nelson’s Column loomed a few hundred metres away. The forty-four-metre high structure was the first erected in the UK in honour of Admiral Horatio Nelson. Around the base were the legendary character’s battle honours. Phil had read them several times.

      In the distance, but closing fast was a woman in red and white running kit. Amy’s blonde ponytail swished from side to side as she maintained her steady pace, head erect and arms and legs pumping in a steady rhythm. As the distance between them closed, they were both reaching Nelson’s column.

      When they passed each other, Amy said, “Call me tonight!”

      “I will!” Phil shouted after her. He remembered she’d given him a piece of paper with her parent’s phone number. She lived with them, but they were on a cruise for a month. Phil liked Amy, but he was concerned—conscious of the age difference.
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        * * *

      

      On the previous day, Arkwright had allowed Jake to finish earlier than usual. Jake told him he was ready for a proper challenge, and the trainer told him he’d get one.

      “Your task,” Arkwright had said, “is to break into a safe in an office, but within twenty-four hours.” He’d given Jake the address as he was leaving Blythswood Square on Wednesday afternoon.

      On Thursday morning as Jake walked around the corner from West Campbell Street into St Vincent Street, he took three deep breaths to calm himself. It was 07:30, and he hoped his rapid planning and minimal preparations would see him through. Few commuters were around, and the central office blocks were manned by security men and cleaners.

      Jake was wearing a cream baseball cap, dark-framed glasses, and blue overalls which advertised in white print, Simon - the 24-hour Locksmith. In his right hand, he was carrying a small black toolbox and in his left, a clipboard with notes and diagrams on the top sheet.

      While Jake covered the final few metres toward the target building, he watched the traffic further down the hill, crisscrossing at the many junctions. It amused him, having lifted the overalls through the open window of a service van belonging to a locksmith. He prayed Simon wouldn’t be walking around the city at this time of the morning.

      Jake arrived at the office building situated at 172 St Vincent Street. He took his time going up the polished granite steps and took a deep breath as he pushed the glass door open. He was aware of his heart thundering in his chest. This was nothing like the good old days of brushing past somebody and taking a wallet.

      “Hello mate,” the security man said. “Where are you headed?”

      “Goldsmith, Findlay, and Peters,” Jake said after a glance at his clipboard. “They’re on the second floor I believe.” He made a mental note of the security man’s name from his badge. Charlie. Jake swallowed, and his mind raced. He was ready.

      “Where’s your service van?” Charlie asked.

      “I had to park around the corner in a lane,” Jake said. “You have too many restrictions around here, and I didn’t want to risk a fine. I’ve brought all I should need.”

      “Have you got a call-out reference number?”

      “Well, no,” Jake said and grimaced. He remembered the name from the company register. “I got a call from a Mr Richard Findlay early this morning. He said he’d be late—but the electrical timer on his safe has to be disarmed, or it will lock-out at 08:30.”

      Charlie lifted his phone but hesitated.

      Jake glanced at his clipboard. “Mr Findlay won’t get in until about 09:00. He said ‘Charlie will understand. He’s a good chap.’ Jake stared at the man’s name badge. “Are you Charlie, ‘cause it sounds like he rates you mate?”

      “Yes, I’m Charlie,” the guard said. “I can’t leave my post right now—how will you get into their offices?”

      Jake pointed to the logo on his overalls. “Simon—The twenty-four-hour Locksmith ....”

      “Bloody Hell,” Charlie laughed.

      Jake held up his house keys. “I’ve got these, and the rest should take about fifteen minutes if I’m careful.” He was perspiring. “The clock is ticking.”

      “Try to get out quick Simon. It doesn’t look good having a locksmith in here.”

      “You’ve got my word, Charlie.” Jake walked to the stairs and sighed with relief.

      “There’s a lift,” Charlie called.

      “I’m in training,” Jake said, enjoying his own humour.

      It took Jake two minutes to pick the lock on the offices of Goldsmith, Findlay, and Peters, but as he eased the door open, he became aware of a movement to his left. He turned, to see a middle-aged woman in dark overalls dragging a vacuum cleaner along the corridor.

      “What are you up to?” she said.

      “I’ve got a couple of locks to fix in a short time.” Jake pointed to his logo.

      “Have they forgotten their keys or something?”

      “You would think  with their money they could afford decent security.”

      “Aye, but they’re all too tight with their bloody cash aren’t they?” She stopped beside him and nodded to his hands. “Why are you wearing gloves?”

      “The clients insist. I got smudge marks on their desks the last time.”

      “Bastards,” she said, and wandered off down the corridor, singing to herself, out of tune.

      “You’re right,” Jake said and stepped inside. He closed the door, and for a moment, stood to collect his thoughts. He hoped the damn offices were unoccupied.

      The first two rooms had no safe, and he tried the lock to a private office. The safe was against a wall on the left-hand side, thankfully visible and no use had been made of a painting or large bookshelf.

      It was an old traditional safe and Jake was pleased to have it open in less than ten minutes. The perspiration was soaking the T-shirt and underwear under his overalls. He was experiencing a mixture of fear and excitement. He opened the door and among a load of papers was a manila envelope with red writing.

      ‘Hand delivery - 25th July pick-up.’ He took it out and folded it into his toolbox. He closed the safe door and spun the dials. He was sweating, and his heart pounded.

      He secured the doors through to the corridor and was grateful the inquisitive cleaner was gone. Jake stood for a moment breathing deeply. He wiped his forehead with the arm of his overalls and set off down the carpeted stairs.

      Jake wondered how Arkwright would judge his performance, apart from being handed the envelope. Throughout the training sessions, the older man had constantly drummed into Jake about maintaining an inner calm. It was as important as being capable of opening any lock.

      Jake left the stairs and turned towards the front desk, the front door, and freedom. “All done Charlie,” he called cheerfully.

      “Before you go, Simon, could you sign-in here mate. I forgot, with you being in a hurry.”

      Jake adjusted his glasses and lifted the pen beside the Visitor’s Book. He concentrated on using the name Simon as he signed. He put the pen down, nodded to Charlie and turned.

      Before Jake reached the main door, it opened, and Arkwright stepped into the foyer. He was dressed in a suit and carrying a briefcase.

      “When did you get released, Jonah?” Arkwright said. “I thought you were doing a ten-stretch.”

      Jake’s eyes widened. He swallowed, thinking fast. “Dad, you’re not funny. If you want a lift, my van is around the corner. Don’t embarrass me at work.” Jake turned to see Charlie’s concerned expression. “Bloody parents, eh Charlie?”

      As Arkwright and Jake went down the front steps and turned uphill on St Vincent Street, the trainer was laughing, but Jake was silent and fuming. He felt a chill in his bones when he’d seen Arkwright at the front door, and it had hit him hard.

      “You are a right bastard,” Jake said. “Was there any fucking need?”

      “Yes mate.” Arkwright put a strong arm around his trainee. “Well done. We’ll check out the envelope when we get back to Blythswood for de-briefing.”

      Back in the training room, Arkwright organised a brew and told Jake to open the envelope. He did and found a brief note which said, ‘Well done, have a bonus’ and attached to the note was a smaller envelope containing £100. Jake apologised for losing his cool.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel had arrived in the small seaside town of Helensburgh on Wednesday at lunchtime. It had taken her ninety minutes to reach her destination, during which time she practised her questions, and rehearsed answers she might need.

      She booked into The Rosslea Hall Hotel in Rhu, an attractive and pleasant place on Ferry Road, with a view of the River Clyde. It took a few minutes to drive back along the main road to park in a quiet tree-lined avenue. Annabel walked along the promenade towards the Helensburgh Yacht Club. Her target was tied at a mooring point nearby.

      Annabel spent Wednesday afternoon in the local library reading up on a variety of boats. After her evening meal in the hotel, she studied her notes for two hours, had a brandy and went to bed.

      On Thursday morning, she dressed in a dark blue tailored jacket and floral, summer dress with a low neckline. Her outfit for the day included tinted glasses, and shoulder-length, fair hair.

      Annabel was refreshed and focused. She parked in a quiet avenue in Helensburgh once again and walked to the moorings. Getting into character, she openly used her camera to take pictures of anything and everything at, or near the marina. It was no longer a bustling seaside town, but a wide variety of boats were berthed along the coastline.

      A man of sixty years with grey hair and beard came out of his cabin. “What are ye’ doin’ along this pier wi’ a camera may ah’ ask?”

      “Hi there,” Annabel said, “I’m Jackie Foster from the Daily Record.  I’ve been asked to do a feature on the decline of our fishing and other seagoing industries.” She stepped closer, allowing her perfume to waft towards the sailor. She let her camera hang loose on the strap around her neck. “I haven’t taken any photos of your boat,” she lied. “I wanted to see if I could get in the whole vessel from over there.”

      “It’s customary tae ask the skipper afore ye’ start takin’ pictures of a vessel.”

      “I’m sorry,” she gushed, pulling a Press Association card from her pocket. “This is my first interesting feature you see, I usually get tasks like, how to shop for cheap fashion.”

      The man’s expression softened, and he was openly appraising her.

      “My dad was a fisherman,” Annabel continued. “Previously, he was a sailor with the Royal Navy, just like my granddad.” She looked longingly at the boat. “This is a Tuna Long Liner isn’t it—at least I think it is ....”

      “How many vessels have ye’ photographed this mornin’, Miss Foster?”

      “This would be my first.” She removed her glasses to gaze at him from under her long lashes. “I wanted to get something interesting for my feature in tomorrow’s newspaper, but I’m here all this week.”

      “Y’er here all week ye’ say. Ye’ll have a lot of time on yer hands.”

      Annabel nodded and looked along the length of the twenty-one-metre vessel. “I don’t suppose you would know who the skipper was? I’d like to ask about his life and take a few pictures?”

      “Aye, well it looks like yer in luck there lassie.” He was putty. “I’m the skipper.” He took a step closer and extended his right hand. “James Flannigan, Skipper of the Margharita—at your service m’dear.”

      “You’re the skipper—oh wow!” She had an uneasy feeling about the man, but she had a job to do. “It would be cool to have a picture of a working vessel with an experienced skipper.  What a start to a series.” She laughed. “Oh listen to me. You wouldn’t want me on your boat, or your picture appearing in tomorrow’s newspaper.”

      “Aye, well ah’ don’t mind if it’s fer a good cause ye’ know.”

      “Do you have one of those hats with the badge and shiny black peak? I could take a set of photos of you with and without your hat and on different parts of the vessel.”

      “Gimme a minute,” he said and stepped across the gangway to the cabin.

      The digital camera clicked rapidly and extensively, taking photos of every part of the vessel on view until the sound of footsteps heralded the return of the old sailor.

      James Flannigan’s lecherous gaze was hard to disguise. He answered questions readily, and his answers were flowing like the Clyde itself until the questions reached the period 1994.

      Annabel said, “Would it be fair to say you have to take any task these days to run your boat?”

      “Aye,” he said, nodding slowly, “but within reason, ye’ know.” He continued nodding absently and his eyes misted over. “Ye’ have tae earn yer money or ye’ lose yer livelihood. It’s due tae my small jobs ah’ have a modest wee house along in Cove.”

      “What would be your most profitable cargo these days?”

      “Folk,” he said and looked her in the eye. “Aye, folk are the most profitable.”

      “By folk,” she said. She stared wide-eyed, with lips parted. “You mean people—as cargo?”

      “Aye well, ah’ mean like fer day-long fishin’ trips, ye’ know, or coastal tours.”

      “Oh, I see,” she said, biting on a ruby red lip with immaculate teeth. “For a moment, I thought you meant bringing folk into the country from abroad.”

      “Aye well, there’s a lot o’ money in the people smuggling business, apparently.” He smiled, showing several gold-capped teeth. “Obviously ah’ widnae be doin’ anythin’ like it. Smuggling anythin’ is illegal, isn’ it, Miss Foster.” He winked at her.

      Annabel’s stomach turned as she tolerated his constant gaze, which screamed out he was mentally undressing her.

      During the interview, the old sea dog was keen to show Annabel his cabin and agreed to explain how to navigate the Clyde channels. Once out of the public eye he used the opportunity to ‘guide’ his guest with a light touch on her arm, or her waist.

      Annabel reminded herself of the bigger picture and wondered how far he might try to go. He was already in dangerous territory.

      Flannigan bent over the nautical map table to point out something of interest, and a letter with his postal address was stealthily removed from the side cabinet to Annabel’s pocket.

      The charming reporter stayed for an hour, took lots of photos and made pages of notes for her article. She lightly kissed the old pervert on the cheek to give him a good whiff of her perfume, and she heard him inhale. Discipline stopped her from kneeing him in the groin.

      “I better get going before you start your chat up lines,” she said. “Thank you for all you’ve shown me.”

      “This is ma’ phone number,” he said, handing her a piece of paper. “If ye’d like another wee chat while yer around here ah’ could maybe treat ye’ tae dinner.”

      “Thank you,” she said, accepting the number. “I might give you a call.” She treated him to her sexiest walk as she made her way back to the promenade. It was difficult because she was feeling nauseous.

      A cup of tea in a nearby cafe and some idle chat was enough to find out the Margharita was due to leave on a journey within a couple of days. Tracy, the manager of the cafe, had worked there for many years. She knew to within a day or two when certain boats came and went.

      “The Margharita, aye, she’ll be heading off next weekend,” Tracy said. “He takes her out as regular as clockwork ... every two months for a week.”

      “What about day-long fishing trips?” Annabel removed her unnecessary glasses to wipe them with a tissue.

      “He hasn’t done fishing trips in a long time. Not enough money in it you see, and I don’t know what he’s shipping these days, but it’s worth more than a couple of anglers.”

      “Your observation sounds intriguing.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s intriguing,” Tracy looked around. “Whatever he’s shipping doesn’t get unloaded here. I’ve seen him tie up after a trip and all comes off the boat is him.”

      While she was on a winning streak, Annabel lifted the envelope from her bag and asked about the road.

      Tracy gave her directions without hesitation. “You must know some wealthy people if you’re goin’ up to visit in Cove.”

      “It’s a long-lost relative—I hope she’s at home. Thank you for the help.”

      Annabel walked back along the tired promenade and wondered how any of the cafes or shops could survive on the meagre customer base they shared. She reached her car, looked around, and tilted the passenger seat forward to climb into the back.

      She changed in the back of the car. A close-fitting black tracksuit, white trainers, and a white baseball cap with her natural hair tucked inside was the new look.

      When content, she drove along the promenade past the Margharita. Flannigan was sitting on the pier smoking his pipe. Annabel continued beyond her hotel and drove on to Cove three miles along the coast road. It was 14:00.
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        * * *

      

      It was fresh and bright in the evening when Jake and Rachel rode out to Uddingston. Rachel led the way around the large industrial estate and pulled over for a few seconds, as they’d discussed earlier at her briefing. Jake noted the appearance of the black warehouse.

      By 17:15 they’d completed a circuit of the sprawling complex, and Rachel led the way out and along a pot-holed road to some derelict buildings. The derelicts were one hundred metres from the industrial estate’s perimeter fence. Between and around the old buildings was a large area of untamed greenery, and trees.

      The pair dismounted and pushed their bikes between clumps of bushes. Rachel unhooked a roll of tarpaulin she’d had attached to her bike. She unrolled the bright blue material and flipped it over. The other side was sprayed in patches, using a variety of colours, including green, yellow, red, blue, and brown.

      They walked away a few metres and looked back at the camouflaged bikes.

      “Amazing,” Jake said.

      “It’ll do,” Rachel said, but she was pleased with the result. She led the way through the bushes and undergrowth to the nearest derelict building and headed up to the second floor. At the appropriate apartment, Rachel pointed out the damaged floorboards to Jake.

      Rachel walked across the large room with confidence. She stopped a metre in from the window and turned to see Jake trying to negotiate the dodgy flooring. She grinned as she watched him testing each step. “Come on, Jake.”

      “How the Hell do we get out of here in a hurry?”

      “Look at the floorboard joints,” she said. “Do you see thick black crosses?”

      “Yes,” Jake said. “Are they the damaged ones?”

      “No, I’ve marked the sound ones as damaged - use them and get over here, but stop with me, don’t go close to the window.”

      As he made his way across the five-square-metre room, Jake shook his head. “How do we see those markings when it’s dark?”

      “It’s the summer. We won’t be here when it’s dark.”

      Jake arrived beside her and folded his leather jacket to kneel on it, mimicking what Rachel was doing. He accepted the binoculars from her and focused on the black warehouse. “I see everything around it clearly, but I can’t see into the tiny windows around the top.”

      “Don’t worry about them. For now, we have to list every vehicle which stops there, by time, model, number of passengers and the registration number. We also have to note any other activity.”
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        * * *

      

      In his flat in Southbank Street, Phil was pouring over the information gleaned from Kirsten. He was puzzled about where the smuggled people had been landed. Kirsten mentioned getting off the boat in the dark, and it wasn’t long before they reached the remote farm buildings. They had been allowed outside the next morning, and they were surrounded by mountains on three sides.

      The clues were there. Phil and Annabel agreed they should first study the information independently. Comparing notes later would prove the best strategy.

      Phil received a call from Annabel. She briefed him on the main points she’d discovered, and her intentions for the coming evening. He reminded her about putting herself at risk, forgetting the situations she’d survived in her past.

      As they were chatting, Phil marked up Helensburgh and Cove with coloured pins on his Scotland map and made notes to the side. When the call ended, Annabel as always, said, “Ciao”, but Phil said, “Goodnight Annabel”. He used the phrase without thought.

      Phil called Amy. They chatted for a few minutes and discussed when it would be good to go for a long run. They agreed to meet at 07:00 on Sunday morning beside the Nelson monument in Glasgow Green. Amy knew a running route.
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        * * *

      

      Jake and Rachel were nearing the fourth hour of their shift in the derelict when a large truck turned up at the warehouse. Rachel read out the details, and Jake wrote it in the notebook.

      “How unusual,” Rachel said as she watched through the binoculars. “The driver has spent five minutes manoeuvring to get the back of the vehicle touching the delivery door.”

      “They don’t want anybody to see if they’re loading or unloading,” Jake said. “Or what it is they’re loading or unloading.”

      “Precisely,” Rachel said. “It gives us a good reason to go and have a look through those small windows at some point unless we get good ‘intel’ from here.”

      The truck was in position for twenty minutes and went through the same performance to get back out of the warehouse’s parking bay. Five minutes later, another vehicle turned up. Rachel observed for a few seconds and handed over the binoculars.

      “What am I looking at?” Jake asked.

      “You’ll see a new green Jaguar and two men. Note, one of them has a limp.”

      “Right,” Jake said. “What’s the significance of any of those things?”

      “The smartly dressed one is Martin Cameron, and the ugly one is Stevie Smith; driver, bodyguard, debt collector and all-round nasty bastard.”

      “Do you mean Cameron, the gangster?”

      “I mean Cameron the gangster who was found shot recently.”

      Jake laughed, but it was cut short when a noise could be heard downstairs. He put down the binoculars.

      Rachel turned towards the open doorway at the top of the stairs.

      Jake looked from Rachel to the doorway and back.

      Rachel put her right forefinger to her lips and pointed from Jake to his kit and the area near the doorway.

      Jake lifted his leather jacket and watched out for the markings to choose a safe route.

      Rachel picked up the binoculars, placed them in her backpack and secured the straps.

      Jake had hardly reached the doorway when two lads in their late teens stepped into the room. One was the same build as Jake, while the other was much bigger and had a facial scar which made him look as if he was continually grinning. Both wore baseball caps.

      Rachel was standing with her hands behind her back and moved a step to the right, away from the window. Her hair was draped down over her shoulders, and she was wearing a tight T-shirt and the bottom part of her leathers.

      “Well, what have we got here, Ian?” the big newcomer said. “It looks like I’m gonna’ have a fuck tonight after all.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Keep him there and if he moves, fuckin’ stab him.”

      Rachel stared into the eyes of the man advancing toward her.

      Jake took a step forward, and Ian’s left hand flew up. A switchblade opened, and a six-inch blade stopped close to Jake’s throat.

      “Go on, brave bastard,” Ian said. “You watch your girlfriend get fucked by us, or have your fuckin’ throat cut.” He nodded. “I’ve got this one covered Larry.” He laughed. “Give the honey a good shagging, but leave some for me mate.”

      Larry undid his belt and took another step toward Rachel. “You do realise darlin’—I’ll be using this leather on you first. You know, to be sure we’re both ready.”

      “Bring it on. I’m ready now.” From behind her back, Rachel brought her right arm forward. She was gripping a metre-long metal tube which she levelled at her waist. It was secure in both hands, pointing towards the antagonist. Rachel glanced at the floor and took a step to the right.

      Larry grinned. “Your big tube was a silly thing to bring into play darlin’ because when we’re both finished shaggin’ you, we’ll be using the tube as well.” He laughed. “I bet you don’t have the strength to lift it, let alone swing it.”

      “What do they call you on the street?” Rachel said. “Is it Larry limp-dick?” She licked her lips and winked at him.

      Larry took two rapid paces forward and stumbled on a damaged floorboard. Rachel sidestepped, but instead of swinging the metal tube, she kept it at waist level and thrust it forward into Larry’s ribcage. He dropped to his knees, eyes wide and mouth gaping. His belt fell like a dead snake onto the filthy floor. He knelt there trying to breathe, which wasn’t helped by a freshly broken rib.

      “Now I swing it, Larry.” Rachel rested the metal tube on her right shoulder like a baseball bat. She swung it around with force at her would-be rapist’s head. As the metal sliced through the air, it made a whistling sound and finished the journey with a dull thud. Larry keeled over unconscious onto his right side with a fractured skull, broken jaw and five loosened teeth.

      “You fuckin’ bitch!” Ian shouted.

      “Come on Ian,” Rachel taunted him and rubbed her left palm on the front of her leathers. She glanced at the floor. When Ian was within three paces of her, Rachel stepped to the right two more paces. Ian turned to follow her, and his left foot went through the floor.

      He screamed in agony as his leg disappeared up to the knee in the splintered wood. Ian fell forward onto his hands and right knee and dropped his blade. He didn’t see the metal tube coming down on the back of his head, which was a blessing.

      “There you go, Ian,” Rachel said, her eyes blazing. “You wanted some kept for you—creepy little bastard.” She walked across to a hole in the corner of the room and dropped the metal tube into it.

      “Rachel, you are bloody awesome,” Jake said. Throughout the dismantling of the two thugs, Jake had been rooted to the spot. He had stood there with his crash helmet in one hand and leather jacket in the other, his mouth gaping.

      “You might not normally do violence Jake, but you’ll have to learn.” Rachel walked across to the window area, picked up her gear, and made her way across the floor with care, past the two casualties. “Let’s go, mate.”

      Rachel led the way as they rode into the industrial estate, and parked around the corner from the black warehouse. They were close, but out of sight and the green Jaguar was there.

      Rachel dismounted but left her bike’s engine running. She wrote something on a piece of paper. “Keep an eye in your mirrors, Jake. When you see me running back, I want you out of here.” She looked around. “I’ll catch up with you, and we’ll stop for a brew somewhere on the way, okay?”

      “I’m buying,” Jake said.

      Rachel slapped his shoulder and nodded before she jogged toward the corner of the warehouse. She ran forward and tucked her message under one of the Jaguar’s wiper blades. Before leaving, she lifted a large rock from the nearby embankment and thumped it against the bumper near the number plate. Before she’d run a few paces, the piercing car alarm sounded.

      Five minutes after delivering her message, Rachel was racing up behind Jake’s bike on the way to a cafe in Glasgow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16. Sharing Opinions
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      Friday 19th July

      Jake had arrived early for training as usual. He was given his most difficult electronic safe to work on. In half an hour, he pulled the door open.

      “Well done,” Arkwright said. “Is there something on your mind mate, because you seem a bit distant, though you’re doing well?”

      “It’s hard to explain, and a bit embarrassing.”

      “Nothing is hard to explain, or embarrassing Jake. Both areas require the right attitude to approach the subject.” Arkwright placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “I think it’s time for an early brew and a chat.”

      They sat in silence drinking strong tea. Arkwright gazed at his trainee and grinned. One minute the lad was confident and ready for anything and the next minute appeared as vulnerable as a child.

      “Tell me, mate,” Arkwright said. “Is it a woman, or is it what you’re doing here, or is it maybe a whole host of shit?”

      “I’m sorry. It’s me being a fucking idiot.”

      Arkwright lifted his mug. He was pleased the floodgates were about to open. Jake’s concentration was paramount, and it could be badly affected by outside issues.

      “Yesterday, I was pissed off with you for the stunt in the lobby.” Jake met Arkwright’s gaze. “I’m sorry. When we had our chat afterwards I could see the sense of it - and I have to admit, it did the job. You frightened the shit out of me.” He smiled. “The cash in the envelope was a nice surprise.”

      Arkwright smiled but said nothing. He sipped his tea and waited.

      “You don’t want to hear it,” Jake said.

      “It makes no difference if I want to hear it, Jake, you have to say it out loud my friend.”

      “We have some guys who come around where I live in Drumchapel.” Jake turned away briefly. “I told you about my dad walking out a while ago. Well, I’ve been obtaining money for my mother, but I’ve got a horrible feeling she’s borrowed money from these guys. She says she’s doing okay, but—”

      “Isn’t your team doing something about those low-life bastards?”

      “I’m sure they’ll be dealt with, but it might be too late ... y’know if she has no cash when they turn up. I have to protect her from those fucking scumbags.”

      “There’s more to it, isn’t there?” Arkwright said.

      “I tell people my dad walked out on us, which is what I’ve told people for years.” He studied his tea. “My dad was a successful businessman in the city—an investment manager for a big firm. He worked hard and often had to go away for days at a time. We had a nice big house out in the suburbs and a car. I attended a posh academy.”

      Arkwright nodded.

      “One of my dad’s colleagues was charged in a massive fraud case, but he dragged my dad and another guy into it. He said they were accomplices. My dad was fired, and inside a few weeks; we lost the house, and the car—and I left the academy.”

      “Surely an investigation took place,” Arkwright said.

      “It was too late. My dad was out of work, and we moved back to Drumchapel, to the housing estate we’d left years before. I attended the local secondary school. A month after we moved back to the housing estate, my dad walked out of the front door—and half an hour later stepped in front of a train.”

      “Jesus Christ son,” Arkwright said. “I’m sorry. Was his name cleared?”

      “Yes, it was our moment of triumph. His name was cleared—the day after his funeral. The bastard who stitched him up was back in investment banking after a short prison term. He was out every morning in his pin-stripe suit, and off on a train journey to his plush office.”

      “The city and the money-men took your father, and ruined your life.”

      Jake finished his tea. “There you have it; the city, and money-men. I made it my job, to make some of them pay every day.”

      “What else is going on in your head?”

      “Fuck it,” Jake said. “One of the things is Rachel—you know the girl on the bike?”

      Arkwright nodded.

      “With everything else going on I'm just selfish,” Jake said. “I’m crazy about her. She’s beautiful, strong, confident, and she’s seen the way I look at her.”

      “Well at least you’re honest,” Arkwright said and laughed. “I like honesty.” He fixed his gaze on Jake. “Relax for a few minutes, mate. I have a call which is overdue.”

      “Hey, Arkwright,”

      “Yes mate,” the old agent said, pausing at the door.

      “Thanks.”

      Arkwright winked and closed the door as he left the room. He pulled out his mobile phone and dialled. “Hello Annabel my dear, how are you this morning?” He listened and smiled. “Before I continue, this conversation isn’t taking place.” He paused. “Perhaps you could assist with a small problem.” He made no suggestions but provided background information. When the short call was over, Arkwright stood in the corridor. He thought back to when he trained Annabel. It had been several years before, and he’d been besotted with her. It was made worse because he still was.
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        * * *

      

      Phil had been for an early morning run, before spending time in his ops room. He had a short list of tasks he wanted the team to tackle, but completed in a particular order. One job would require to be done on a Friday morning. He went through the notes he’d made from Rachel’s briefings and Annabel’s recent phone call.

      Whoever was at the top of the chain of command may be a crook, but he was smart. He wasn’t personally involved at any stage of the criminal activities. Two names had been given to Phil by accident when he was about to execute Bullets Barnes.

      McGinley and Hartley were both on Phil’s board, and he felt sure the main man was one of those two. Nobody was prepared to say either of them was the Godfather of the Glasgow underworld. It was time to raise the body count. Phil’s phone buzzed.

      “Good morning, Annabel. How are things?” He listened. “Yes, we’ll have a chat this afternoon. I’d like Rachel to be involved because she’ll be giving us both a briefing on the ice-cream warehouse. It sounds like strange occurrences over there.”

      He listened and lifted a pen to make some notes. “Unless I call to amend it, we’ll meet up at the roadside cafe near Dumbarton East. Yes, the one with the filling station next door. At 13:00, please. Would you call Rachel and give her the heads-up? Thanks. Ciao.”

      A few minutes after the call, Phil had secured his ops room and was next door. He dressed in tracksuit and trainers, lifted his small backpack, car keys, and left.

      Phil was on the M8 within five minutes and heading west towards the Clydeside Expressway. The clouds darkened during his journey and a light shower fell. At 10:00 he turned off the A82, and headed towards Hardgate. He drove through the quiet district watching for an appropriate side street. It didn’t take long.

      At 10:15 Phil jogged along the track which led through the countryside to the northwest boundary of the Drumchapel housing estate. The track was two miles long but was a favourite route for folk to walk in pleasant weather. Phil was pleased the sky was getting darker and the rainfall heavier. Along the length of the track was high hedgerow on both sides. Halfway along, a group of farm buildings stood out on the right.

      Phil passed the farm and a few minutes later, reached the junction where the dirt track arrived at the back of the sprawling housing estate. At the junction was the Lilly Burn, the small stream after which, one of the nearby streets was named.

      The trees in each direction were in full bloom and combined with the grey sky and rain they gave reasonable shade to the small natural junction. To continue forward would take Phil to the Bluebell Woods, frequented by children, courting couples, and occasionally more dubious characters. To take the track right and over the shallow stream was to enter the estate. Phil turned right.

      After one hundred metres, the dirt track ended with a metal swing barrier. Monymusk Place was the street name, but the first line of modernised houses didn’t start until fifty metres after the barrier. Between the gate and the housing was a dark blue 4 x 4; a Nissan Patrol. Before continuing, Phil dealt with the padlock and raised the pole barrier into the open position. He stepped into the bushes to observe the area and the vehicle.

      A few small children played in the street, and others chased each other on bikes near the houses. The children were oblivious to the wet weather, and their parents presumably oblivious to any effect the weather might have on their offspring.

      Phil maintained a regular glance back towards the track and the tree-covered junction. He was pleased to see no youngsters were playing there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Archie Thompson was thirty-two and had always been a thug, but was too dumb to climb the distinctive career ladder of the underworld. At six feet tall, and weighing one hundred and seventy pounds, he enjoyed the option of beating a man unconscious or forcing himself on a woman. Simpson usually collected when the unfortunate debtor was a pretty female of any age.

      Few things gave him greater pleasure than finding out a debtor had insufficient cash, except rare occasions when he could beat a husband to a pulp, and rape the wife. For Simpson, doing the double was a real result. On this particular day, he had opted to drive the car and let his two henchmen collect. Simpson was one of Hartley’s favourite enforcers because although he occasionally skimmed from the cash, he was dependable.
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        * * *

      

      Phil pulled on his black woollen hat, jogged forward, and tapped on the passenger window of the 4 x 4. The window lowered silently to the halfway position, and the big scar-faced driver turned to face his unwelcome visitor. “What the fuck do you want?” He continued to hold his girlie magazine open at the centrefold.

      Phil said, “I want you to reverse this vehicle up beyond the barrier to the stream.”

      “If you fuck off right now, I won’t get out and break every bone in your fuckin’ body.”

      “If you do as you’re told, I won’t blow your fuckin’ head off right here.” Phil rested the barrel of his 9mm on the half-open window.

      Phil reached in with his left hand to open the passenger door. Miss July slipped to the floor and was crushed and twisted under the foot pedals of the vehicle as Simpson concentrated on staying alive. The 4 x 4 reversed back under the canopy of the trees.

      It was ten minutes before the other two hoodlums appeared. Both of them were tall. One was blond and slightly built, while the other was ginger-haired and broad-shouldered. They were in smart business suits. As they walked down the path and reached the kerbside, Ginger looked up and down the street as he made a show of pulling up his zip. He looked back over his shoulder and winked at someone in the house.

      “Hey, guys!” Phil shouted and waved.

      The underworld debt collectors had no shelter from the rain. They pulled up their jacket collars, and both ran along to the end of the road. They passed the barrier and continued along the track towards the car.

      When the two thugs were within twenty metres, Phil opened the rear passenger door, stood behind it, and pulled down the front of the black woolly hat. It was a ski-mask which effectively hid his identity.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Blondie said.

      “What’s wrong with Archie?” Ginger said.

      The pair of them stopped a few paces from the vehicle, and the rain washed over them. They stared at the big man behind the wheel, sitting upright in the driver’s seat with a small hole in his forehead.

      “Archie’s fuckin’ dead,” Blondie said.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Phil said. “Now, both of you get your hands clasped behind your heads, and get into the back seats—or you’ll be joining Archie.” He stepped away to let them see the pistol. Blondie climbed in awkwardly and shuffled across. Ginger moved a hand to steady himself, and the gun touched him behind the ear. His hands were clasped behind his head rapidly.

      “Now you,” Phil said, looking at Ginger. “I want all the money, and your book dropped onto the front passenger seat.”

      “You’ll have to take it if you want it,” he replied and grinned.

      Phil said, “Did you abuse somebody in the house down there?”

      “Nah,” Ginger said, and turned to wink at Blondie. “I didn’t abuse her. I gave her a good shaggin’.” He laughed, but it was short-lived. When he turned to face Phil, the bullet didn’t register in his brain—it lodged there.

      Blondie recoiled, splattered with his colleague’s blood. He kept his hands firmly clasped behind his head. “I don’t touch them, honest. I collect the money.”

      “Now, you empty your pockets and his. I want the lists of names, all the money, and his phone.”

      It took Blondie a few seconds to locate their two books of clients. He handed both to Phil and found his dead colleague’s phone, which he dropped on the floor. When Phil looked at him, he rapidly went through every pocket and emptied handfuls of money. He returned his hands behind his head.

      Phil swung his pack from his shoulder and opened it. He flicked through one book, and the other. He found Emma Carter, Fasque Place, in the second book. She had borrowed £500. Thus far, she had paid back more than £2000.

      Blondie watched in silence. Phil lifted large bundles of £20 notes and stuffed them into his pack until it was almost full. He tore out the page for Emma Carter and dropped it into his bag. When satisfied, Phil dropped the books, the remaining money, and Ginger’s phone into the front foot-well.

      “Who’s your boss?” Phil said.

      “The dead guy in the front ... was my boss ... Archie Simpson.”

      “Who’s the man who gave Simpson his orders, and where do I find him?”

      “I don’t know—”

      “This isn’t fuckin’ Russian Roulette my friend. My gun always goes bang.” Phil aimed directly at Blondie’s head. “Simpson’s boss?”

      “I think his name is ... Hartley.”

      Phil shook his head and moved the pistol closer to its target.

      Blondie urinated. “It’s Hartley, honest, it’s fuckin’ Hartley, but I don’t know where he lives.”

      “Get your phone out, and call for the police, and an ambulance.”

      Blondie pulled out his mobile phone in a shaking hand and looked at Phil before he dialled 999. He squinted and shook his head. “They don’t need an ambulance, they’re both fucking dead.”

      “Do as you’re told ....”

      The communications centre message was patiently repeated loud and clear from Blondie’s phone, “Emergency. Which service do you require?”

      “Police,” Blondie said. He hesitated, and turned to Phil, puzzled.

      Phil lowered the pistol and shot Blondie in the thigh.

      “A fucking ambulance, I need a fucking ambulance,” Blondie screamed. “Monymusk Place, Drumchapel.”

      Phil took the phone and dropped it into the foot-well. He had Simpson’s phone. Phil produced handcuffs from his backpack and watched as Blondie whimpered while fumbling with the cuffs.

      “Clip one to the door handle,” Phil watched the man’s hands shake as he dealt with the cuffs, and tried to stem the bleeding from his leg. “How long have you done this shit?”

      “About six months, honest—” Blondie stammered.

      “Stop saying honest,” Phil said. “I’m not a fuckin’ priest.” He looked towards the houses, and children playing in the light drizzle. “I suggest when you get out of prison you take up other work. You should have died rather than give me a name.”

      Phil stepped away from the vehicle and listened. Sirens could be heard approaching. He put his pistol inside his backpack, zipped it and slung it over his shoulders. He pulled on the straps and turned to go. He glanced at the dead man in the back seat and looked at Blondie.

      “If anybody comes after me—I’ll come back and kill you.” He turned away, pulled his ski-mask off, and jogged up the track towards Hardgate.
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        * * *

      

      At 12:40, Phil was approaching Dumbarton on the A82 when a yellow motorbike approached at speed in the overtaking lane. The bike slowed, and the rider who was wearing black leathers and a full-face helmet glanced sideways. With a flick of a wrist, the bike’s engine roared, and the machine thundered into the distance.

      “The girl doesn’t miss anything,” Phil mused. When he pulled into the car park of the Transport Chef, he parked beside a red VW Golf GTi. Two bays along, Rachel was standing beside her Norton. Her crash helmet was on the seat, and she was unzipping her leathers.

      Phil was in his favourite attire of T-shirt and jeans. On entering the cafe, he was taken aback to see Annabel in a similar outfit, except she was wearing a chequered shirt, and looked terrific. As usual, Rachel drew admiring glances from the men and cold looks from the women as she strode into the place in her snug Daisy Dukes and white T-shirt. She sat beside Annabel.

      When all three were seated and had a coffee in front of them, Phil dropped his notebook and pen on the table. “Remind me when we leave, Rachel ... I’ve got a package I’d like you to deliver.”

      “Will do, Boss.”

      Annabel said, “Should we eat before we talk business?”

      “Good idea,” Phil said. “We’ve got a lot to cover.”

      They enjoyed their meal, made small talk, and ordered more coffees. Rachel was the catalyst when it came to developing human traits in her superiors. Without her presence, a regular conversation didn’t exist.

      Rachel reported on her surveillance task with Jake. She produced a breakdown of the number of vans which turned up to load boxes of ‘wafers’. She emphasised the truck driver’s performance—getting his vehicle close to prevent a view from any direction, and explained about Cameron and Smith visiting.

      Phil was nodding and making notes. “Is there anything else?”

      “We had a bit of hassle in the derelict before we left, but we handled it.” Rachel gave a brief account of the incident but didn’t highlight Jake’s impotence. “I made sure our bikes were out of sight, and we would be away from the place by the time Cameron or Smith would have reacted to the car alarm.”

      Annabel said, “What did you write on the note?”

      “I kept it simple,” Rachel said. “It said, ‘YOU ARE BEING WATCHED FROM OVER THE FENCE’. I printed the words as if written by a child. No handwriting trace.”

      “Why did you leave a note?” Phil asked.

      “The main reason was if we intend to pass information to the police later, I thought it would be useful to have photographic evidence of Cameron and his thug. If either of them came out of the building and went beyond the Jaguar, they’d be on three CCTV cameras.”

      “What was the other reason?”

      “I thought those two assholes in the derelict would be dragged down to the warehouse for Cameron to talk to. There would be video footage.”

      “Clever girl,” Annabel placed a hand on Rachel’s bare thigh, unaware it would have the younger woman trying to figure to which of her superiors she felt more attracted. “You didn’t think about calling an ambulance for the two young guys?”

      “I don’t do favours for rapists.”

      “Rachel,” Phil said. “I’ve said it before, and I repeat—I’m impressed.”

      “Thank you. I’m trying to think like you guys.”

      “It’s working.” Annabel laughed.

      “One other point,” Rachel said, “and it might sound crazy.”

      “If you think it’s relevant, we want to hear it,” Phil said.

      “Something strange is going on. The ice-cream vans get their stock elsewhere and go to the warehouse for Mattsani wafers. Apart from which, cartons of wafers shouldn’t be heavy.”

      Phil and Annabel listened with renewed interest.

      “During our time in the observation post, I played around with the company name, Mattsani.” She looked from one to the other. “Mattsani may sound Italian, like many of the ice cream companies are, but it’s an anagram of Tamasint.”

      “You’ve lost me,” Annabel said and turned to Phil.

      “Tamasint means something to me.” Phil shook his head. “Jog my memory.”

      “It’s a long shot,” Rachel said. “Tamasint is a town in the Rif Mountains, Morocco.”

      Phil nodded. “Where the purest cannabis in the world is cultivated—”

      “And the greatest production of hashish,” added Rachel.

      “If it weren’t for the table between us, I’d kiss you, Rachel,” Phil said.

      “Don’t tease.”

      Annabel laughed. “I’m sorry,” she said, causing Phil and Rachel to laugh too.

      “Bloody well done.” Phil laid a hand on Rachel’s. Phil turned to Annabel. “Okay Alpha. Give us an update, and we’ll work out our next move.”

      “First of all, Flannigan is a slime-ball. He talked of his modest house in Cove when I interviewed him. I did a covert visit in my running kit as if I’d run into the driveway by mistake. I had a look around the outside, and the place is anything but modest.”

      Rachel said, “Could he identify you from security cameras?”

      “No, he wouldn’t recognise me if somebody had taken a series of photographs.” Annabel was confident. “We must check out his boat because the deck is higher than it should be.”

      “How did you work out it was higher?” Rachel asked.

      “If you take a picture of any Tuna Long Liner, the height of the deck can be estimated by checking the internal panels of the hull. I studied a lot of photographs, and couldn’t find another like his.”

      Phil said, “How much difference is there?”

      “There’s sufficient for his vessel to have another deck. It might be shallow, but it’s feasible.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “What about the house?”

      “Fortress might be too strong a word, but we’d have to deal with the security cameras before going inside.”

      “Could we get Jake in if we dealt with the cameras?”

      “Yes. I also jogged up the driveway of the house next door, and I surveyed Flannigan’s place from within the branches of a large tree. I spotted a flaw in the camera arrangement.”

      “Good work,” Phil said.

      “May I ask a question?” Rachel said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Were you out running this morning?”

      “I run most mornings.”

      “I heard a strange report on the news earlier. I was wondering if you drove out to Drumchapel—for your training session.”

      Phil’s lips curled, but he didn’t confirm Rachel’s suspicions. “On the subject of Drumchapel, the package I’d like you to deliver is to a house in Fasque Place.”

      “Where Jake lives?”

      “Yes, it’s addressed to his mother—I’d like it delivered anonymously.”

      “I’ll park my bike around the corner. She won’t see me.”

      “I’d also like your help tonight with another task. We’ll be using my car, and I’d like you dressed in something dark. I’ll pick you up at 16:00, and we’ll be finishing late, but I’ll be dropping you off.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      Annabel said, “Will I be involved tonight?”

      “I may have to call you at short notice if it’s okay,” Phil said.

      “I’ll remain on standby.”

      Phil nodded to Annabel. “I’ve got a couple of jobs Jake will be doing tomorrow, and I want you to be aware of them.” He stood. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies, I’ll pay a visit before we all part company. Too much coffee, I think.”

      Before Phil had reached the toilets, Annabel was briefing Rachel on a sensitive task of which Phil had no knowledge. Rachel had the option to refuse.

      When Phil returned, Annabel was sitting alone, and Rachel was outside pulling on her leathers. Phil gave Annabel a rapid briefing on Jake’s task but said he didn’t want Jake to be aware of her.

      “I’ll have him covered,” she said.

      Phil paid the bill for the three of them and went outside. He lifted the padded envelope from the glove-box in his car and handed it to Rachel. It went straight inside her jacket.

      “I have the address.” She lifted her helmet. “See you tonight—and don’t be late.” She laughed and pulled on her helmet.

      Phil stepped back to the side of his car when Rachel fired up the Norton and steered out, ready to leave. The helmeted figure raised her right forefinger to her visor in her customary salute and nodded to Annabel in the cafe. Five seconds later, Rachel was gone.

      Phil watched her go and turned. Annabel was gazing at him, smiling. Phil reversed his car out and mimicked Rachel’s salute before he pulled onto the road.

      Annabel watched the Celica drive off and pulled out her phone. She called Arkwright.
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        * * *

      

      At 15:30, Jake and Arkwright finished a tea break and a confidential chat about Jake’s future. It had been a hard day for the trainee. Arkwright was conscious of the brief call he’d received from Annabel, and the pressures Jake was under.

      “You may have a couple of special jobs on over the weekend, Jake. You’re welcome to pack up for the day.”

      “Thanks,” Jake said. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Like I said, it’s up to you. You’re a young fella’. Get stuck in, and give your all to the team for however long.”

      They walked toward the back door, where Jake stopped and turned. He held out his hand. “If I decide to finish with the job, I’ll miss you.”

      “Yeah, sure you will,” Arkwright said and shook his hand. “Now fuck off—and do me proud, whatever you decide to do.” He paused. “And take care of your mother.”

      Jake went out of the back door. He was wearing jeans and his leather jacket instead of full leathers, and he carried his crash helmet in his right hand. He walked across the narrow alley to his bike, but a noise caused him to turn. Rachel was in full leathers, sitting back against her machine, her helmet and gauntlets on the saddle.

      “Hi,” Jake said. “What brings you here?”

      “I’m on a personal mission,” his fantasy girl said and walked towards him, her hair lifting in the light breeze. “What gives with the jeans?”

      “I didn’t think I’d come to much harm as long as I wore the helmet and jacket.”

      “Safety first, mate,” she said. “Anyway, I’m here because I’ve seen the way you look at me. There’s something I have to do, and I need you to understand.”

      Jake’s brow furrowed.

      Rachel stepped up close, held Jake’s face in her warm hands, and gazed into his eyes. She pulled him forward, and pressed her lips to his, driving her tongue deep into his mouth. The kiss lasted for several seconds. Rachel stepped back.

      “Bloody hell,” Jake said, as he adjusted himself. “What was the kiss for?”

      “It’s the only time we’ll kiss, so I hope you enjoyed it.”

      Jake squinted and stared at her in silence.

      “I’m wrong for you Jake, and you’ll have to take my word.”

      “But we hardly—”

      “I recognise what it’s like to see something you can’t have.” She placed her forefinger on his lips. “Hold onto your hairdresser, or pack her in, and find somebody else, but please don’t punish yourself. I don’t do relationships.”

      Jake nodded and continued to stare at her like a puppy.

      She took her finger away from his mouth. “I’ll see you at work. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      The object of his desire put on her helmet and gauntlets, climbed onto her bike, tapped a finger to her visor, and roared away.

      Jake put on his helmet after he’d wiped his eyes.

      Arkwright was standing at a window one floor above the scene. “At least you’ve tasted a kiss from your fantasy girl, you lucky bastard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. Emergencies

          

        

      

    

    
      Stella spent most of her Friday evening worrying about the return of the black 4 x 4. At 22:30, the suspicious vehicle turned into Eagle Park Drive, the lights were switched off, and it pulled into Stella’s driveway.

      When she heard the car doors closing, Stella went to the front door. She remembered what Phil had told her, but her heart was racing. The two callers didn’t ring the bell, because one of them had a key.

      Kavanagh stepped inside, followed by his muscle-bound companion—a man in his twenties, wearing a T-shirt and jeans. Kavanagh pushed his ex-wife with one hand, and she fell against the wall in the hallway.

      “Let me introduce you, my dear.” Kavanagh grinned as he advanced towards the terrified woman. “This is Dougie Radnor, and you’ll get to know him better in a while. We’re going to get you prepared for a special night. Aren’t we Dougie?”

      “Yeah Brian, she’s gonna’ have a special night wi’ the lads.”

      “Please leave, Brian.” Stella stepped back into her spotless living room. “It’s over between us.”

      “I’m not going to touch you, but Dougie is going to give you a treat. When he’s finished with you, we’re taking you to a club in town where a few more men will take turns.” Kavanagh laughed.

      Radnor closed the living room door. “I’m glad I’m first. A classy woman like you is gonna’ get ruined.” He stepped forward beside the ex-husband.

      Stella held her breath, staring at the pair of them. She burst into tears and collapsed onto a chair, her hands covering her face. “Please don’t Brian,” she sobbed.

      “If you don’t want me, I want you fucking used.” He bent forward and grabbed her by the hair. “After tonight, a decent man won’t go near you—fucking bitch.”

      “We’re divorced Brian—it’s all over.”

      “No it isn’t, and when we get a hold of your new fucking boyfriend, he’ll be going to the club for the same treatment.”

      A click from the living room door captured the attention of both men. They turned.

      Phil was standing with his pistol two inches from Radnor’s head. “Kneel down.”

      Radnor’s lips parted in a smile, but it changed to a grimace when Phil’s toecap landed in the younger man’s groin. When the would-be rapist dropped to his knees, gasping, Phil gripped his hair and kneed him in the face. Radnor fell forward, his forehead bouncing on the deep-pile carpet.

      “Now, put this on your friend.” Phil handed a broad, plastic cable-tie to Kavanagh, but kept the pistol aimed at his ashen face. “Do it, or you’ll join him.”

      It was five minutes before Radnor could stand up, and it was with difficulty. Both he and Kavanagh had their hands secured behind their backs.

      “You’re a fucking dead man,” Radnor said. “D’ya hear me. You’re fucking d—”

      Phil used a length of gaffer tape to end the threat. Radnor’s bleeding nose flared as his breathing was restricted, and his eyes bulged while he stared at his assailant. His face reddened, and his head shook from side to side.

      The ex-husband stood, wide-eyed, and mouth gaping.

      “Are you going to apologise to your ex-wife?” Phil asked. When Kavanagh’s teeth closed on his lower lip, the intended curse was silenced by a large piece of gaffer tape.

      Both of the uninvited guests were pushed outside where they stopped at their 4 x 4 and exchanged a look of bewilderment. Their vehicle had been turned around and reversed close to the front door of the house. The tailgate was raised, and the engine was running.

      “Get in,” Phil said. He whacked the butt of the pistol on the back of Radnor’s head. When the big man knelt in the luggage space, Phil turned and raised the gun. Kavanagh climbed in awkwardly. When both men were crushed together, Phil dropped the tailgate.

      A red Golf GTi pulled into the street and stopped a short distance away. Annabel was in jeans and a shirt. She wore a denim jacket on top, to cover her shoulder holster. As she passed the driver’s door of the black car, she nodded and went to the house.

      Phil was in the doorway.

      “I was about to have a perfumed bath,” Annabel said, “and some beauty sleep.”

      “We both know you don’t need it,” Phil said. “Well, you don’t need the beauty sleep.” He was rewarded with a punch in the arm. Humour in dark times was an aspect of military life but was shared by operatives like Annabel. The pair went indoors.

      “Stella, this is Annabel, a colleague and close personal friend. She’ll be staying with you until I get back. Trust me—you’ll be safe. I’ll be back later.”

      Phil walked past the 4 x 4 and tapped on the driver’s window. He gave a thumbs-up and continued to his Celica. The black 4 x 4 left the street, and Phil followed.
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        * * *

      

      Late Friday night was one of those occasions when certain areas of Barrowland, Bridgeton, and nearby Glasgow Green became a living organism. If it were illegal, immoral, or disgusting to the ordinary person in the street, it would be happening somewhere in this district.

      In every major city in the world, areas exist where it’s inadvisable to visit in the dark. It was while running through Glasgow Green one morning it struck Phil how peaceful it was in daylight. A stark contrast existed at certain times. In the ‘wee small hours’, peculiar individuals frequented the park.

      Phil drove along London Road, noting the shadows in doorways, and the scantily clad working girls on their way to the Barrowland nightclub area. Up ahead the black 4 x 4 reached a row of rundown retail premises near the chicane at the Barrowland market. The black car turned right into the semi-darkness of Charlotte Street.

      The south end of Charlotte Street had once been home to two respectable schools, one on either side, but those days were long gone. There were modern apartments on one side of the road, and a small gravel car park on the other. The place had become an unremarkable, one hundred metre strip joining London Road to one of Glasgow Green’s main entrances.

      Phil pulled into the gravel area and spun his car. It was ready to leave. He pulled on his black ski-mask and went to the back of the 4 x 4. Rachel pulled on a black ski mask and joined him. She’d be assisting but keeping an eye open for any interference.

      The human body reacts passively when limbs are forced against natural movement. Phil dragged both big men from the 4 x 4 onto the ground. Taking a grip of their bindings, Phil yanked them to their feet and raised their arms high.

      Both of the men leant forward when their arms where lifted behind them. They tried to raise their heads, but they were disorientated, and the area was in semi-darkness.

      The strange group bundled across Greendyke Street, and into the open entrance which once housed the McLennan Arch. Inside the grounds of the park they turned left, and Rachel stayed a few metres behind. Near the entrance area, they arrived at a clump of bushes where they were hidden from view.

      Phil kept his weapon aimed at one or the other of the captives, while Rachel fitted handcuffs to them. Kavanagh and Radnor were secured together at the wrists, facing each other with their arms wrapped around a large tree. While Phil pulled the gaffer tape from their mouths, Rachel undid their belts and dropped their trousers.

      Both captives were speechless at first when the tape was removed. They struggled, cursed, and quietly threatened. When their plight became clear, they both shouted for mercy. They wanted to make amends—too late.

      Before Phil and Rachel reached the Celica, the black 4 x 4 had already been stolen. It was expected since Rachel had left the keys in the ignition, and the driver’s window open.
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        * * *

      

      Phil headed west along London Road. “You’re quiet, Rachel. Are you okay?”

      Rachel spoke without turning. “Tonight, my Uncle Eric came to mind.”

      Phil stopped at a red light. He turned briefly. “You don’t have to tell me anything, but if you want to talk about, it will remain confidential.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” she said, staring straight ahead.

      “Either way, it doesn’t affect our partnership.” The lights changed, and Phil set off.

      The pair travelled in silence for several minutes.

      “It was a low point in my life?” Rachel murmured.

      “Have you ever talked to anybody about this Uncle Eric episode?”

      “No.” She continued to stare at the approaching bright lights of the city streets.

      Phil didn’t push the matter and concentrated on his driving. Rachel portrayed herself as a strong character, but she might have a fragile side. Phil turned on the stereo, but on medium volume. He switched from late-night radio to a classical CD.

      It was dark above the height of the buildings, but at street level, the kaleidoscope of shop fronts, vehicle lights, and street lighting illuminated the city centre. People were wandering the streets, inebriated and happy. Some ate takeaway meals, while others tried to stay on their feet. In dark side streets, drunken relationships were developing. No fear, no guilt, no sense, and no condoms.

      “It was in the summer of 1987,” Rachel said, staring ahead. “I was fourteen, and my parents said we’d be spending a day out on Uncle Eric’s boat.”

      Phil lowered the volume of the stereo.

      “As usual,” Rachel said, “when everything appeared to be great, my parents had an argument. They didn’t go but insisted I should. It was warm and sunny, and when out in the estuary, my Uncle Eric changed into his swimming trunks. He suggested I wear my swimming costume to sunbathe on the deck.”

      When Phil next changed gear, he reduced the stereo volume to zero but left it on, so lights showed. He concentrated on driving and listening to Rachel.

      Rachel sniffed and swallowed hard, before turning to gaze out of the side window. A minute of silence passed before she faced forward. “When the boat was out in open water, my uncle stared at me, and it felt wrong. I said I wanted to get dressed.”

      Phil kept his speed down and glanced at Rachel occasionally to assure her he was listening.

      Rachel wiped away tears. “He put his hand on my knee. At first, I froze, but I saw him lick his lips, and I asked him to leave me alone.” She stared into the night. “He adjusted the bulge in the front of trunks. I told him he was making me feel upset. He said I was a beautiful girl, and he would make me a woman.” Tears poured down her face, and she sniffed.

      Phil pulled a clean hanky from his pocket and handed it to her.

      Rachel used the hanky. “He knelt over me, and said I could scream, but nobody would hear. He said he’d fetch some rope so he could teach me about submission.” The tears flowed unchecked.

      They’d covered most of the distance to Scotstoun. Phil kept his speed down.

      “He went below for his rope. I secured the cabin door with the straps of a life-jacket, and I used an emergency flare to set fire to the seat cushions on the deck. He shouted at first and pleaded. Finally, he screamed for mercy when the cabin caught fire.”

      They were a few minutes from Rachel’s house. Phil remained silent.

      “I put on a life-jacket but stayed onboard until his screaming stopped. It was a gloriously warm day, but the water was freezing. I was picked up by fishermen, and they wrapped me in a blanket. They were asking who was onboard when Eric’s boat exploded.”

      Phil parked outside his colleague’s house. “Could I impose on you for a coffee?”

      “Yes, of course.” Rachel said, continuing in the same detached manner.
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        * * *

      

      Phil stood at the kitchen door watching Rachel prepare the drinks. This wasn’t the vivacious and exciting woman Phil had got to know. She turned to face him.

      “I murdered a man for touching me.” She burst into floods of tears. Years of secrecy reached the surface, and Rachel’s body was wracked with the power of her sobbing.

      “Let it all out.” Phil’s strong arms embraced her.

      For five minutes they stood - the defenceless child, crying through an independent, young woman, reassured by the most influential man she’d ever met.

      Phil coaxed her to the sofa. As they drank coffee, Phil kept a comforting arm around her. It took several minutes before Rachel was calm enough to talk. Nothing shocked Phil, but Rachel’s tale filled him with anger—because he’d never get to meet Uncle Eric.

      It took encouragement, but Rachel talked of the aftermath. She explained about being placed in a special clinic for months, but she never told anybody what had happened on the boat. It was considered a tragedy her uncle had perished, and a miracle she’d donned a life-vest and jumped.

      “He was my mother’s brother,” Rachel said. “Shortly after I returned home, the arguments recommenced. When my mother blamed me for Eric’s death, my father told her to leave. Since their split, I’ve been considered a cold bitch, but I don’t care.”

      “I think you do,” Phil said. “You’re an attractive woman who could have any guy she wanted. Don’t let the past hold you back.”

      “Not quite any man,” she said and gave a weak smile as she held his gaze.

      “Nobody will hear any of this from me, and I want you to promise me something.”

      “Anything ....”

      “Never tell anybody in authority. Understood?”

      “Understood,” she murmured.

      “I can understand it being brought to mind by those lowlife’s tonight?”

      “Something good has come of tonight. I’ve never trusted anybody, but maybe with my attitude to what we did tonight, I didn’t want you to think I was deranged.”

      Phil smiled and shook his head. “Do you feel better?”

      “I do, and thank you.”

      “Remember, I’ll be here for you.”

      “Will you tell Annabel?”

      “No, but if you were asking my opinion, I’d suggest telling her. You two are close. She’ll treat it the same as me—in confidence.” He lifted her chin. “It won’t be discussed.”

      “Thank you,” she said and held his hand. “You’d better get back to Bearsden.”

      “Will you be okay?”

      “If you’re on my side, I’ll be fine.”

      At the front door, Phil embraced her. “It wasn’t a pleasant task tonight, but you did well.”

      “I got you to myself for a while.” She met his gaze. “Good night.”

      “Good night, Rachel.” He kissed her cheek, winked, and left.
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        * * *

      

      As Phil walked up the driveway, Annabel eased the front door open. She held her forefinger to her lips before whispering. “Stella’s asleep on the sofa. I covered her with a blanket. It took a while to calm her, and I didn’t want to wake her.”

      “Thanks for tonight.”

      “How did it go?”

      “It went well, but it might have been disturbing for Rachel. We’ll have to allow her some leeway.”

      “I reckon she has issues, but she’ll open up when she sees fit. Leave it with me lover boy.” She paused. “It was heart-warming for me earlier, being described as, a close, personal friend.” She arched an eyebrow. “Good night, Phil.”

      “Good night, Annabel.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 20th July

      Stella woke from a nightmare in the early hours. Her guardian sent her to bed, and he returned to the armchair.

      Phil made coffee at 07:00, and stood at the kitchen window watching the birds in the large back garden. He considered making breakfast for Stella but decided to let her get up and into her morning routine. She was distant and in trauma when she went to bed. Phil’s policy was, no pampering.

      At breakfast, the conversation was stilted, and Stella didn’t meet Phil’s gaze. He suggested she report a disturbance in her driveway on the previous evening. He told her to leave out knowledge of seeing her ex-husband. She should say, a dark-coloured car pulled up in the evening, there was a scuffle involving three men, and the car drove off.

      “Why should I involve myself?” she said. “Surely it would bring police attention to me?”

      “It will do the opposite,” Phil said. “If your neighbours saw a disturbance in your driveway, but you didn’t, it would be unusual. You’re reporting three, or perhaps four indistinct figures - no detail.”

      Stella nodded. She agreed to Phil’s suggestion and opened up about her fear of Brian’s visits. The local news headlines on the radio silenced her. It was 07:30.

      ‘Two naked men were discovered in Glasgow Green this morning by a man walking his dog. The men were manacled together and had suffered several injuries. One man was pronounced dead at the scene, while the other is in the Royal Infirmary. Both men had been indecently assaulted.’

      “Oh my God,” Stella gasped.

      Phil sipped his coffee.

      ‘A police spokesman said the dead man fitted the description of Dougie Radnor, aged twenty-nine, recently released, following a four-year prison term for a series of sexual assaults. The other man who hasn’t been identified is said to be in a stable condition.’

      “Is Brian the other one?”

      Phil nodded. “Consider what he intended for you.”

      “I’m sorry, Phil, I don’t love him anymore, but it’s hard to switch off all feeling for somebody who shared your life.”

      “I understand,” Phil said. “I’ll be going shortly, but before I do, I’ll put your mind at rest.” He sipped his coffee while waiting for eye contact.

      “Put my mind at rest, about what?”

      “First of all, I believe part of our arrangement has been damaged irreparably. I’m sure you couldn’t witness my violence and let me near you, but please don’t worry.”

      Stella swallowed hard and looked down briefly. “I’m sorry Phil, but I couldn’t—”

      “Am I right?”

      “Yes, you’re right,” she murmured.

      “The second point to consider—Brian’s latest girlfriend.”

      “The police wouldn’t suspect her of anything. I was married to him, and now he’s in Intensive Care. The police might think I hired somebody?”

       “Your ex-husband recently appeared in court for assault. He slapped his new girlfriend around, and she has three big brothers. If anybody gets hassle from the police, it will be those brothers.”

      “What should I do Phil? I can’t handle this.”

      “The police will send somebody to take a statement. Tell them you fear for your safety, and when the police have gone, book a holiday for a week or two. You’ve got a business partner who can run the agency.”

      “Annabel suggested the same last night. Have you two discussed it?”

      “We didn’t have to Stella. It’s the logical way to deal with your situation.”

      “Thank you for understanding Phil. If you can trust me, I’ll help whenever possible, regarding properties and suchlike. I want us to remain friends.”

      “Me too.” He smiled. “I want an excuse to drop in at your office for a chat and a coffee. I might treat you to lunch occasionally to show my gratitude.”

      They embraced at the doorway, and Phil kissed her on the forehead. “Call me from the airport, okay?”

      “I will. Please thank Annabel for me. She’s a lovely woman.”

      “I will,” he said, and he agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Phil left Bearsden on Drymen Road and turned onto Station Road. He passed the Bowling Club and pulled over a few metres before the old railway bridge. He lifted the envelope he’d slipped into a protective plastic sleeve and double-checked what he’d written on the outside. ‘Jake - Don’t open this until I call you. Hawk.’

      Appropriately, a post box stood near the bridge. Phil ensured he wasn’t being observed before placing the plastic sleeve in the undergrowth behind the distinctive red pillar box. A few minutes later, he was heading home to Southbank Street.

      Phil was pleased to see the article in the Daily Record about the shootings in Drumchapel. He dialled a number. “Hi, Jake, how are things?”

      Jake talked about the unusually happy mood his mother had been in when he got home the day before. She would feel relieved with her money returned, plus interest. Jake didn’t have to know the details.

      “I’ve got a task for you,” Phil said. “I’ll give you directions to a dead-drop. Listen up.” Phil explained where he had hidden the weatherproof package. Jake repeated the instructions and said he’d call to confirm pick-up.

      Phil said it was crucial to deliver the enclosed envelope about the same time as the regular post.

      Jake had performed a recce of the area outside Kirkintilloch and already knew where to go. He’d checked the postman’s delivery time to the house off Campsie Road. The letterbox was fitted to decorative wall at the driveway entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was in Flat Three watching the weather forecast when his mobile phone buzzed. It was 08:55. He lifted the Motorola from the coffee table, and thought, well done Jake.

      “Hello,” Phil said. When he heard the trembling female voice, he sat up. “Lindsey, take your time.”

      Lindsey Watt was whispering. Phil could hardly hear her but didn’t interrupt. He reached for the remote and switched off the weather report. Lindsey was somewhere in her B & B hotel, and Kirsten was upstairs. Nobody else should be there, but they had an uninvited guest. The call ended before Phil could ask questions or make a suggestion.

      Phil dialled 999, and was about to hit the call button, but thought better of it. He couldn’t involve the police when he considered the bigger picture. Phil had every faith Lindsey would have prepared an escape plan. He called Rachel.
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        * * *

      

      Phil weaved in and out of the traffic and was grateful for the modernised routes through the city. The M8 Ring Road and the Clydeside Expressway cut journey times dramatically.

      Phil turned off Dumbarton Road into Dunglass Avenue. As he drove along the tree-lined street, he stopped at each junction. Children on school holidays were out on their bikes because of the pleasant weather. The big yellow Norton was sitting at the kerbside, and Rachel was dressed and ready to go.

      “What’s happened?” Rachel asked, standing with her helmet in her hands.

      Phil closed his car door. “It sounds like somebody has found Kirsten.”

      “We ride for Loch Lomond and don’t spare the horses?”

      “You’ve got it.” Phil opened the car boot and lifted out his helmet and leather jacket. Jeans would be enough for today. He trusted Rachel implicitly. He checked his watch—09:35. Less than a minute later, the pair thundered along Lincoln Avenue, through Knightswood. Five minutes after parking his car, Phil was being whisked along the A82 by a highly-skilled biker.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel received a brief update from Phil. She was in no position to help because she was covering Jake’s back, albeit in a covert manner.

      “Hi Jake,” Annabel said when her phone buzzed. “Yes, I’ll pass it on to Hawk. Did he tell you about the next phase?” She listened, and cast an eye over her map. “Okay, you’ve delivered the letter, and the mail was collected by Cameron’s wife?”

      Jake would be eager to prove himself.

      Annabel was guarded in the way she held him back. “Jake. Stay hidden, and watch for a reaction. It will be important to know who leaves, and I’d like you to call with updates.” She listened. “No Jake, Hawk will be busy for a while. I’ll take your calls, mate.” She got organised and left for the location.

      It was 10:00 when Annabel’s phone buzzed. “Hello, Jake.” She hit loudspeaker and listened while she steered at speed around a tractor and trailer. She saw the fist-waving tractor driver in her rear-view mirror. “Fuck off you ugly bastard,” she muttered.

      Annabel maintained her speed on the country roads. “Jake, did I hear right—Cameron and his wife left in the Jaguar?” No response. “Hello, Jake ... hello,” She glanced at the screen—no signal. “Bollocks.” Annabel checked her rear-view and floored the pedal as she crossed the white lines, and leant the Golf into the next series of bends.

      When she was five hundred metres from the house, Annabel slowed to check the many tracks. Woodland stretched along both sides of the road, and the track entries were narrow. In one of these, she expected to see motorbike tracks.

      It was fifty metres from Cameron’s driveway when she saw a hint of chrome through the undergrowth. Annabel pulled in to make sure it was Jake’s bike. She was glad his attempt at camouflage wasn’t brilliant—otherwise, she wouldn’t have seen the machine’s front forks.

      She pulled out onto the road and drove past the gangster’s driveway. Annabel found another woodland entry one hundred metres away. It wasn’t great, but it would have to do. She got the car tucked in but parked to allow rapid egress. Annabel lifted her Glock 9mm from the glove-box, released, checked and replaced the magazine. The suppressor was already fitted. She set off through the trees.
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        * * *

      

      On the journey, the Norton had exceeded every speed limit from Knightswood to Loch Lomond. It was 10:10 when Rachel and Phil rode through the tiny hamlet of Luss and reached the section of the A82 known as the Old Military Road.

      They had been riding fast alongside Loch Lomond for a few minutes, but from this point, the road was traditional biking territory. Crazy car drivers might consider overtaking along the next few miles, but a rider like Rachel would demonstrate her prowess.

      To the left were foothills and woodland. To the right, a few metres away, were the beauty of the loch and across the placid water, the magnificent mountain; Ben Lomond. A small parapet fence separated the traffic from the water, but it was never a consideration for Rachel. The bike reacted like an extension of the rider.

      At Tarbet, the A83 branched left, heading west for Loch Long, Inverary, and the Mull of Kintyre. The A82 continued north along the side of Loch Lomond. Beyond the junction, Phil pointed to the left, and Rachel passed the Highland Heaven to pull over twenty metres away.

      Phil removed his helmet and handed it to Rachel. He pulled his Sig Sauer from inside his leather jacket and checked the magazine before cocking the weapon. It was a more substantial piece than the Browning, but it was reliable.

      “If it isn’t me who comes out,” Phil said, “get the fuck away, and contact Alpha.”

      “Okay.” She wouldn’t leave him. As soon as Phil set off for the house, Rachel removed the false number plate from the back of the bike. It was printed onto a thin sheet of coloured film and was easy to crush into a pocket.
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        * * *

      

      As Phil approached, he could see an open upstairs window. He noted Lindsey’s green Mazda wasn’t in the drive, or under the carport. A check through the small garage windows proved it wasn’t there. Phil went to the back door, peered through the window, and could see a dark liquid on the kitchen and hallway floors.

      He stood back and assessed the windows and door, ready to make a quiet, forced entry. On the glass pane of the door, nearest to the lock was a small yellow smiley, but it wasn’t there when he and Annabel had left Kirsten there.

      Phil remembered Lindsey was a big fan of Agatha Christie, and she teased him about his love of cryptic crosswords. She used to suggest his puzzles were a step away from reading or writing a good suspense story.

      Lindsey would have a contingency plan, Phil thought. She would have left clues, knowing he would come to investigate. He looked around the garden. It was busy, but tidy, with flower beds, a vegetable patch, a small shed, and a miniature pond with three garden gnomes sitting around the edge; fishing.

      The two outside gnomes were glum. Their rods were held high and had empty hooks. The middle gnome’s fishing line was dipping in the pond, and his expression was a smile. Phil glanced back at the yellow sticker on the door and shook his head. A few seconds later, the grinning gnome no longer had a key in a plastic container on his line.

      Phil kept his weapon ready. When inside the house he locked the door and continued with stealth, knowing there might be bad company. He moved forward, holding his gun two-handed, aiming where his gaze fell.

      In the kitchen, the cutlery drawer was open, and a selection of knives, forks and spoons were scattered across the worktop and the floor. Flies and ants were enjoying the spilt food from the two overturned saucepans. A knife block lay on its side, the contents spread out on the worktop.

      Phil made a judgement as to what was missing—a carving knife judging by those remaining. Blood was smeared over the kitchen surfaces, walls and floor, and flies were feasting. Phil moved on, avoiding the small puddles of claret-coloured liquid.

      The path of destruction continued into the hallway where blood decorated every surface. Phil recalled Lindsey had her bedroom on the ground floor, keeping it separate from guest accommodation. He used his toecap to push the door which had the brass ‘Private’ sign.

      In the room was a tidy double bed, a dressing gown hanging on the back of the door, and an assortment of makeup and jewellery on the dressing table. The en-suite bathroom was immaculate, except for smudge marks on the mirror. As he moved to the guest’s dining room, Phil noted the hallway telephone was smashed on the floor.

      Instead of a neat room with six identical tables and their matching chairs, it was a wooden disaster zone, laced with crockery and cutlery. A small silver carriage clock above the fireplace was the single undamaged item in the room. Blood was in evidence on the walls and floor, and somebody had been dealing with a hand injury from early in the struggle.

      As he moved up the stairs, Phil noted blood smeared on the walls and bannister, and stains marked the fitted carpet. Every room had en-suite, and Phil cleared the rooms steadily, including bathrooms and wardrobes. One bedroom had seen the continuance of the battle, but the other two were untouched, having been locked. Phil tapped gently on the locked doors and called out. “Lindsey ... Kirsten.” No reply.

      He moved to the next area to find bloodstained walls and stair carpet. It reminded him of the pirate movies he’d seen as a child, where the opponents in a swordfight always end up fencing on stairs.

      On the top floor, he found three more rooms. One had blood smeared across the door and handle, but the room was locked. Phil could hear laboured breathing. He pushed the second door open with his foot, but the room was tidy and presentable. He checked the bathroom. It was empty.

      He returned to the landing and levelled his pistol. He aimed as he entered the final bedroom. It resembled a scene from a horror movie. Blood was smeared or daubed on every available surface which indicated a titanic struggle had taken place. People had been fighting with a life and death attitude.

      Phil stepped further into the bedroom over the broken lampshade and once tasteful, now shattered ornaments. He checked the bathroom. It was clear, but as he turned, he heard laboured breathing. Phil moved carefully around the piles of bedclothes, avoiding the damages, and the bloodstained carpet. The victim was lying on the floor by the window, his head caught between the wall and a bedside table.

      It was a man in his thirties, dressed in a suit and tie. He lay staring at the ceiling, gasping. An ivory-handled switchblade lay beside him on the blood-soaked carpet.

      Both the man’s palms were slashed open which led Phil to believe he had attempted to take a blade from someone, or he’d been defending himself. Whoever this guy’s opponent was, they’d been using at least one dangerous weapon. The casualty had cuts all over his face, arms, chest and abdomen. His Armani suit, expensive shirt, and tie were shredded and soaked in blood.

      Evidence of a possible second assailant was the long piece of broken mirror sticking in the man’s neck. Had it struck the carotid artery he would have died mercifully quickly, but it missed. He was left to bleed slowly to death. The knife wounds had created injuries, but none were life-threatening, unlike the slither of glass.

      Uppermost in Phil’s mind was, this guy had aimed to kill a friend. “Your problem was, you didn’t fear death or defeat, as much as your enemy.” Phil didn’t feel a shred of compassion for the hired killer.

      The man’s expression was hard to read, and he couldn’t talk. He made a gurgling noise when he breathed. Around him, the walls, and carpet were severely stained.

      Phil holstered his Sig Sauer and squatted, facing the assassin. “There’s good news and bad news.” He leant over to look at the neck injury. “The bad news is, you’ll get no help from me. The good news is, you’re gonna be dead in half an hour.”

      Before leaving the devastation, Phil rifled through the dying man’s pockets. He found a wallet, which contained a few banknotes and four credit cards. Tucked into a small pocket was a receipt for fuel. Phil wrote a short list of names on it and folded it back into the tiny crevice in the leather wallet.

      Phil stepped over the broken items and bedding and went downstairs. Lindsey would leave him a sign, and though in a state of shock she would try to think logically. He searched the house rapidly, looking for the obvious. For a few minutes, he paused in the hallway. He had to think outside the box—the way Lindsey would have been thinking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. Getting In, Getting Out

          

        

      

    

    
      Judging by the trail of destruction, the fight had rushed through the ground floor before going upstairs. Phil recalled Lindsey’s message came from a landline, not her mobile. If she’d felt trapped and was whispering on the phone, the intruder must have been close.

      Lindsey would leave a clue, but something subtle. It was her style.

      Nothing was out of place in the bedroom. Phil pushed the bathroom door open with his foot. In all the neatness, as he’d noted previously, the bathroom mirror was smudged. He stared at it, and on a whim, switched on the hot tap. “Clever girl,” he whispered.

      As the steam rose across the glass, Phil clearly read the print made by a finger. “THINK OF A DAY - A DATE - A MONTH.”

      It struck him like a bolt from the blue. CALENDAR, but she didn’t mean the type with pretty pictures. Lindsey would mean Callandar, the small town which was pronounced the same way but spelt differently. It was situated west of Perth, on the fringe of the Trossachs Highland Park. Before he left the room, Phil wiped the mirror clean with a tissue.

      He called a number in Hereford, England.
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        * * *

      

      Phil recalled what Lindsey had told him and Annabel on their visit. Ken and Lindsey had owned a luxury caravan in Gart Caravan Park, east of Callandar. It had been Ken’s dream to own a Bed and Breakfast but keep their holiday home nearby. After Ken’s death, with the insurance money and their savings, Lindsey had bought the B & B.

      Phil and Rachel were on the outskirts of Callander within thirty minutes of leaving the house. They cruised past the reception of the campsite, and Rachel rode around the perimeter of the large grass area slowly, the big bike’s engine growling.

      When Phil spotted the green Mazda, he pointed, and Rachel cruised around the campsite at a snail’s pace. She parked out of sight behind the large caravan. Phil removed his helmet and went straight around to the front of the large caravan.

      He tapped on the door and stood back. The net curtain moved before the door opened. Phil stepped inside and was hugged by a relieved, sobbing Lindsey. Phil didn’t speak, but held Lindsey’s trembling body close, to reassure her.

      While Phil had Lindsey clinging to him and crying, he glanced over her shoulder to see Kirsten composed and relaxed. He imagined the Croatian must have witnessed many terrible things in her young life. She gave a weak smile.

      Although she’d spent many years married to a member of the Special Forces, Lindsey was distanced from the violence and death. The military had been Ken’s job. Lindsey was a wife.

      “Did we kill the man?” Lindsey asked.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Phil said. “He wasn’t a man - he was a piece of shit.” He stepped back to hold her by the shoulders. “It’s you girls I’m concerned about. Are you okay?”

      “I’ve got a few scratches,” Lindsey said. “Kirsten wrapped my arms in tea towels and drove us here with my directions. She cleaned and dressed my arms.”

      A knock at the door caused the two women to freeze, eyes wide.

      “It’s okay,” Phil said. “It’s Rachel.”

      When Rachel was inside, she closed the door. The two younger women hugged each other.

      Kirsten said, “I think this is when you British would say, ‘It’s time for cup of tea’.” It was an apparent attempt at acting and sounding brave, but it was post-traumatic relief.

      Lindsey gave a nervous laugh.

      Phil kissed Lindsey on the forehead as if she was an injured toddler. “Right, my girl, you sit and try to relax.”

      Lindsey gripped one of Phil’s strong hands. “You won’t leave us will you?” She sat on the plush seating. Phil sat beside her, mainly because she wouldn’t let go of him.

      He avoided the question. “While we have our tea, I want you to tell me about your visitor, and take your time.”

      Cups of tea were placed in front of them on the large table. Kirsten sat opposite, her cup held in both hands. Rachel remained standing and occasionally peered through the net curtain out into the camping area.

      Lindsey sipped her tea. “It was early morning. The man had a police identity card. I told him I had no guests, and asked why he came to the back door. He said he didn’t want the neighbours to see him.”

      “How close is your nearest neighbour?”

      “My nearest is about one hundred metres away and obscured by trees. Anyway, he looked past me. He must have seen I’d prepared the table for two, but he nodded and left.”

      “Where was Kirsten?”

      “She was upstairs taking a shower.” Lindsey smiled at Kirsten. “I went into my bedroom to call you, Phil, but my mobile had no credit. Luckily, I have a landline in there.” She paused. “I’d hardly dialled when I heard a noise in the dining room. I realised the guy must have come through the French windows, which was why I whispered to you.” She swallowed hard and sipped her tea. “I wrote my message on the mirror because I’d decided to get us out of there.”

      “Did you take a knife when you went to your bedroom?”

      “No, but when the phone went dead, I figured he’d picked up the extension in the hallway. I opened my door, and he walked toward me, grinning.”

      “Heartless bastard,” Rachel said.

      Lindsey said, “I reached the kitchen before him, and I stood with my back to the cutlery drawer. He was at the kitchen door, shaking his head. He said if I let him have the girl, I’d be left alone. He wasn’t wearing a mask or anything. It was clear, he’d kill us both. When I opened the cutlery drawer with my back to it, he lunged, and I stumbled against the cooker.”

      Rachel and Kirsten sat, wide-eyed, and silent.

      “I was desperate, and I remembered my knife block. It was out of reach, but I glanced behind him, and he turned.” Her lips formed a faint smile. It had been a moment of triumph. “I reached out, and pulled the longest knife from the block and waved it in his face. He jumped back and laughed at me. ‘I’ll ask you one more time,’ he said, and pulled a switch-blade from his pocket.”

      “Take your time,” Phil said. “You’re doing well.”

      “I can’t remember clearly after he pulled the knife, except I grabbed a second knife from the drawer, and fought him off, slashing at him. I remember shouting to Kirsten to get out. I forced him into the dining room away from the stairs. I cut him several times.”

      Phil was confident, somewhere in Warrior Heaven, an old friend was looking down on his widow with pride.

      Lindsey said, “He repeated, he wanted the girl, and I said to him, ‘You’ll have to fucking kill me first.’ He said, ‘Okay bitch’. He lunged at me and slipped on something, and I ran to the stairs.”

      Tears rolled down Kirsten’s cheeks.

      “It’s over now,” Phil said. “I want to get you two away from here for a few days.” He glanced at Kirsten. “I’ve arranged something, but I need you to get rest.”

      When Lindsey lay down, Rachel fetched a blanket and covered her. Lindsey was exhausted, and fell asleep in two minutes; holding Phil’s hand.

      Phil turned to Kirsten. “Are you okay?”

      “I am fine,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I have not known this before. I come out of shower, and hear Lindsey scream my name, ‘Kirsten get out! Kirsten get out!’ I dress quickly and hear ... commotion. They come upstairs. I look for weapon. I break bathroom mirror, and hold piece in towel.” Kirsten closed her eyes briefly.

      “The man didn’t see you approach?” Phil asked.

      “No. I come from bathroom, and they are fighting in next bedroom. Lindsey is near window, crying and screaming, ‘Fuck you!’ She is holding two large knives, waving them. She make him angry, to let me escape, but I come up behind him.”

      Kirsten swallowed hard. “He have Lindsey in corner, near bed. I shout, ‘Bastard!’ He turn, and I stick mirror glass in him. He fall, and I help Lindsey climb over bed.”

      Phil took her hand across the table - it was cold, and trembling. “You’re both brave girls. You get some rest, Kirsten. You’re safe now.”

      Like Lindsey, Kirsten lay down on the seating, and Rachel covered her with a blanket.

      “I remember another name.” Kirsten sat up.

      “You remember which name?”

      “I told you I hear talk of Margarita when we arrive your country.”

      “Yes, I noted the name, Margarita.”

      “In woods near truck, One man say, ‘Margarita will be working hard.’ Other man say, ‘Hartley expects her to work hard.’ I think maybe Hartley is Margarita’s boyfriend.”

      “When you told me about your journey you said you came in a ship. Was it a ship or a boat?”

      “They are same. Is this not so?”

      “Yes of course,” Phil reassured her. “How many people were on the ship?”

      “I count twenty get off,” Kirsten said. “We have twenty-five when we get on ship.”

      “You get some rest. You’ve both done well.”

      Phil sat on a small stool at the galley in the centre of the caravan. He shook his head in wonder at the ordeals the two women had gone through in such a short period.

      Rachel said, “I think they’re bloody amazing.” She made tea for two. “How do you think they could set out with twenty-five people and end with twenty?”

      “I shudder to think Rachel, but remember what they were brought here to do.”

      “Are you saying they might have taken their money, and ditched them?”

      “You helped them into the van. How many unattractive girls did you see?”

      “Oh my God,” Rachel closed her eyes. “They killed those who wouldn’t earn.”

      Lindsey and Kirsten lay sleeping soundly on either side of the spacious living area.

      Phil had more phone calls to make.

      Rachel kept an eye on the campsite, and entrance area from the window.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In mid-morning, while Phil and Rachel were on the way to Loch Lomond, Jake was using every tree, bush and camera blind-spot to get close to Cameron’s house. He watched the Jaguar leave, and Cameron was driving. His wife was in the front passenger seat.

      Jake had already ridden past on his Suzuki in both directions to see what could be seen by passing motorists. He recalled from his earlier recce—the woodland reached close to the back of the house. The woods were to be his route of entry.

      It took twenty minutes to reach the trees, by running in a wide arc around a nearby field to avoid the range of security cameras. The house was situated on a plot of land three miles out from Kirkintilloch on the town boundary. The nearest neighbouring properties were two farms; one a mile away, and the other two miles away.

      When Jake worked his way through the woods at the back of the house, he could see why no camera was sited at the back. A two-metre-high mesh fence was erected inside the tree line. Along its length, brambles and nettles were growing freely. It would take some work to get through. He’d show he was good enough, and impress Rachel by being daring.

      Jake checked his watch before crossing the large back garden to the house. It had taken twenty minutes to reach the woodland, fifteen minutes to cut through to the fence, and another thirty minutes digging underneath.

      He had been on site for over an hour and wasn’t inside yet. He dropped off his backpack, fitted the plastic covers over his shoes, and pulled on his latex gloves. The rest would be easy.

      It took five minutes to get access to the house, and locate Cameron’s study. Jake looked around the desk area. There’d be no high-level information left on the desk, but there might be something interesting.

      He flicked through the diary—nothing. No phone numbers, names or locations listed. Was the journal left there to tease an intruder? The two drawers contained nothing of any importance. They held invoices for domestic repairs.

      He checked around the room. In textbook fashion, the safe was located behind a large painting. It wasn’t sophisticated and took ten minutes to open. It was time for the hard work. Jake wasn’t a secret agent and didn’t have a camera the size of a thimble, but he’d been given a good briefing.

      Any names secured in the safe meant they were important enough to be noted. Jake listed twenty names with contact numbers. He wrote out seven locations, unsure if they were addresses or something else. He was tempted to take photographs from the room, but his brief was to get in and out, unseen. He packed his equipment and notebook and closed the safe.

      The video machine attached to the CCTV security was in plain view and operating. Jake removed the most recent tape and took three minutes longer with a screwdriver to put the machine beyond economical repair. It was three minutes he couldn’t afford.

      Jake made his way back to the door where he’d gained entry. A door closed behind him.

      Smith was grinning as if he’d been given wishes by a, particularly attractive Fairy Godmother. “Mr Cameron is allergic to dogs, but it doesn’t mean his house isn’t guarded on the inside.” Smith walked toward Jake. “Before I break your fuckin’ arms and legs, do you want to tell me what the fuck you’re doin’ in here?”
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        * * *

      

      Jake had practised this scenario in his head, but, the further his task progressed, the more he believed he’d get away unscathed. While standing a few metres from Smith, it was apparent the man wasn’t merely a security guard—he enjoyed brutality.

      “You must be, Smith.” As Jake spoke, he reached for the glass door and pushed it open. He took a step outside, but his nerves got the better of him, and his other foot caught the doorstep. Jake stumbled and fell onto the path.

      Smith was beside the burglar before he could recover. “Knowing somebody’s name doesn’t mean shit. What are you doing in here, on such a pleasant Saturday afternoon?”

      “Mr Cameron told me he’d be leaving the house, and he wanted me to check security.” Jake lifted his pack and backed off along the tarmac pathway.

      Smith stepped forward. “When did he tell you this?”

      “Earlier ... today.” Jake continued to walk back along the side of the house.

      “What time?” Smith gave a crooked grin. His eyes sparkled, and the large scar on his cheek stretched.

      “I can’t remember the exact time.” Jake shuffled backwards.

      “You can’t remember, because you’re talking a load of shit, son.” Smith took another step. He reached into his pocket and produced a piece of paper. “Did you deliver this, today?”

      “I ... I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He had to make it to the large gate.

      “Let me refresh your memory, you little scumbag.” Smith unfolded the crumpled note, and read. “Cameron. Your wife will be kidnapped if you don’t cease your illegal activities. Hawk” Smith crunched the paper up and replaced it in his pocket. “Now, what’s in the bag?”

      “Tools ....” Jake took several rapid steps backwards. He had the house to one side, and the long stretch of driveway to the gate and the main road.

      “Hand it over.” Smith extended a large, scarred hand.

      “It’s my—”

      “Give me the fucking bag—now!” Smith reached out, as he stepped forward.

      Jake shrugged the bag from his shoulder and glanced back. The gate had an electronic lock. He’d have to run and climb. He handed over the bag.

      Smith emptied the backpack onto the path and grinned at Jake when he saw the thin blue notebook. He opened it at the first page, and to prove he could read, did so aloud.

      “Mr Cameron I successfully entered your property and located your safe and personal documents. I left a note in your safe.” He flicked through the book to find it was intact, but nothing else was written in it. “What the fuck is this?”

      “I’ve been told to put it in the post box outside.” Jake took two more paces back, trying to judge how fast Smith might be on his feet.

      “You’re fucking bluffing.” Smith dropped the book and stepped forward. “Empty your pockets.”

      “I’ve got nothing—”

      “Okay,” Smith said. “I’ll give you a chance.”

      Jake’s eyes narrowed. He listened for the twist.

      “It’s fifty metres to the gate.” Smith produced a key fob. “Without this, the gate doesn’t open. You’ll have to climb it before I reach you, and the gate is over two metres high.”

      Jake turned and bolted with every ounce of his being. The adrenalin rush helped. The more substantial, but rapid steps of the bigger man slapped the paving. Jake’s heart was pounding when he was ten metres from the gate.

      “Go on!” Smith shouted. “Run you little bastard.” He didn’t sound out of breath.

      Jake threw himself up onto the metal structure, scrabbling for a grip. He reached the top with one hand, but his latex gloves slipped along his fingers, and he lost his grip.

      “Fuck,” he breathed.

      “Now, you’re fucking mine.” Smith grabbed Jake’s ankle and tugged hard.

      Jake fell from the gate, and the back of his head bounced on the driveway.

      Smith was standing with his back to the gate; grinning. He was an ugly bastard—a big, ugly bastard. “You fucked up, son.” Smith stood with his arms folded. “I was calling your bluff. If you’d have kept your nerve, you’d have gotten away with it.”

      “It’s all part of the—”

      “It’s all part of fuck all,” Smith said. “Now I want the other blue notebook—the one in your back pocket you sneaky bastard.”

      “I haven’t—”

      Smith kicked Jake in the ribs and laughed aloud.

      Jake’s body coiled up, his eyes opened wide, and his mouth opened and closed, but his breathing had stopped. Coldness enveloped him. If he could talk, he would have pleaded for his life, or apologised. His life was about to end on a driveway miles from the nearest town.

      Smith stepped back two paces. “Say goodbye to your face.” He swung his right foot back, like a footballer taking a penalty. The big man’s foot hovered briefly, ready to send his victim into agonising, toothless oblivion.

      Jake was paralysed with fear as he watched, and listened in disbelief from his foetal position. Smith’s right ankle exploded, and the white sock turned deep red. The thug screamed, and his entire body lifted into the air before he landed on his back. He whimpered for a few seconds, his leg bent, and both hands reaching for his disintegrated right ankle. He fell back; unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      Phil sent Rachel into Callander on a mission—to buy clothes for Lindsey and Kirsten. “Get outfits which will be comfortable for travel. Make sure Lindsey has a top with sleeves.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      It was 14:00 when the four of them left the campsite. Kirsten said she’d love to see more of Scotland’s beauty. Phil assured her she would when the present situation calmed. Lindsey reminded her, she’d so far only seen the gateway to the Highlands.

      Phil drove the Mazda with Lindsey in the front, and Kirsten in the back. The conversation was sporadic. As they travelled, he briefed them. Rachel followed on her bike, and they headed south towards Stirling, before turning west onto the M80 for Glasgow.
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        * * *

      

      Phil told Rachel to park up in the city and have lunch. He said he’d call her when he was ready. He dropped the other two women two hundred metres away from the long-stay car park in Cowcaddens Road. He had explained about the security cameras throughout the city. Before approaching the entrance, he donned shades and pulled down the driver’s sun shield.

      The car park was an ideal place to leave the car for a day or two, and Phil could move it later. It meant Lindsey’s car was far enough from the railway stations to ensure the police didn’t find it quickly. The chances were, whoever had tipped off the assassin, would know by now, he had failed. Somebody else might be tasked with locating the women.

      Before they separated, Phil spoke to them in a side street off Sauchiehall Street. He gave them both plenty of cash, which meant no need of a card. Cards were handy but traceable.

      Phil said, “I don’t want either of you seen with me, or with each other. There are CCTV cameras everywhere. You can buy clothes here, or wait till we’re nearer the railway station.”

      “You have many shops here?” Kirsten asked.

      Lindsey said, “Argyle Street is around the corner from Central Station. We could take a walk along here first, and Argyle Street afterwards. Will it be okay Phil?”

      “Yes. We’ve got plenty of time before your train departs. Buy a few clothes, toiletries ... and overnight bags. We’ll grab a bite to eat at the St Enoch Centre.” He smiled at both of them. “I’ll be staying within sight of you till you go.”

      Lindsey said, “Will Joe have enough room?”

      “Viking assures me he’s got it covered. The attic is converted into a spare bedroom. It’s important for Kirsten to have a place to duck out of sight if the police visit.”

      “I hate to impose on Joe and his wife. I haven’t seen them in years, and I’m looking for a favour like this.”

      “As far as he’s concerned, you’re Ken’s wife, and one of us. Once Regiment—always Regiment. We take care of our own.”

      Lindsey was part of the Special Forces family.

      Kirsten asked, “Is Birmingham close to where Joe lives, Mr Hawk?”

      “No Kirsten, but you two will have a chance to relax for a while on the train. Viking will pick you up at Birmingham New Street, and drive you to their house outside Hereford. On the car journey, he’ll give you a briefing. I think you’ll like him.”

      “I am thinking you are all good men.”

      Phil said nothing, and Lindsey smiled.

      Phil, Lindsey and Kirsten commenced their walk through Glasgow city centre, starting from Sauchiehall Street’s impressive pedestrian precinct. Lindsey went ahead, followed by Kirsten several paces behind. Phil walked on the opposite side of the precinct and was able to keep an eye on both of them.

      The two women had come alive in the midst of the busy and well-represented shopping area. On the ninety-minute car journey from Callander, both Lindsey and Kirsten had been quiet.

      After the shopping period, they continued in their staggered formation to the large food court in St Enoch Shopping Centre. Phil sat on the upper level, where he could watch for anything unusual. Kirsten and Lindsey sat at separate tables but within conversation distance.

      When they’d had lunch in their strange separated fashion, they left the cafe as they’d entered, with Phil acting as guardian. They made their way across Argyle Street and towards Central Station.

      Phil met the pair in one of the side entrances of the station, which was out of camera view. He hugged both women and kissed them both on the cheek. “I don’t want to hear any stories about you two running around town. Behave yourselves and go along with whatever story Viking creates.”

      Both women smiled, although they were far from settled. Phil observed them buying tickets at the office before they walked separately to the platform.

      Outside the ticket office, a dark-haired man stood reading a newspaper, occasionally observing the many travellers. He noted two women who were a few metres apart but heading for the same platform. He followed them at a discreet distance and watched them go into separate doors of the same carriage. They headed to the middle where they sat together.

      The man with the newspaper got on board, walked along the carriage, and stopped at the set of four seats. He pulled a ticket from his pocket and checked the reservation cards on the two vacant places opposite Kirsten and Lindsey.

      He leant across the table in between while reading the reservations. “Hello girls, I’m Dave.”

      The quiet apprehension of the two women changed to sighs as their next guardian sat down beside them. He placed a paper bag on the table. “Diet Cokes okay for now? We’ll order snacks shortly from the trolley.”

      Kirsten said, “Why does Mr Hawk refer to Joe as, Viking?”

      The other two exchanged a look and laughed. Dave explained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19. Surprises

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake’s breath came back in painful bursts. He reached down and gently pressed on his ribcage. The area was severely bruised and tender, but his ribs were intact. His first instinct was to get up and run, but running was his old way. He had to show a sense of purpose.

      When he approached the unconscious thug, Jake had an overwhelming desire to kick him in the face, but wanton violence wasn’t his style. He knelt and went through Smith’s pockets to locate the key fob. He took the crushed up note Phil had written for Cameron.

      Before he operated the fob to open the gate, Jake collected all his belongings, including the dummy notebook, and the discarded gloves. He looked around—nobody in sight.

      Jake threw his pack onto his shoulder and winced at the pain in his ribs. He pressed the button on the key fob and watched the gate open fully. He lurched through the gates and pressed the key fob. As the gate closed behind him, Jake crossed to the woodland and threw the fob into the undergrowth. He staggered away.

      Before going too far, Jake removed his shoe covers. His left side hurt, but he laughed nervously when he considered he had his teeth. Smith would have been content to kick him to death. The location was perfect for it, as Hawk had stressed. During the briefing it was stressed, if he were caught, he’d be in real trouble. Cameron’s house was far enough in the countryside nobody would know. It was a bitter lesson learned.

      Instead of a more comfortable walk along the roadside, being spotted by motorists, Jake made his way among the trees and accepted the pain and difficulty of trudging through the undergrowth. He stopped beside his motorbike, removed the makeshift camouflage cover, and rolled it up.

      He was about to climb onto his bike when the seriousness of his situation struck him like another blow. The rolled up tarpaulin made him think of Rachel, and how she’d rescued him in the derelict. He thought about Smith’s exploding ankle, and Alpha came to mind. She must have been in the area watching out for him.

      Jake dropped to his knees, leant on the bike’s saddle with both arms and wept. For all his special skills and the excellent training given by Arkwright, he’d been rescued twice—both times by a woman. It took him several minutes to pull himself together before he mounted his bike.

      When he got home, he told his mother he’d fallen off his bike, but he was fine. It was ten minutes before Jake made contact. He sat in the back garden with his mobile.

      “Hi Alpha, it’s Jake.” He listened to her sexy voice. “I got the information. Yes, I’m fine ... I’ll see you in a while. Bye.”

      A short while later, an attractive woman in a smart grey trouser suit came to Emma Carter’s door.

      “Hi, I’m DC Andrea Summers,” the woman said and held up a small black wallet containing an identity card. “I’ve been asked to collect something from Jake.”

      “Hi,” Jake said, squeezing past his mother. “Here’s the book I found. I don’t know if it’s important.” Emma looked the woman up and down and went inside.

       Annabel accepted the notebook. “It’ll be important to somebody, Jake. Thank you for making an effort to call.” She winked.

      Jake was leaning slightly to one side and wincing. “Thank you,” he said, looking into her dark eyes. He wanted to hug her.

      “You take it easy now,” Annabel said, “and leave the rest to us. Bye, Mrs Carter.”

      Emma went to the window and watched the woman walk down the street, and around the corner. “Funny, isn’t it Jake?”

      “What is?”

      “The police have been swarming around here in the last couple of days since those murders around in Monymusk Place, but to pick up a notebook, they send a plainclothes officer.”

      “An attractive, plainclothes officer,” Jake said, stepping up to the window.

      “Yes, she was, and charismatic too. Neither of us paid attention to her identity card.” She turned to Jake. “She knew your address, and she was carrying car keys, but she didn’t use the parking spaces in our street.”

      “She might have been visiting somebody else too.”

      “I’ll make us a pot of tea, Jake. I think we’ve both got a couple of secrets to share.” She kissed him on the forehead before going into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday afternoon, DS Eddie Monroe arrived at the station following another trip out to Drumchapel. He stopped at the DC’s door to let him know he was back. “Hi, Boss!”

      “Hi Eddie, how did it go mate?”

      “I followed up your theory about the country track which leads away from the back of the estate in two directions. As you said, the children wouldn’t make good witnesses. Besides, some of the parents wouldn’t let us talk to their kids.”

      “Any joy with either of the two tracks?”

      “We have them cordoned off, which is annoying a lot of people. The uniform guys have walked the area, and searched to the right. They’re now scouring the Bluebell Woods.”

      “What about the other side—which is the more likely escape route?”

      “Uniform were dealing with the undergrowth on either side, but I walked the length of it and spoke to the farmer this time. According to him, they have runners up and down the route every day, in any weather.”

      “Who would have thought it?” Sam said. “As the great Glasgow public goes running and gets fitter, it makes our job bloody harder.”

      Eddie laughed. “I’ll go back through the statements.”

      “Thanks, Eddie.” Sam continued to study photographs taken at the scene.

      Eddie lifted a manila envelope from his tray. It had his rank and name written in block letters, and above it stated, ‘FOR ADDRESSEE ONLY’. He emptied the contents onto his desk. It was a note formed using cut out words:

      MARTIN CAMERON LEFT HIS DIRTY WASHING AT HIGHLAND HEAVEN - LOCH LOMOND

      “Boss,” Eddie called. “Do you know who put this envelope on my desk?”

      Sam came out and looked down at the note. “Ah, for fuck’s sake ... now what?”

      “It looks simple, but something is disturbing me.”

      “It’s a note, Eddie. We’ll give the Argyll and Bute guys a call. It might be nothing.”

      “The message isn’t a worry,” Eddie said. “It’s the delivery I’m thinking about.”

      “Don’t get fucking paranoid, mate.”

      “Anything handed in at the front desk is dealt with by the duty personnel.” He slipped a pencil inside the envelope to lift it. “Before it comes upstairs, somebody writes a coded reference and their initials.”

      “Let me see the other side.”

      Eddie held the envelope up. No postmark, no reference, and no initials.

      Sam said, “Don’t call mate. Go downstairs and talk to them. If it wasn’t put through the system, we have a problem.” He surveyed the others in the large open office area, all working on case files. “Somebody in the building put it there anonymously.”

      “We might have to consider another possibility.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like somebody from outside placed it on my desk.”

      “Now there’s a fucking disturbing thought. You check out the envelope, and I’ll call the Argyll and Bute force.”
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        * * *

      

      Rachel gave Phil a ride back to her place to pick up his car, but he accepted the offer of a brew which brightened Rachel’s day. While they relaxed for a while, Phil asked how she ended up in such a beautiful place alone. It wasn’t pertinent to ask on his previous visit.

      “As they say in the movies ... it’s a long story.”

      “I’m listening,” Phil said.

      Rachel told him how her parents had both loved her, until Uncle Eric’s death. When her father told her mother to leave, she did and made no further contact. It left Rachel and her dad.

      As a diver with the oil rigs in the North Sea, it was easy for her dad to pay the mortgage. They’d discussed it, and agreed he would continue, and come back every few weeks. He preferred Rachel to remain living there, and an informal arrangement was made with an aunt to live with Rachel for a while.

      Rachel demonstrated with the story how she’d achieved a matter-of-fact way of dealing with significant issues. She tackled a problem head-on, which to others of her age would be a crisis. As she continued, she held Phil’s gaze with rare confidence. As many good things did in Rachel’s life, it all ended abruptly. Phil’s phone buzzed.

      “Hello,” he said, continuing to look at Rachel. “Okay Ameel, slow down, mate.” Phil shook his head. “When are they coming? Right ... I’ll deal with it. Bye.”

      “Am I sensing another mission?”

      “You are sensing another mission,” he said. “I have to send a clear message.” He dialled a number. “Hi Tommy, could I have the first van again? Thanks, mate. I’ll get there by 17:00. Bye.”

      “Are we on today?”

      “No, but soon,” Phil said. “Excuse me one moment.” He dialled another number. “Hi. Are you free to attend a briefing? Great. I’m at Rachel’s place.” He smiled. “Don’t be disgusting. We’ll see you in about twenty minutes. Ciao.”

      “What was the, ‘Don’t be disgusting’ all about? Don’t I reach your standard?”

      “Rachel, you’re above my standard. Please believe me.” He smiled and held her hand briefly.

      “I suppose I’d better get another cup ready, and clear the dining table.”

      Phil laughed.

      Rachel got on with preparations for the following strategy session. She worked with a smile. For a while, she’d host two of the most important people in her life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was 20:00 on Saturday evening before Smith could focus on the world around him. Until he’d been given sufficient pain relief, he couldn’t stay alert for longer than a few minutes, before passing out. The shattered ankle was serious and painful.

      He was in a private room. On the bedside locker beside him were a jug of water and a glass. There would be no cards or flowers. There had been a brief visit from Cameron, but Smith wasn’t sure if it was real or a nightmare. In Cameron’s case, it could be either.

      Smith had tubes and wires attached to his upper body and one arm. His lower right leg and foot were wrapped in a mass of white bandages, and suspended from a wire pulley. The pain was returning. He had to be due for more pain-relief.

      A nurse came into the room pushing the door open with her back and putting a mask over the lower part of her face. Below her tiny white hat, fair hair hung in a ponytail. When she turned, the only features on view were her beautiful brown eyes and shapely eyebrows.

      “How are we feeling now Mr Smith?”

      “I could do with more pain-killers; otherwise I’m fine.” He squinted and licked his dry lips. “Why are you wearing a mask ... have I got a disease?”

      “You mean a contagious infection,” the woman said. “No.” For a moment, she busied herself with a black marker pen, writing something on the white cast on his leg.

      “What were you writing on my dressing?” He stared as she approached him.

      “I wondered if you had any recollection of what happened to you?” She lifted the long white cord and toggle which hung near the bed. She tied it in a loose knot to the frame over the bed—out of reach, and glanced at her wristwatch.

      Smith stared at her because something wasn’t right. It registered—a nurse wearing a wristwatch. When he looked up, her dark eyes were gazing at him.

      “You’re no fucking nurse.” Smith stretched an arm to reach the white emergency cord. It was a futile gesture, but like any desperate man, he continued to try.

      “Oh dear,” Annabel said. “You can’t ring for assistance. Think back to the unfortunate people you’ve beaten to death.” She produced a pair of pliers from within her uniform and held the jaws around the wire pulley which was supporting Smith’s right leg.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” Perspiration oozed from Smith’s forehead.

      “I want to know who gives Cameron his orders, and I want you to co-operate fully with the police when they turn up.”

      “Why would the police turn up, I’ve had an accident?” He glanced at the water jug on the cabinet. Could he grab it, and get enough power behind the swing?

      “It wasn’t an accident,” Annabel said. “On Monday morning the lab guys will inspect the damaged bone fragments. They’ll find a small piece of metal, which is part of a 9mm Parabellum bullet, and they’ll inform the police.”

      “How the fuck do you know it’s a 9mm Para—” the words died on his lips.

      Annabel leant forward. “I put it in your ankle.”

      Smith’s eyes flicked towards the large jug.

      “Would you like a drink?” Annabel said.

      He ignored the question. “What if I don’t tell you who Cameron’s boss is—and I don’t assist the coppers in their fucking enquiries?”

       “It would be unfortunate because it would make me angry, and I’d have to pay you a final visit.” Annabel lifted the large jug and poured a glass of water. She lifted the glass.

      “A final visit?” Smith’s body temperature was going from one extreme to the other, and his breathing was erratic.

      “Being a criminal,” Annabel said. “I’m sure you’ve heard of such things as the lethal injection. It’s one of the barbaric methods used by our American cousins. You know, when they’re dispatching a particularly nasty piece of shit.”

      “This isn’t fucking America, and I haven’t been convicted.”

      “Let’s say for the sake of argument ... I don’t give a fuck.” She poured the glass of water over his head.

      “You’re fucking crazy.” Smith’s tongue licked eagerly as the water dripped past his lips. He stared at the bogus nurse.

      Annabel glanced at the door and turned back. “Well anyway, a cocktail of chemicals is used, but I won’t bore you with all the technical details.”

      Smith stared in silence. This bitch was serious.

      “I’ll come back in the night,” Annabel said. “I’ll wake you, and inject a large dose of Potassium Chloride into your drip.” She nodded to the bag on the stand. “I’ll miss out the sedative and pain-killer, but by God, you will experience the other drug. Wow!”

      Smith stared at the tube leading to his arm. His tongue stuck as he tried to lick his lips.

      Annabel whispered. “Without the other chemicals, it fucking hurts.” She moved to the end of the bed. “Now, you get one more chance.” She raised the pliers to the pulley. “Who is Cameron’s boss?”

       “I don’t know. He stays in the background—”

      Annabel shook her head and squeezed the pliers. The injured leg fell, because of the weight of the dressing. Smith passed out.

      The thug came around, saturated, and breathing heavily. The crazy woman was standing over him with the water jug. Having poured the water over his head, she stood with the empty jug above his bandaged ankle.

      “You have three seconds before I start beating your ankle.” She raised her left arm to look at her watch.

      “It’s fucking Hartley,” Smith gasped. “His name is fucking Hartley.”

      “Now remember, if you don’t help the police, I’ll be back.” She winked and placed the jug on the cabinet. The mask, white hat, and apron were removed as she left the room.

      Smith was saturated with a combination of water, and perspiration. The hospital robe was drenched, and clinging to his body. His face was ashen when a regular nurse arrived two minutes later.

      The young woman closed the door and turned. “You don’t look as well as I expected Steven.” She looked from the dressing to his wide-eyed stare. “How did this happen?”

      Smith shook his head but didn’t speak.

      “Somebody has left a message on your cast.” The nurse was wearing a watch dangling upside down from her uniform—as it should be. She reached up to free the emergency cord. “A gentle tug is all you need on here.”

      She wasn’t wearing a mask, but Smith didn’t remember her. He continued to stare.

      “Right, let’s get this drip changed—”

      “Don’t touch it!” Smith croaked. “Get me a doctor.”

      “Please calm down, Steven—”

      “Don’t fucking touch it, I said,” He used both arms to support himself. “Get me a fucking doctor—now!”

      The nurse’s lips trembled. She backed off and ran down the corridor to report to the Ward Sister.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Sunday 21st July

      Phil woke up refreshed and was anticipating an exciting day. He checked the weather map after the news to judge his choice of running outfit.

      As he jogged across Glasgow Green towards Nelson’s monument, he saw Amy approaching from the right in her steady stride. He was glad he’d opted for a running vest and shorts. Amy was in her white shirt and shorts, her ponytail dancing around behind her lovely head. Like Phil, she was carrying a bottle of water.

      “Hi there,” Phil said, as he fell into step with her.

      “Hi handsome,” she replied and looked him over. “You’ve opted for the stripped-down outfit today.”

      “There’s no point in dressing like Rocky Balboa if I’m running with Paula Radcliffe.”

      “She runs five thousand metres, not long-distance.”

      “She might not at the moment,” Phil said, “but mark my words—she’ll be good at long distance. It’s what a lot of the good middle-distance runners do.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “What are we doing today?”

      “It’s a route I use for checking my personal best over ten miles.” Amy’s breathing was steady enough to allow chat. “We’ll leave the park, and go east on London Road.”

      As they left Glasgow Green and joined London Road, the pace opened up. Phil wouldn’t be complaining—he’d get on with it and observe.

      For a while, they ran in companionable silence, except for the sound of their rhythmic breathing, and the soles of their training shoes tapping lightly on the paving. As they passed the Sandyhills Golf Club Amy checked her watch. “We’re doing okay,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “I was worried about you keeping up the pace.” They both laughed, but notably, Amy laughed louder, and longer.

      When they were on Aitkenhead Road, Amy checked her watch. “Halfway and we’re on the thirty-minute mark.”

      “It’s good timing ... isn’t it?” Phil said, feeling his breathing rate increase.

      “It is.” Amy turned to nod and increased the pace. “Left at the junction,” she said. “We return past Baillieston, and back in on Edinburgh Road.”

      From there, neither spoke, both concentrating on their pace and breathing. Amy was on target to beat her best time. Phil wanted to be with her when she finished.

      They ran into the park and pushed until they reached Nelson’s monument. Both of them slowed. Phil was the first to place his clenched fists on his hips and walk to catch his breath correctly.

      He turned to Amy. “How did we do?”

      “We did well my friend.” She checked her stopwatch. “fifty-nine minutes ... we beat my best time by two minutes.”

      “What do you put the improvement down to?”

      “Trying to show off to you, plus we didn’t talk on the second half—we pushed each other harder.” She made it obvious she was appraising him. “For you, it was about being beaten by a girl in her twenties.”

      Phil laughed. “Was it obvious?”

      “You may be quiet, but you’re a macho type.” She walked around for two more minutes, instead of stretching. “Before we part company, I was wondering if you’d join me for dinner this evening.”

      “I’d be delighted.”

      Amy handed him a folded piece of paper. “See you at seven. Dress casual.” She set off, but called back, “It’s only the two of us.”

      Phil read the address and set off home at a gentle jog.
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        * * *

      

      Davenport was at his desk at 10:00 on Sunday morning, reading recent reports and asking himself why he was in the station. His phone buzzed.

      “Chief Constable Davenport.” He heard the caller talking to somebody in the background. The voices were muffled. The ill-mannered caller was Hartley, and Davenport wished he’d never picked up the phone.

      The gangster was on the phone a minute, reiterating the suggestion Davenport should find the trouble-making vigilante. It was, however, Hartley’s first question which was haunting Davenport. Had he seen the Sunday newspapers? Davenport didn’t have long to wait.

      It was 10:20 when DI Griffiths and his sidekick DS Monroe arrived at the Chief Constable’s office.

      Sam said, “Good morning, we’re sorry to disturb you, Sir.”

      “Go on,” Davenport said. His day had already been ruined by a phone call.

      “We have a corpse in a Bed and Breakfast hotel outside Luss.”

      “Luss is in the Argyll and Bute area,” Davenport said. “It’s got nothing to do with us.”

      “I’m afraid it has,” Sam said. “We had reason to believe our local villain Cameron had dealings with the place. I called yesterday, and asked the guys up there to check it out.”

      “Why are we hearing about it now?”

      “They had a missing child on Ben Lomond, and all available personnel were on a search with the Mountain Rescue Team. Nobody checked our request until this morning.”

      “Is the corpse the owner of the B & B hotel, or a guest?”

      “He’s neither. No guests appear in the Visitors Book, and the owner is missing—Mrs Lindsey Watt.”

      “Who is the corpse?”

      “The corpse is a hit-man—Ted Taylor, aka ‘The Terminator’. He was stabbed in the neck with a piece of a mirror—on reflection, he might now be known as Ted, the Ex-Terminator.”

      Eddie covered his mouth and coughed.

      “A death isn’t funny gentleman, irrespective of who it is,” Davenport said. “Since we have no computer system, I suppose you’ll have to go and find out the details.” He rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Was there something else?”

      Sam turned to Eddie, who handed a Sunday newspaper to the Chief.

      “Fucking hell!” Davenport shouted.

      “We’ll be on our way, Sir,” Sam said. He and Eddie made an exit but stopped outside the office.
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        * * *

      

      In the office, Davenport stared at the headline. ‘GLASGOW POLICE CHIEF IN GAY SEX ORGIES SCANDAL’

      Davenport closed his eyes. “You bastard, Hartley!” He read the article, which was a follow-up to the previous weekend paper. No pictures had been used, but he’d have to publicly deny the ‘rumours’ put about by an anonymous person out to discredit him. His face was crimson as he considered how much of a hold Hartley had over him.

      Davenport read the story on page five. It was two columns, supported by pictures, all related to the recent gangland murders.

      ‘IS THE VIGILANTE A GOOD MAN?’ the article was headed. A survey suggested 70% of Glasgow’s citizens thought the vigilante was doing the city a favour.

      One war veteran was quoted: ‘This vigilante fella’ is doin’ a better job than the f***g police because his hands aren’t tied by bureaucracy.’

      Davenport wondered if he could get in touch with the vigilante. “I might have a job for you, Mr Hawk.”

      Eddie had already walked away, but Sam was outside the door. He’d overheard the Chief’s exasperation and waited. After hearing his boss’s second statement, Sam left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. Visits

          

        

      

    

    
      Following his long run with Amy, Phil showered had breakfast and went next door to his ops room. He had enjoyed the planning session on the previous afternoon with Annabel and Rachel because they were both excellent with ideas—and questions.

      During Phil’s military career he had learned it was terrific having good ideas, but equally important to have somebody who can spot possible flaws.

      When Phil left the two women on Saturday to pick up his second Transit van, he received a call from the police. The Transit taken for forensic examination was ready for collection from Police HQ. Phil didn’t wish to appear in a hurry and said he’d pick it up on Monday. It would be a good alibi—for the police to believe Phil was without a van over the weekend.

      Phil picked up Rachel in his car so they could collect what Phil called the ‘dirty’ van from Tommy’s dealership. After the brothel mission, the van had been taken to Tommy’s garage, thoroughly cleaned, and re-sprayed black. While it was being worked on, Phil bought a ‘clean’ white van, which was the vehicle the police had collected.

      When Annabel arrived at the lockup, the next briefing got underway. The day would see two different missions for the team, but Jake was left out due to his injuries. During the presentation, it was agreed Hartley was looking favourite as the mysterious Godfather. He was elusive, although each tentacle of the underworld operation pointed to him. Something conclusive was needed as proof of the theory.
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        * * *

      

      At 12:00 a silver Saab pulled up opposite Ameel’s corner shop. Two men in suits left the car and crossed to the store. The driver was Willie Wilson, an old hand at the protection racket. He kept the engine running. The briefing from Cameron to the team was, ‘Get in and out quickly, and take as much money as the Paki bastards have got’.

      Wilson watched his two colleagues cross the road and go into the store. He turned up the stereo and tapped the steering wheel in time to his CD, ‘Music of the Eighties’. A black Transit van moved forward, and parked, blocking the view of the shop entrance.

      “Hey,” Wilson called. “Move the van forward.”

      “I beg your pardon?” The female driver squinted.

      “You heard me. Move the fucking van, bitch.”

      “Fuck off.” Rachel watched closely. She had options.

      Wilson flicked the boot release, got out, and went to the back of the Saab. He unrolled a blanket and lifted out a pump-action shotgun. He grinned as he pulled back on the wooden stock to feed a round into the chamber.

      “Right, you little tart.” Wilson slammed the boot lid down, but when he turned to cross the road, he stopped. The business end of a Glock pistol was an arm’s length from his forehead.  The last person he saw was an attractive woman in a one-piece black overall. She was holding the suppressed automatic.

      “Nasty bastard,” were the last words Wilson heard before he died.

      James and Matthew McDougall had been on murder charges several times and had escaped justice, usually because of loopholes in the law. Their pictures had appeared on the front pages as they gave victory salutes outside court. On one occasion, it had been a trial for killing a lone, unarmed police officer.

      As the twins strolled towards the counter in the shop, they laughed. It had been agreed to rough up Aleem after he’d paid them. They were blissfully unaware of their driver’s execution in the street.

      Matthew said, “What’s going on with the plastic sheeting on the floor?”

      “It’s for his slimy fucking customers,” James said.

      Ameel stood behind his counter, stone-faced, and trembling. A man was standing at the counter facing the shopkeeper.

      “Hey you,” James said, “fuck off out of here.”

      Phil winked at Ameel and turned with his Sig Sauer 9mm levelled at the gangsters. “I don’t think I will. Both of you clasp your hands behind your heads.”

      The twins halted two metres away from Phil but didn’t move their hands.

      “There are two of us, you sad bastard.” Matthew turned to his brother and shook his head.

      James reached inside his jacket. A muffled ‘phutt’ echoed in the small store, and the bullet entered the gangster’s forehead between his eyebrows. He crumpled with his pistol stuck in the shoulder holster. His lifeless arm fell from within his jacket.

      “Now there’s one of you.” Phil aimed at the other thug.

      Wide-eyed, raging, and not a man to learn from experience, Matthew reached inside his jacket. He fell on top of his brother, his gun also in the holster.

      Rachel slid open the side door of the Transit.

      Phil and Annabel wrapped the bodies of the twins individually in plastic sheeting and dragged them from the store to load them into the van. Wilson’s body was left in the street with his unloaded shotgun and the silver car. The shotgun and the Saab would disappear before the police arrived.

      At 13:30 a van pulled up at the front gate of Cameron’s remote home. When the vehicle pulled away, two corpses with bullet holes in their heads were lying at the roadside opposite the entrance. The van headed back to Glasgow. A mile along the road, Annabel used a public phone to make an anonymous call to the police. She mentioned a note on one of the bodies, which said Martin Cameron was the boss, and a hashish consignment was being organised for him.
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        * * *

      

      Jeff Collins left the Mattsani warehouse in Uddingston at 14:00. He was on his way to the Drumchapel housing estate to start his usual circuit. Collins had been driving the ice-cream van for the company for two months. It wasn’t the work he wanted, but he received a bonus for passing packages to taxi drivers throughout his shift.

      Carrying illegal substances and passing them on didn’t bother Collins, as long as he was paid. The greatest irritation was playing the musical jingle every time he made a stop.

      When he approached the slip road onto the Clydeside Expressway, he noticed the dark Toyota behind him. He tried to ignore the car, but when he reached Partick, his nerves were playing up. It had been behind him far too long. Collins turned off the expressway and into the nearest side street. The Toyota followed and pulled in front.

      Collins was reaching down into the passenger foot-well for his baseball bat when he saw both doors open on the dark coupe. It had to be one of those covert patrol cars because the man and woman were both in police uniform.

      “Good morning officer.” Collins slid the baseball bat down to the floor.

      “Good afternoon.” Annabel adjusted her hat. “I’d like to caution you.”

      “But what have I—”

      “You have the right to remain silent,” Annabel interrupted. “That’s it.”

      “What do you mean—that’s it?”

      “Go into your van, and pass two large cartons of Mattsani’s Wafers out to my colleague.”

      “But I can’t—”

      Annabel rested the barrel of her automatic on the open window. “Pass two cartons out, or I’ll fucking shoot you.”

      Three minutes later, Collins was sitting in the damp driver’s seat of his ice-cream van, handcuffed to the steering wheel. He watched as the Toyota pulled away with half his stock of top-grade hashish. It would be better if the police found him with the remainder. If his bosses found him first, he’d be a dead man.

      At 15:00, Phil and Annabel were parked in a side street near Anniesland Cross. Annabel received a brief call. She gestured with her left hand for Phil to continue. He pulled up to the junction with the Great Western Road, and within a few minutes, a Mattsani ice-cream van went past, closely followed by a yellow motorbike.

      The Toyota tailed the ice-cream van and motorbike along the main road and through the intersection at Anniesland Cross. When the blue and white van turned up Maryhill Road, the motorbike pulled over, and the rider touched her right forefinger to her visor.

      As the other driver had done, the Mattsani driver noticed the blue coupe and took evasive action. He turned at the next available corner, and drove into a side street, hoping the Toyota would continue its journey. The Toyota did continue its journey, by following the van into the side street.

      The scene played out similarly to the first hijacking, but with an exception. When Annabel produced her automatic, the driver urinated. It was unfortunate because he was left to sit in it when he was handcuffed to the steering wheel.

      Phil and Annabel drove straight to Kirkintilloch and used a narrow track to detour away from Cameron’s house. They reached the back of the woodland which backed onto the remote house. Rachel was already there, standing beside her bike at the edge of the tree line.

      Rachel had prepared a spot in the woods, and it took the three operatives a few minutes to unload the cartons of hash and camouflage them within the woods. Annabel spread liberal amounts of mixed peppers and spices around the site to prevent interest from animals.
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        * * *

      

      In the evening, Phil drove to Amy’s place, in Newhouse Road, Rutherglen. He wore a dark blue shirt and black Chinos. It would be a change from jeans and look like he’d made an effort. He was unsure of a gift and opted for flowers and a bottle of wine.

      “Hello,” Amy said as she opened the door.

      “Hi,” he said and paused. Having seen her in black and white police uniform, and in running kit, he wasn’t prepared for the sight of her in regular clothes. Phil was stunned by the transformation. “If this is casual—you do casual well.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled and stepped back. “Please, come in.” Amy was wearing lightly applied, but effective make-up and her long blonde hair worn down, over her left shoulder. The hem of her red halter-neck mini-dress stopped halfway up her thighs, and her high heels gave the perfect finish.

      In the living room, she poured Phil a glass of wine. “The meal will be ready shortly, but I’m glad you arrived early.” Amy appraised him. “I’m also glad you survived our jog.”

      “It was hardly a jog.”

      Amy laughed. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come. I thought you might consider me pushy.”

      “I find you interesting, and you’re an attractive young woman.”

      “Are you uncomfortable?” The bright smile faded.

      “I’m sorry, do I appear uncomfortable,” Phil said, sitting on the sofa.

      “No, but you sound it.”

      “In what way?”

      “You’re on edge as if you were nervous being alone with me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m out of practice, and you’re—”

      “Please, don’t say young.” She sat beside him. “I’m younger than you Phil, but I’m a grown woman.”

      “I was going to say, you’re attractive,” he lied. It won back her enchanting smile. “I’m sorry. I’m old-fashioned when it comes to certain things.”

      “Things like being in an intimate setting with a younger woman?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Let’s make a deal.”

      He didn’t speak, but tilted his head to one side and raised an eyebrow.

      Amy said, “We’ll enjoy our meal and a glass of wine, and afterwards we’ll chat. If I can’t keep you interested, you go home.”

      “It’s a deal.” He appreciated her candid approach and held up his glass in a toast.

      Early on during their meal, they talked about how the city had developed. Phil eased the conversation to focus on Amy. She talked about how she ended up in the police, and how she enjoyed her job.

      Phil asked about her hopes and career prospects. Amy said she wanted to be a detective. She was all for the uniform role, but she thought she’d enjoy the hard work, and long hours of the guy’s who investigated serious crime. She talked for a while about her fantasy of joining the Secret Service, MI5 or MI6.

      Phil said, “Would you seriously consider covert work?”

      “Yes,” she said, “but I’d like to make detective first, to prove myself capable.”

      “I understand.” He sipped his wine and nodded to encourage her to continue.

      Amy explained how the recent lack of a computer system had increased her credibility. She was one of a few who could use the old-school methods.

      They moved to the sofa and placed their wine glasses on the coffee table.

      Phil pointed out a fly in the ointment. “It’s made to look glamorous in movies and TV shows.”

      “I’m aware of the horror of mutilated bodies, dead children, and the appearance of other fatalities. Many aspects of the job are unpleasant, but I want to bring bad guys to justice.”

      “It’s a commendable philosophy. Do your superiors know about your hopes?”

      “Yes. DI Griffiths, y’know the guy who interviewed you? He got me attached to Pitt Street, as part of the temporary reinforcements. At the station where we usually work, he often gives me information and asks me to dig deep.”

      “How do you do in practice?”

      “I wouldn’t boast, but according to the DI, I’ve got the right mindset.” Amy leant forward to lift her glass from the coffee table, offering a generous view of her cleavage.

      “Have you uncovered any deep and dark secrets recently?”

      “I have,” she said. “What I uncovered was one of the reasons I asked you to dinner.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry, I sound awful.”

      “No, you don’t,” he said and smiled. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Before I go on, do you promise not to lose your temper?”

      “Of course,” Phil said, intrigued.

      “This is embarrassing, but in your case, I took a keen interest in what you were doing in the interview room.” She sipped her wine and took a deep breath.

      “I promise I’ll stay calm, whatever you say.”

      “I’d seen you out running,” she said, “and a couple of times you were in shorts and a vest.” She turned away briefly, before meeting his gaze. “I thought you were pretty hot, y’know—”

      “For a slightly older guy,” Phil prompted, and grinned. He lifted his wine.

      “Exactly,” she said. “Anyway, when I saw you in the station, I thought, what a coincidence - the new runner in here, helping with enquiries.”

      Phil lifted the bottle to pour them both more wine. He placed the bottle and his glass on the table and sat back to study his companion as she continued.

      Amy said, “I checked the case your interview was related to, and to cut a long story short, I did some digging. I held a secret hope you were involved.”

      “You hoped I was the man they were looking for?”

      “It sounds terrible. I know, as a police officer I should condemn the actions of a vigilante. I’ve always had an admiration for somebody who puts themselves in danger to achieve justice.”

      “Would you expect me to admit to being the vigilante?”

      Amy’s eyes opened wider, and her lips parted. The reactions were natural because they were too rapid in response to his question. “You don’t have to lie to impress me.” Her beaming smile returned. “It’s fine if you genuinely reported to help with enquiries.”

      “I’m sorry,” Phil said, avoiding a direct answer. “I stopped you revealing what you found out. You did some digging ....”

      “Since I’ve been in the job, most gangland crimes have had a suspect, or suspects known to us. They kill, maim, or do unspeakable things, and they might show mutual respect or honour, but chivalry isn’t their style.”

      Phil nodded but remained silent.

      Amy said, “I read the reports about recent incidents, and two caught my imagination.” She sipped her drink and turned towards Phil. She gazed into his eyes.

      Phil said, “I’ve read about several incidents in the papers recently.”

      “It was two incidents involving brothels,” Amy said. “One was a carbon copy of the other. I’m referring to the mass kidnapping or rescues as I like to think of them.”

      “Rescues?”

      “From what I’ve read, those killed or injured were the perpetrators. Apart from which, substantial quantities of drugs were found. It means whoever got those people out of there didn’t intend to use them the same way.”

      “It sounds like a reasonable theory.”

      “Those responsible left sufficient evidence for law enforcement,” Amy paused. “Anyway, because of a sighting of a van, your van was brought in to be checked. Forensics found traces of blonde, ginger, and several brown hairs in the back of the van. Everybody upstairs got excited.”

      “Everybody?”

      “Everybody, except DI Griffiths. He didn’t comment.” Amy continued to study Phil’s expression as she spoke. “When the lab discovered the hairs belonged to different species of dogs I laughed. DI Griffiths laughed too.”

      “Apart from the van, and my interview, what else brought me to mind?”

      “I first saw you during my morning run in early July—when the first strange incidents took place.”

      “How would you remember me appearing on your route?”

      “I wrote it in my running diary at the time.” She coloured.

      “You are a sweet girl.” He reached out and briefly placed a hand on her thigh.

      “After your interview with DI Griffiths, I wanted to find out about you, but all I had as a start point was your van and your name.”

      Phil smiled and reached for his wine.

      Amy said, “I double-checked the van registration details with the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Authority. I found out where the van was bought, how long you’d owned it, and where you lived. I also discovered you had a Toyota Celica.”

      “Lots of people own a van and a car.” He held her gaze, which was a pleasant experience.

      “My interest was piqued when I found out your Toyota was registered in Hereford in England. I contacted my opposite number in the main police office in Hereford. He informed me it was the home of the elite 22nd Special Air Service Regiment.”

      Phil sipped his wine and placed the glass on the table.

      Amy said, “I later recalled a snippet of conversation from DI Griffiths to you.”

      “Go on.”

      “At the front desk, he’d said how good it would be if you were on the team. I checked on him later. I was aware he’d been a Serviceman, but not that he was ex-SAS—like you Phil.”

      “You’ve put in a good deal of effort,” Phil said. “I suppose you’re eager to know if I’m going to admit or deny your findings.”

      “I wouldn’t like you to think this is a honey-trap. We’re not being filmed or recorded. What we have this evening is, more or less what you see.”

      “Ahh, it’s more or less what I see. What is it leading up to?”

      “First of all, I’d like to help.”

      “Okay, we’ll say I am the vigilante character. What would be the price of your help?”

      “One small favour,” she whispered and turned away.

      “Go on.” Phil lifted his wine and waited to make eye contact. They were sitting close to each other.

      Amy’s breathing faltered. “I’d like you to ....” She sighed. “I’d like you to spend tonight with me.” Her tone became urgent as she rushed the words. “There’s no catch, and there would be no phone calls, or clinging afterwards.”

      “Amy, it isn’t a favour you’re asking.” He shook his head. “You’re offering me a privilege many men would kill for. What about your boyfriend?”

      “I haven’t had a boyfriend for over two years. I run, I swim, and I go to a gym.” She grinned. “I’ve got loads of stamina. In my spare time, I study for the detective course.”

      Phil placed his glass on the table. “Amy, I shouldn’t consider—”

      “Please, Phil.” She swallowed hard, and her eyes glistened. “One night is all I ask, and nobody will ever know.”

      Phil took her glass and placed it on the coffee table. He reached out his hand and lifted her chin before their lips met. Amy’s body trembled as she leant towards him, and wrapped her arms around him. Phil held her close, and she moaned within their kiss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several miles across Glasgow in Dunglass Avenue, Scotstoun, Annabel had accepted Rachel’s invitation to dinner. During the evening, they were learning more about each other.

      Rachel told Annabel about the dark incident from her past involving her uncle. She explained she’d already told Hawk about it, but felt it was essential for them to both to know. Rachel said she didn’t want them to think she was callous and mentally disturbed. As she confessed to her idol, she maintained her composure.

      Annabel said, “I appreciate being brought into your small circle of trust. People will say they know how you feel, but it’s the wrong response.” She sipped her wine and stared at the glass. “I believe we all carry a deep, dark secret, but it’s the choice of whether to open up about it which makes it easier or harder to bear.”

      “Do you think I was right to tell Hawk—and you?”

      “From what you’ve told me, it made you break down in front of him, which tells me it was a release. You’ve carried it around for years, and you should never have been in the situation in the first place. Yes, you did right to tell us both.”

      They sat in silence for a few minutes.

      Rachel said, “How did you end up in covert operations?”

      “If I told you, you’d be the only person I’ve ever told. Certain records and reports about me are hidden away in a filing system.”

      “I find it strange, a woman who is so attractive and pleasant could be in a job where she kills people at the drop of a hat.”

      “Thank you for the compliments.” Annabel gazed at Rachel. “You sound genuinely interested.”

      “I am, but don’t worry, I don’t expect you to open your soul.”

      “You were honest with me, and as long as it’s between us, I’ll give you the abridged version, okay?”

      Rachel turned on the sofa to sit on one leg with the other dangling. She stared at Annabel’s face as if it was a life study.

      Annabel said, “When I was a teenager, I joined the Army Cadets. I was a bit of a tomboy and enjoyed shooting and camping in the woods. I learned to climb, abseil, canoe, and a lot of other things.” She gazed at the floor briefly.

      “I went to university to study languages and continued my military training by joining the Army Volunteer Reserve. I could dress in combat uniform, get dirty, and continue my shooting, which I loved.” She took a drink. “One day, two guys in suits turned up at the firing ranges. They had a chat with me about politics and idealism and other topics I’d never considered.”

      “Did they say who they represented?”

      “No, but my instructor referred to them as, ‘Spooks’. They were scouts for the Secret Intelligence Service.” She went on to tell Rachel about being sent on a sniper’s course and being given specialist training, including foreign languages, when on breaks from university.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel had told Rachel the truth, but the full story was more in-depth and darker. She had never opened up to anybody about her earlier life. Before her days with the Army Cadets, she had been at a boarding school in Geneva. Her parents were both members of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and were always in foreign locations. She hardly knew them and threw herself into her studies.

      Like Rachel, Annabel had blossomed physically as a fourteen-year-old. In Annabel’s case, the predator was a language tutor. He suggested extra ‘French lessons’, for the beautiful girl who was keen to reach top grades in everything.

      When the teenager visited the man’s study, she didn’t realise ‘French lessons’ was a euphemism. She also didn’t know she’d be the sole student in attendance.

      The paedophile was found in his study the following morning, on his back on the floor. His trousers and underwear were around his ankles, and a sharpened pencil was thrust deep inside his left ear. He had been dead several hours.

      Annabel became interested in the Army Cadets as a teenager because it was part of the curriculum at the next boarding school she attended. She was sent to a government approved establishment for youngsters deemed mentally unstable. Her parents had disowned her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. House Calls
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      Monday 22nd July

      Phil arrived back at Southbank Street at 06:30, following his night with Amy. He showered and called Jake about working with Rachel on a mission. Jake was keen to take part and said his ribcage was strapped up. Phil confirmed with Rachel, before calling Annabel.

      “Hi, Annabel ... the job is on for our associates. Please watch their backs, as we discussed. Yes, covert. Let them feel independent. Ciao.”

      Phil watched the news while enjoying a leisurely breakfast. An outside broadcast unit appeared. The man with the microphone was standing beside the low parapet fence which ran along the west side of Loch Lomond. The camera zoomed out, and the picture encompassed the loch, the country road, and a single building.

      ‘This is Highland Heaven, the Bed and Breakfast near Luss, where the body was found ....’

      The reporter highlighted the absence of the hotel owner and her car. A green Mazda saloon similar to Lindsey’s was flashed up on the screen and viewers were asked to contact the police if they spotted the vehicle. A registration number appeared on the screen.

      Phil walked into the city to pick up the Transit van the police had taken for forensic inspection. On the way, he called Viking in Hereford to warn him about the television news in Scotland. Viking said he’d be ready if the police arrived at his door.
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        * * *

      

      It was 08:00 when Sam and Eddie got together in the DI’s office.

      Sam glanced up from a report. “Good morning, Eddie.”

      “Hi, Boss.” Eddie paused in the doorway. “Should I fetch a brew?”

      “Eddie my lad, you have the makings of a great police detective.”

      Eddie was back five minutes later with two disgusting coffees from the machine.

      “Right, mate.” Sam stood and closed the office door. “I don’t want everybody to know everything on this case, and I’ve got my reasons.”

      “I thought we had been allocated extra uniform guys if we need them.”

      “Yes we have, and they’ll be a blessing. Unfortunately, I think we have a leak in the building, and I don’t mean from the plumbing. I have my suspicions, and when I’m sure, I’ll tell you.”

      “What makes you think there’s a leak?”

      “Only the two of us have been privy to certain key evidence on the vigilante incidents. I trust you implicitly mate, but I don’t want your head full of the shit I’ve got in mine. There are only a couple of people who could have access to what we’ve compiled.”

      “Well, the Chief is the person who knows as much as us. We rule him out and—”

      “Unfortunately, he is one of my three finalists, because we haven’t told him everything.”

      “Fuckin’ Hell. I see why you’re keeping it to yourself.”

      The pair spent an hour going over their notes from the scene of the B & B. At first, Eddie referred to it as a murder, but Sam reminded him it was a suspicious death, and it could have been self-defence—the perpetrator may have run off in fear. Sam said he had a short list of information which was suitable for briefing the Chief.

      Eddie said, “You haven’t listed the note you found in the dead guy’s wallet.”

      “With good reason,” Sam said. “What stood out for you in the note?”

      “Well, it was careless for a hitman to have any names written down, even on a fuel receipt. For whatever reason—he had them.”

      “Did you see the pen in his pocket?”

      “One of them with the white blob on top,” Eddie said and squinted. “Was it a Mont Blanc?”

      “Yes, and what colour of ink did it have?”

      “Black,” Eddie said. “It was the same colour as the pen.”

      “This is the receipt,” Sam said and produced it from his desk drawer. On the list were written the names; Cameron, Smith, and Kirsten. Two were written in black; one in blue.

      “Okay, I see Cameron and Smith are in black. Maybe the guy’s pen ran out of ink, and he grabbed the nearest biro—” He stopped. “You have a theory, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” Sam said. “I believe if you were to check the pen, there’s nothing wrong with the refill. I also reckon whoever wrote the note, wanted us to connect the hit-man with the three names.”

      Eddie sipped his coffee, screwed up his face and stared at the plastic cup.

      Sam said, “Kirsten is listed, to let us know she was the target because she is one of the missing slave prostitutes. Cameron is there to connect him to the hit-man. Smith is listed to confirm for us, the Cameron, in this case, is our local gangster. Martin Cameron.”

      “Why are Cameron and Smith written in black?”

      “It’s simple mate. I reckon the last person on the scene used the hitman’s pen to show us it was working alright, but the way to show the hit-man didn’t write the note was to write it in two different inks—in the same handwriting.”

      “The murderer wrote the note—”

      “I didn’t say the murderer Eddie. I said the last person on the scene.”

      “Why didn’t this, last person on the scene, do something to help, like call an ambulance, or the local police?”

      “I’d bet a month’s wages it was our vigilante. He decides who lives.”

      “He’s been working Glasgow. Loch Lomond is a bit out of his way isn’t it?” Eddie squinted and shook his head. “I don’t follow your train of thought.”

      “If I’m right, the vigilante turned up there because he has a connection with Kirsten Novak, and whoever else is now missing. This isn’t your average sleuth. He’s somebody who’s got under the skin of these bastards, and he’s choosing when to involve the authorities.” Sam tasted his coffee and rolled his eyes.

      “Where’s our first port of call?”

      “We’ll go out to Loch Lomond today, but I’d like to pay Cameron a courtesy call. We’ll ruffle his feathers.”

      “What about his right-hand man, Smith and the 9mm bullet the doctors removed?”

      “I think we’ll pay Smith a call too. He won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Should we tell the Chief? He wants to be kept up to date.”

      “I bet he fucking does,” Sam said. “We’ll go upstairs, but let me do the talking. It means you won’t be lying to him, and I’ll tell him what I want him to know.”

      “I’m sorry, Boss, but you are one crazy bastard. Your career could be fucked up.”

      “Sometimes in life Eddie, you have to take a chance on a gut feeling.”

      “Yeah, but your gut feeling is about a guy who is out there acting as judge, jury and executioner.”

      Sam winked at his sidekick. He had more than one theory about the vigilante.

      Davenport listened to Sam’s brief about the scene at the Loch Lomond hotel. Eddie stayed silent and learned from observation, how Sam judged the minimum information to divulge, and how it was delivered.

      The Chief asked who was dealing with the three murders which took place on Sunday. Sam had already called in a favour from a colleague. He explained to Davenport a team of detectives were following up leads on the McDougall twins and their driver, Wilson.

      Sam said it made more sense to leave those three deaths for somebody else to investigate. He was confident the local people in the district would clam up about events surrounding the execution of protection racketeers. He also had a fair idea who had dealt with them and knew there would be no leads to follow. Davenport said he was satisfied—but he was lying.

      Afterwards, Sam and Eddie were stopped at the front desk as they were about to leave. A message had been left to let to say, Mr McKenzie would be arriving to collect his van during the morning. Sam wanted to see Phil, but he had a lot to get done. He was pleased to hear about the van being released. His old comrade was officially in the clear.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel picked up Jake in the morning, and they set off to Kirkintilloch. They parked and camouflaged the bike and headed for the hidden hash. Jake winced and held a hand to his ribcage occasionally. He wanted to be involved, and his partner ignored his discomfort.

      Rachel unfolded the small entrenching spade she’d taken along. When she started to dig, Jake offered to help, but Rachel suggested it would be better if he kept an eye open for anyone turning up. It kept him occupied.

      “I’m sorry Rachel, I feel fucking useless.”

      “Cut out the self-pity, mate—I need you to locate the fence section which you’ve dug out previously.” She winked. “You can lead the way through the bushes and shrubs to avoid cameras.”

      “Do you reckon Cameron will have installed a new system?”

      “I don’t doubt it.” She lifted the cases of hash from the cache. “You’ll also be opening the side door to the garage.”

      “I’m sure you could defeat the locks on the side door.”

      “Jake,” she said and turned with her palms upward. “These fingers hotwire anything with an engine, but when it comes to opening doors ... I’d be using my boots.”

      Jake grinned.

      They ferried the four large cartons to the wire fence, and Rachel made haste digging under the fence. Jake had chosen well on his earlier visit, and on crawling out from the other side, they were behind a huge Rhododendron bush.

      Rachel dragged the cartons under the fence, and Jake positioned them among the bushes at the side of the large lawn. Rachel pulled some foliage into the hole on the woodland side.

      “Jake, you lead me through the bushes to the side of the garage. You go empty-handed, except for your lock-picks. I’ll carry a carton on the first trip. Okay?”

      “What about the rest?”

      “You concentrate on getting the side door open without being detected, or we’re both in the shit. I’ll manage the cartons.”

      Jake stopped several times to kneel down.

      Rachel used the brief occasions to take a breather. It took ten minutes to move through the greenery stealthily.

      Rachel placed the first carton beside a bush, near the garage wall.

      When Jake opened his small leather tool roll a friendly hand landed on his shoulder.

      Rachel winked before she disappeared into the greenery.

      Jake gained entry to the large garage rapidly, but it was an hour before they got the cartons indoors. Twice, a window opened upstairs in the house, and the intruders at the garage froze for a while.

      A small Fiat was parked alongside Cameron’s new Jaguar. The garage was spacious and had shelf units and cupboards around the back and both sides.

      Jake said, “Shall we stack them at the back behind the car?”

      “Oh no,” Rachel said, looking around at the variety of containers and cavities in the place. “You keep your ears open, mate. Leave this to me.” She checked her watch and nodded. They were on the schedule she envisaged for completing the job.
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        * * *

      

      Sam and Eddie spent an hour at the B & B murder scene. It was long enough to convince Sam, his theories were accurate. One peculiarity was the lack of any personal photos in the place. The detectives stopped for a decent coffee on the way back to Glasgow.

      When they arrived at the Royal Infirmary, they found a uniformed policeman at the door of Smith’s room.

      “Hi Gavin,” Eddie said. “All quiet mate?”

      “Nothing to report, Sarge, and I’ve been on shift since breakfast. The duty officer wants somebody on shift twenty-four hours a day.”

      Sam said, “You’re here to watch out for the psychopathic nurse he was screaming about?” He laughed. “I take it she’s not been seen?”

      “No, Sir. The visitors allowed are the doctors and nurses we recognise or yourselves.”

      “Okay mate,” Sam said. “Take a break, and get yourself a brew. We’ll be here for about twenty minutes.” The uniformed constable didn’t need any second bidding.

      The two men entered the room.

      “There’s a copper outside the door.” Smith’s eyes darted back and forth between the detectives. “Recognised doctors and nurses are allowed in here, and nobody else.”

      Sam and Eddie exchanged a look, and in unison produced small black leather wallets containing their ID.

      Sam leant forward. “And senior police officers, Mr Smith ....”

      Sam moved to a chair, and lifted a clear bag, which contained the outer dressing removed, and kept for the police. Eddie stood at the foot of the bed, inspecting the pulley supporting Smith’s foot.

      Smith said, “Have you come to find out about the bogus nurse who visited me?”

      “No we haven’t,” Sam said. “Do you know what it says on this dressing?”

      “No, I couldn’t move my bloody leg, and nobody would tell me.”

      “It says, ‘ask me about Cameron’s activities—especially the hashish.’ Sam held up the bandage for Smith to see.

      Eddie ran his finger up and down the wire pulley, and grinned at the uneasy patient.

      Sam dropped the bagged dressing on the chair. “Tell us about these activities, Stevie boy.”

      “I’ve got fuck all to say to you.”

      Eddie gripped the pulley and hoisted the injured leg higher. “I wonder how high this will go before I let go ....”

      “This is fuckin’ police harassment,” Smith said. “You bastards can’t do this.” When his arm shot out to reach for the emergency cord, Sam grabbed the wrist and shook his head. Smith was perspiring heavily. He swallowed hard.

      Sam used his free hand to flick the white cord over the curtain rail around the bed. “It must be a bad injury if they don’t want any weight on it, yet,” He winked at Eddie. “One of the doctors told me they found a bullet amongst the bone fragments.”

      “I don’t know anything about it,” Smith said. “I woke up with a damaged ankle.”

      Sam half-closed his eyes and shook his head. “It must have hurt like fuck Stevie. Who would want to shoot a nice guy like you?”

      “I don’t know, but when I—”

      “You don’t know, but when you get out, you’re going to do nasty things to them. Yeah, we’ve heard all the revenge shit before. We want to know about your boss’s involvement in drugs.”

      “He might be getting into the drug game, but I don’t know any details. It’s the truth.”

      “You wouldn’t know the truth if it came through the door playing a fucking trumpet. You are a lying bastard, and we may have to jog your memory.” Sam turned to Eddie. “Be careful with the pulley, Sergeant.”

      Eddie hauled Smith’s leg higher.

      “Okay, okay” Smith gasped. “There’s a deal going on, and he’s visited a warehouse.”

      “What was in this warehouse—and remember, DS Monroe isn’t strong.”

      Eddie groaned and allowed the pulley to slip an inch.

      “I think it was to do with moving hashish.” Smith stared at the DS.

      “Where is the warehouse?” Sam asked.

      “I can’t remember,” Beads of perspiration had built up on Smith’s forehead. “Seriously ... I’ve been there once. It’s a fucking warehouse.”

      “Now we both know bollocks when we hear it, Stevie. Who owns the place?”

      “It belongs to an ice-cream company.”

      “Have you any idea how many man-hours we’ll use visiting all the ice-cream places. Give us a break.”

      “I don’t fucking know,” Smith gasped. The pulley dropped another inch. “Please.”

      “Well, we have to go now,” Sam said. “You’re getting boring, but it’s nice to know your vocabulary includes ‘please’. See you later, Stevie.” Sam tapped Eddie’s arm. “Sergeant, stop fucking around with the pulley.”

      “Okay, Sir,” Eddie said and released his grip.

      Smith’s teeth were clamped together as he stared at the bandaged foot descending.

      Sam told the constable guarding the room to leave the patient undisturbed because he was worn out.

      “What next?” Eddie asked, on the way to the car park.

      “It’s time to have a chat with Cameron. Let’s take a ride out to Kirkintilloch.”
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        * * *

      

      While Rachel was ferrying the cartons through the bushes in Cameron’s large back garden, Annabel had located herself high in a tree two hundred metres away. She had a commanding view of the east side of the property, and she had all the equipment she’d need.

      Inside the garage, Rachel and Jake opened the four large cartons and stacked the contents on the floor. Each block of hash was the size of a house-brick and double-wrapped in cellophane.

      Jake said, “How do we conceal the gear, but make it easy for police to find.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Rachel said. “You deal with the outer cartons.”

      Jake removed the tape from the large cartons and flattened them.

      Rachel stored the bricks of hash into every available crevice in the building. She used storage cabinets, a tool-box, the grass box of the lawnmower, a bag of compost, and inside pots of paint.

      When she had eight bricks left to distribute, Rachel used the five-star storage area. It took twenty seconds to gain entry to the Jaguar, and she fitted bricks under the front seats, and under the rear bench seat. It would be worth the effort. She raised the bonnet and secured two in cavities within the engine housing.

      Rachel flipped the boot lid. “I’ll put the last two inside the spare wheel cavity.” She placed them inside and flattened the boot carpeting onto the cavity. “I want the flat-packed cartons on the carpet.”

      “Got it,” Jake said, and groaned as he stooped to lift all four of the large, folded cartons. He laid them in the spacious luggage space, and Rachel clicked the boot lid down.

      Jake knelt down, pressing his ribs. “I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      It was three metres to the side door, but before Jake could get take a step away from the back of the car, the electric garage door rose up, silently, steadily. Rachel dropped flat and looked under the increasing gap. She got up and grabbed a tyre lever.

      Jake said, “What do we do?”

      “Get underneath—now.”

      Jake struggled to get down flat. Rachel was on the garage floor with her head under the back of the car. When she saw Jake’s head sliding in beside her, she shuffled down and gripped his jeans at the crotch. Jake’s eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped open, but he shuffled under faster.

      The electric door stopped in the halfway position.

      “Now, what the fuck would you two want?” Cameron muttered, standing at the door.

      The pair under the Jaguar exchanged a look of bewilderment, and Rachel steeled herself, ready to go into a rearguard action.

      Rachel whispered. “Whatever I do, you get out of here, and run like fuck.”

      “I can’t leave—”

      “Jake.”

      “Okay.”

      The door descended and stopped a few inches short.

      “Thank you for opening the gate, Mr Cameron. I’m DI Griffiths, and this is my colleague, DS Monroe. We wanted a moment of your time, but you’re heading out.”

      The mechanism clicked, and the garage door descended.

      “Move,” Rachel said. “I’ll stay in the doorway until you’re in the bushes.”

      Jake slid out from under the car and made it to the side door. He was bent over, and paused at the door, holding his ribcage.

      Rachel opened the door. “Go on mate. I’ll buy you a coffee on the way home.”

      Jake disappeared into the shrubbery. Rachel stood inside the garage with her back to the side door. The electric door rose slowly.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel kept her Sako sniper rifle in the aim. She’d first lifted the butt into her shoulder when she saw Cameron walk from the house to the garage, but she held back. She focused her sights on the security light above the garage door, knowing if she hit the small glass case it would explode, and frighten Cameron off.

      When the garage door rose, there was no sign of Rachel or Jake. Cameron half-turned and operated the gate control as a car approached. He turned back and aimed the remote at the garage door, which descended.

      Jake appeared at the side, crouched down and dashed into the bushes. A few seconds later he was joined by Rachel. They made progress through the shrubs and bushes to the back of the rear garden. Annabel adjusted her telescopic sight and observed them escape under the fence. Rachel filled in the hole under the fence, and the pair disappeared into the woodland.

      A short while later, a low rumble of a motorbike engine could be heard on the back roads.
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        * * *

      

      Cameron let the garage door close and turned his face reddening. “What would you like to ask me, DI Griffiths, because I’m busy?”

      “Have you been to visit your employee, Mr Smith?”

      “If I have, it isn’t a police matter. If you have no serious questions, I’d like you both to get off my property.”

      “Mr Smith suggested you might know about the movement of drugs. We thought we’d give you the opportunity to clear up any misunderstanding. I intended to apply for a search warrant, but if you were to allow us to have a look around—”

      “With the greatest respect,” Cameron interrupted. “Why don’t you both get in your car, and fuck off. Get a search warrant if you like, and if I’m home, I’ll let you have a look around.” He pressed the key fob to open his garage door.

      “Come on Eddie, Mr Cameron is perfectly right. We have no right to remain if he asks us to leave.” The pair got into their car and reversed out of the gate.

      Eddie said, “There must be something, Boss. The bastard’s laughing at us.”

      “Apart from what Smith said, I had an anonymous call earlier mate.” Sam lifted the handset for the radio. “Hullo Tango Victor Three, this is Delta Four.”

      “Tango Victor Three,” echoed from the speaker. “How may we be of assistance?”

      “Delta Four, the small problem I called about earlier—it has arisen.”

      “Tango Victor Three—now two miles, and closing.”

      “Delta Four, thank you.” Sam hung the handset on the dashboard. “Pull over at the edge of the trees, please Eddie.”

      “Tango Victor is a traffic call-sign. They’ll be powerless.”

      “We’ll see.” Sam sat back as Cameron’s Jaguar came out of the gate onto the country road. The electronic gate closed behind the car, and Cameron paused to gesture at the two detectives with a middle finger.

      A white Traffic Division patrol car approached at speed. The car’s blue lights were flashing, and the siren was wailing. As he should, Cameron pulled in to let them pass, but they pulled up behind his car, leaving the blue lights on. The two officers got out, put on their hats, and walked forward to the Jaguar.

      “Good afternoon, Sir. I’m Sgt Dickinson of the Traffic Division. We’re doing roadside safety checks this week.”

      “It’s a new Jaguar,” Cameron said. “It’s hardly likely to have safety issues.”

      “I agree, it’s a lovely car, but I’d like to see your safety equipment?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’m always serious when it comes to road safety, Sir. I’d like to see your wheel-changing equipment, spare wheel, and accessories. My colleague will check your lights, wipers, horn, and seat-belts.” Sgt Dickinson smiled. “You’ll be on your way in a few minutes.”

      “This is fucking police harassment.” Cameron operated the boot lid with a remote switch and got out of the car. “I’ll be writing a letter of complaint to your Chief Constable.”

      “Writing a letter is your prerogative, Sir.” The traffic cop remained impassive as he escorted the motorist to the back of the car.

      Cameron squinted at the sight of the folded, Matsani Wafer cartons. He lifted them out and dropped them on the ground. He pulled the toggle to lift the carpet, to discover two cellophane-wrapped packages squeezed in beside the spare wheel. Cameron closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.

      Sgt Dickinson said, “Would you like to tell me what’s in those two parcels, Sir?”

      “I don’t fucking know,” Cameron said and turned away.

      “I’d like you to take a seat in the back of our car, Sir.”

      Cameron was placed in the back of the patrol car. Sgt Dickinson called in a police tow truck.

      A few minutes later, the two detectives arrived on the scene and parked in front of the Jaguar.

      Sam strolled to the traffic cop. “Is everything okay, Sgt Dickinson?”

      “I’ve requested a tow truck. Later we’ll have a closer look at this vehicle. It appears to be loaded with packages which the owner says he didn’t know about.”

      Sam walked to the patrol car and looked at the gangster. Cameron stared straight ahead, tight-lipped.

      The scene was observed from two hundred metres away, by a woman in a tree with a sniper rifle—and a grin. Anonymous phone calls were becoming fun.
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        * * *

      

      Amy had been going through records held in the paper archives. She’d made notes of names and dates. It was going to be a laborious task going through the old filing system. She was asked more than once what she was doing, and she replied she was working on information for DI Griffiths. She didn’t know anybody who’d question his motives.

      Each time she was questioned she wished the computer network was working. She could have found out masses of information in a matter of minutes.

      When it came to locating known associates of Martin Cameron the job was difficult. Cameron was an enforcer but remained detached from crime by keeping his distance from the men, and sometimes women, he used as muscle. He had appeared in court several times and apart from his younger days as a petty criminal—he avoided conviction.

      Amy noted the name of Cameron’s solicitor, and having drawn a blank on Cameron, she followed up on the solicitor’s other clients and connections. He would appear as a visitor if he represented anybody. The man had a short, but diverse list of clients. Some of the information was blocked, and Amy spoke to the department’s computer whizz-kid.

      Drew Blake was a geek, but a red-blooded male. When Amy fluttered her eyelashes and asked for help, Drew didn’t question her motives. He hesitated at one point and told her to be careful if she used the information he’d given her.

      Amy kissed her fingertip and pressed it to his lips. “Drew, you are a sweetheart.”

      Drew licked his lips for several minutes afterwards.

      Amy checked the register of officers who were in and out of the station and made her way to the Chief Constable’s office. She ensured nobody saw her, went inside and closed the door behind her.

      It took Amy a few minutes to set up the computer as a stand-alone. A few more minutes would see her accessing the documents. While bent forward, studying the screen, she didn’t see or hear the office door open.

      “Is there something I might help you with, Constable?” Davenport said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22. Observations

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Tuesday 23rd July

      Phil’s run took him past the Nelson monument in Glasgow Green. It was 06:30. Amy approached from the other direction. She paused beside a bush and knelt to check her shoelaces. One minute later she got up and continued on her route.

      “Hi handsome,” she said as they passed each other.

      “Hi sexy,” he responded. Phil stopped as Amy had done and while kneeling, he pulled the crystal ballpoint pen out of the earth where Amy had plunged it.

      Back in his apartment after the run, Phil wiped the dirt from the pen tube. He removed the note which was rolled and slipped inside the tube.

      ‘Too much info for a note. I will be downstairs in coffee shop in Cambridge Street, from 13:00 - 14:00 today.’

      Phil made two phone calls and considered his next moves.
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        * * *

      

      Davenport was fuming since finding the young policewoman in his office the previous day. He was convinced her tale about testing individual computer terminals was a lie. She was tampering with the machine in his office, but what was she trying to find?

      As she was leaving the office, Davenport had asked for her name and department. It was a passing question, and he didn’t fully consider her reply until later. Davenport sent for DI Griffiths.

      Davenport said, “Constable Hughes is working as a collator, which is a general task, but she was investigating criminal associates on your behalf. Is this true?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Sam lied. “I told her to dig into files going back a few years.”

      “I asked you to find this bloody vigilante. Why have you got her chasing after associates of Martin Cameron?”

      “I was working on a hunch, Sir.” Sam paused. “I thought the vigilante might have had a grudge with Cameron, and was winding him up by hitting his illegal business enterprises.”

      “This isn’t a half-hour TV show, Sam,” Davenport said. “Let’s stick to good old-fashioned police work. Find this vigilante killer for me.”

      “Okay, Sir,” Sam said. “It will be my priority. It also occurred to me the vigilante might be an ex-associate of Cameron, and disagreement may have occurred.”

      “Find the killer. One other point - make sure Constable Hughes stops snooping around. She could find herself in serious trouble.”

      “Okay, Sir. I’ll find her and have a word.”

      After Sam left the office, Davenport thought more about the blonde constable. Three people had experience in the role of the collator, but between them, they had access to anything and everything. Information existed on paper, microfiche, and computer disc - if you knew how to find it.

      The young blonde was dangerous. Davenport was glad he’d asked Drew Blake about setting passwords and suchlike. At least his most secret information was safe. He sat at his desk, staring at the screen of his PC. What to do with the interfering constable?

      The phone rang. “Chief Constable Davenport.” He listened with dread when he recognised the caller’s voice. Hartley was giving orders. The man didn’t seem to understand manners or how to ask—he always demanded. The Godfather told Davenport to attend a weekend at his mansion in Balquhidder.

      “I can’t drop everything and head off for a weekend,” Davenport said.

      It was suggested he did, but it didn’t sound like an invitation. Davenport listened and felt control of his life fade away. He had an idea.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I can’t make Friday morning, but I’ll get there for lunchtime. Yes, I’ll change my plans, and stay for the weekend.” He pushed his luck. “I was wondering if you could arrange a removal?”

      Hartley wasn’t keen and asked how much was at stake.

      Davenport said, “The issue is dangerous to both of us. Permanent removal would be best.” He put the phone down and stared at it as if it was alive. He might salvage the rest of his life and career if he planned things right.

      While at Hartley’s mansion in Balquhidder for the weekend, a few notes of useful information would be easy. Davenport reasoned, he could make contact with the vigilante to hand over the Godfather on a platter. Once Hartley was dead, it would be easy to double-cross the vigilante.
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        * * *

      

      Four doors from Smith’s private room in the Royal Infirmary was a small room with a Staff Only sign. The room was used for storing equipment and was one door away from Prescriptions.

      Phil strolled along the corridor in a suit and tie. He was wearing steel-rimmed glasses. He walked past people sitting in a line of chairs near the prescription desk. Two older men sat staring straight ahead, both with bandaged hands. A teenage girl with bruises on her face sat fidgeting and biting her fingernails. On the end sat a woman in a blue dress.

      Phil’s interest was in the woman in blue, reading a magazine. He appraised her from the long dark hair, slowly past her impressive cleavage, and on to the shapely legs and stilettos.

      Annabel turned the page of the battered copy of Cosmopolitan, glanced up at Phil, and nodded imperceptibly.

      Phil paused to check his watch, looked around, and disappeared into the recently unlocked door of the equipment store. He located the coat-hanger containing his outfit. Two minutes later, he opened the door and caught Annabel’s gaze. She looked up and down the corridor and nodded.

      When Phil emerged into the corridor, he was still wearing the glasses, but he was wearing a doctor’s white coat. He had pens in his pocket, an ID badge hanging from his lapel and a stethoscope hanging around his neck. In his left hand, he carried a clipboard with notes attached.  He caught Annabel’s smile before he headed to one of the private rooms.

      “Good morning,” Phil said, as he opened the door. “Mr Smith isn’t it?” He closed the door and strode across the small room.

      Smith struggled to sit up. “I haven’t seen you before—” He focused on the short black rubber cosh before it hit his skull. He came around a few minutes later but was unable to pull on the emergency cord, because his hands were tied to the sidebars of the bed.

      Phil said, “I’m going to remove the gag in a moment. If you shout, I’ll kill you.” He opened the white coat to uncover the automatic pistol tucked into his waistband.

      Smith nodded wide-eyed.

      “I don’t care who’s been to see you, and what offers they’ve made.” Phil put down the clipboard and stepped closer to the bed. “If you don’t tell me what I want to know when I remove the gag, I will put it back in.”

      Smith’s brow creased and his eyes half-closed.

      Phil went to the bottom of the bed, where he inspected the dressing on the damaged foot. “I will turn your injured foot to face the wrong way.”

      Smith winced and perspired. Being a big, hard man was no good when you were in a hospital bed.

      Phil said, “If afterwards, you don’t talk when I bring you around, I’ll turn your undamaged foot—well you get the idea.”

      Smith’s eyes widened. Had this doctor trained with the nurse with beautiful eyes?

      Five minutes later, Phil left the private room with confirmation of a name, and two locations to remember. He revisited the storeroom and left in a suit, but without the glasses or the clipboard. Phil was checking Annabel out when she looked up.

      She was smiling when she followed him along the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Smith sat in bed staring at the door, tears pouring from his eyes. Those eyes had viewed many horrors he had perpetrated as the muscle for an enforcer.

      Since being admitted to the hospital, he’d been visited in the middle of the night by his boss. Cameron had organised the room - and threatened to kill Smith if he talked. The next visits were by a bogus nurse, two deranged policemen, and a doctor who made the other visitors appear sane.

      An attractive idea was forming. Make peace with the law, empty his bank account, and get a flight to Australia.
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        * * *

      

      In the hospital car-park, two men in suits sat in a blue Vauxhall Omega.

      “Do me a favour, Eddie. Nip in, and see if Smith is alive.”

      Eddie left the driver’s seat as if it was on fire.

      Sam meanwhile watched the attractive woman in blue with the nice walk, to see if she was with the man in the suit. He couldn’t remember Phil working with a woman, but it wouldn’t stop him now.

      “Oh well,” Sam said aloud. “It was an idea.” He watched as his old mate Phil walked out of the car-park, and the woman got into a red VW Golf GTi.
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        * * *

      

      Phil stood in front of his wall map and checked the approximate location of Rob Roy’s grave. The map didn’t show masses of detail, but Balquhidder appeared more like a village than a town. Whatever the size, it required investigation, and if Smith were lying, he would be rewarded by living through Phil’s threatened actions. The other location was nearby, and it would be easy to check. He’d do it before his meeting with Amy.

      At 12:50, Phil parked in the multi-storey at Cambridge Street. Five minutes later he bought an Americano in the coffee shop. He found an area where three vacant tables occupied a corner; ideal.

      Amy arrived ten minutes later and approached with a tray. She placed her latte and sandwich on the table and took off her jacket. She’d already changed from her white uniform shirt and chequered cravat to a pale blue blouse.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I eat while we talk,” Amy said. “I wouldn’t normally.”

      “You eat and drink when the opportunity arises,” Phil said. “Why am I getting the impression you’re stressed?”

      “I’ve let you down,” she said, staring at her sandwich.

      “Calm down, eat your lunch, and take your time explaining.”

      “Your main targets were Cameron, and whoever might pull his strings. I used a word-processor to make a document on a disc. I wanted to remove it if anybody caught me snooping.” Amy un-wrapped the sandwich and chewed as if in an eating contest.

      “Eat,” Phil said, and touched her arm, “but slow down.” He finished his coffee. “I got here early to give us plenty of time.” He studied her features and thought back to their Sunday night together. She was energetic in every activity.

      “One of the known associates was removed from the filing system, and I checked another.” She turned to Phil, her eyes glazed. “I didn’t want to let you down—”

      Phil put an arm around her shoulders and lifted her chin up with his free hand. “If you don’t get a grip, I’ll tear your clothes off, and have you on this table.”

      Amy burst out laughing and pressed herself against him. “Don’t be a tease.” She accepted the white hanky he offered and wiped her eyes. “It didn’t feel like it normally does. I felt more pressure to get a result for you.”

      Phil put his hand up and gently turned her face towards his. “Point one, I’m alive. More importantly, you’re alive. Anything else is a bonus.”

      Amy smiled, and the weariness disappeared from her eyes.

      Phil said, “Finish your sandwich, and tell me what happened.”

      There was no conversation as Amy ate and drank. She took a breath and started. “I found out a few things about Cameron going back a long time. He’s stepped up through the years from petty crime, and he now appears to be the main connection for organised crime.”

      “How many activities do the authorities have suspicions about?”

      “Drugs, protection rackets, loan sharks, prostitution, people-trafficking—you name it. Nobody has ever pinned anything on him. Since he was twenty-three years old, he’s been brought to court twice, and he got off both times on a technicality.”

      “What age is he now?”

      “He’s thirty-two,” Amy said. “Why would his age be relevant?”

      “A lot of these people have known each other for years,” Phil said. “Has he always had the same solicitor?”

      “No. It was when he changed his solicitor he became untouchable.” Amy turned to Phil. “You are in the wrong line of work—or maybe you’re not.” She laughed briefly.

      Phil nodded slowly. “Go on.”

      “Apart from the solicitor, it’s as if Cameron has a guardian angel. He works under orders from somebody else, but nobody is certain who. Whoever it is, they get protection from high up.”

      “Did you find anything on the solicitor?”

      “The name is Kevin MacDonald. The link I thought you might be interested in is to do with the other name you gave me - James Flannigan.”

      Phil leant forward and nodded.

      “There isn’t much to go on regarding Flannigan,” Amy said. “He once went to court in Glasgow on suspicion of smuggling but got off on a technicality. Would you like to hazard a guess at his solicitor’s name?”

      “Mr MacDonald,” Phil said, “which leaves the third name—Hartley.”

      “When I attempted to trace William Hartley, I was blocked with a high-level security warning. The files are kept secure. They can only be accessed by a senior officer.”

      “The name continues to appear, but the man is a mystery. I don’t want you putting yourself or your career at risk Amy. Please, be careful.”

      “I suppose in years to come, security firewalls will improve and tracing connections will be easy, but for now, this task is becoming a hard slog.”

      “I appreciate all you’ve done already, and I realise the pressure you put yourself under. Was there anything else of interest?”

      “Our police computers are evolving, but because the files were archived before the system was put in place, I worked from a different angle. I went into a room full of old classified files. I found a word-processor and used it to list my information, but before I could get out of there, somebody caught me.”

      “Who?”

      “It was DI Griffiths. He came into the room and said, ‘Shut it down and come with me’. He stepped outside to wait for me.”

      “Did you get the disk?”

      “Yes, I took it out straight away and slipped it inside my blouse. I went outside, and the DI took me to one of the interview rooms.”

      “Did he have a witness?”

      “No, which was strange,” she said. “He locked the door and told me to sit. He told me whatever I said would go no further. He sat opposite me and said he’d already switched off the CCTV and recorder.”

      “He is the one person I didn’t want to upset.”

      “I was worried because he’s respected by everybody.”

      “Did you tell him about the list of names?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t mention you. I said I’d worked out connections between names and I wanted to follow them up, which was partly true.”

      “Did he ask who was on your list?”

      “Yes, and I told him.” Amy pursed her lips and closed her eyes briefly. “He asked me if I had connected the name Phil McKenzie and the vigilante, the Hawk.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I admitted I’d made an attempt, but couldn’t find much to go on.”

      Phil raised an eyebrow, and his lips curled into a smile.

      Amy said, “The DI told me he was aware of me altering the vehicle details we held on your Transit van. He was right because apart from the forensic report, nobody else had access to the paperwork except him and me.”

      “What did you change?”

      “I changed one or two serial numbers on the file. Later it would look like a typing error, but it would throw the team off the scent for a couple of days.”

      “I’m grateful for all you’ve done Amy, but don’t put your career on the line.”

      “I explained to the DI, like any good police officer I didn’t agree with vigilante action, but this was different; more clinical, and righteous.”

      “What did the DI say?”

      “He said, if I’d worked out Phil McKenzie was the Hawk, I was to do everything in my power to cover his arse.”

      “What happened with the name you couldn’t follow?”

      “I wondered if Hartley might have known the others at some time in the education system. I spent a couple of hours in the library, but I couldn’t find a Hartley who fitted the age group. I reckoned, simply by qualification, the solicitor had to have gone to university.”

      “Clever girl,” Phil said. “How did the search go?”

      “I think you’ll like this,” she said. “Kevin MacDonald was at the same University as Robert Davenport.”

      “Chief Constable Davenport?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Phil said. “Information which should be confidential is being leaked, and other information is being kept under wraps.”

      “Hartley is the bloody invisible man,” Amy said. “I was going to check MacDonald’s client list, but something came up, and the DI told me to get out of the station early. He said I was to make sure you got the information you wanted, and I should keep my distance from those names I investigated.”

      “You’ve given me more than I could have hoped for,” Phil said. “I also know, apart from you, I’ve got one of the strongest allies on the planet. Sam Griffiths doesn’t let people down.”

      “He did say one other thing before he left the station,” Amy paused. “He said, ‘If Phil is the Hawk, tell him I love the codename’, and he laughed, and went to his office.”

      “Does the DI drive a Vauxhall?”

      “Yes, a dark blue Omega. Why do you ask?”

      “No reason.” Phil smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Phil and Annabel arrived at the People’s Palace within two minutes of each other. At 14:58 they were sitting at a table in the Encore Cafe, to one side, near the windows. Behind them was the extensive collection of trees and plants from around the world. The greenhouse effect of the big glass building increased the heat of the afternoon sun—even with the efficient cooling system in place.

      Phil said, “Rachel isn’t usually late. I hope everything’s okay.”

      “She was here before you,” Rachel said, “but it’s nice to know you care.”

      Annabel smiled when Phil turned to the lone girl sitting at a nearby table. Rachel was wearing blonde shoulder-length hair, instead of her usual brunette. She was also wearing black-framed glasses and a navy blue trouser suit with cream blouse.

      Rachel lowered the magazine she’d been pretending to read. “Would you mind if I joined you?” She stood, lifted her coffee and leather shoulder bag, and moved.

      Phil indicated the vacant chair at their table. “Please do. Did this transformation come naturally, or have you been taking private lessons?”

      “We girls don’t discuss such things,” she said. “Do we Annabel?”

      “No, we don’t,” Annabel said, turning to Phil. “I think it’s your turn to buy the cream cakes.”

      Phil sensed a strong camaraderie between the two women, noting the ‘Alpha’ nickname had been dropped. It had been in place purely for the early days to protect the agent, but she trusted Rachel. Phil went to the counter for the cakes.

      In Phil’s brief absence, Annabel was studying her protégé.

      Rachel said, “My disguise worked with Phil, but do I look alright?”

      “You are better than alright, and you suit the blonde look.”

      “Mmmm,” Rachel said. “I’ll remember, in case you come back for dinner.” She arched an eyebrow and licked her lips.

      Annabel smiled at Rachel. How serious might she be?

      “Did I hear an invitation to dinner?” Phil said as he placed a tray on the table.

      “Rachel was saying this was the closest she’d get to a dinner date with you.” Annabel turned and grinned at Rachel.

      Phil commenced the session by asking about Jake’s condition, and how the operation at Cameron’s place had gone.

      Rachel told them both about the mission and felt it had been a success. She’d seen Cameron’s face on the local BBC News in the morning, and in the Daily Record. He’d been arrested near his house for possession and intent to supply. According to reports, he had far too much hashish for it to be personal use.

      She related the course of events rapidly and explained about taking Jake to the Accident and Emergency Department. He had X-rays, which confirmed he doesn’t have a broken rib, but the bruising is pretty bad. He’d been strapped up but asked Rachel to say he wanted to be involved as much as possible in any missions.

      Rachel’s report held detail, but she wasn’t prone to exaggeration or promoting her own involvement.

      “Well done,” Phil said. “I’m pleased Jake wants to play his part. We have to continue applying pressure to the bad guys, and I’ve found out important details which will help.”

      Annabel said, “Those we left in the ice-cream vans seem to have kept their mouths shut. Reports have been made about their arrests, and they’re being charged with possession with intent to supply, like Cameron.”

      “I’d like you to bear with me.” Phil turned from one to the other. “We’re close to locating Hartley, who I believe is the top dog. I need to ensure we have everything in place to nail him.”

      Rachel said, “Could you give us a hint about the details you’ve uncovered?”

      “It’s significant. The key players have been well protected from the authorities since about eight or nine years ago. It brings the solicitor into play, but it begs the question—who or what brought them all together?”

      “Do we all play a part?” Rachel asked as she lifted her cream cake.

      “Yes,” Phil said, “and it will be a coordinated effort.” He lifted his cup.

      When Phil wasn’t looking, Rachel drove her tongue into her cream cake and glanced sideways at Annabel, who shook her head and suppressed a smile.

      Phil sipped his coffee. “We have a couple of days of preparation, and I’m hoping by Sunday we’ll be celebrating the Godfather’s demise.”

      Annabel said, “Do we have a timescale worked out?”

      “Yes,” Phil said. “Tomorrow, I’d have liked you to take a rest day Rachel, but it might be a good idea to do a ‘recce’ on something. You’ll have an important task on Thursday, with Jake.”

      Rachel said, “Surely the crime will continue after the Godfather is caught?”

      “It will,” Phil said. “For a while, they’ll be disorganised, because he gives all his lieutenants confidence. His power and money keep them out of prison.”

      “We continue,” Rachel said, “and monitor for a while?”

      “Yes,” Phil said. He turned to Annabel. “Tomorrow, I’ve got loose ends to tie up. I’d like you to take Jake out to Helensburgh, and work your combined magic on the house in Cove.”

      “I’ll give him a call later to organise whatever he needs. I’ve got a new compact digital camera I’ll take along.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “Thursday is going to be tight on time.” He went over the day’s activities and looked from one to the other. He repeated the sequence for the day and asked them both questions about their roles. All was clear.

      As she always did, Rachel poked holes in the two main jobs but was reassured by Phil on the countermeasures to be used.

      Phil said, “On Thursday evening, I will be going to Helensburgh with you Annabel. I have a special package I want to drop off for our sailor friend, and I’d like you as back-up.”

      “Should we use my car?”

      “Yes, please. At the moment nobody has any reason to be looking for yours.”

      Rachel said, “Apart from missing out on trips to the seaside on Wednesday and Thursday, do I have anything in particular lined up over the weekend?”

      “I’d like you on standby please Rachel,” Phil said. “I’d also like Jake on standby.”

      Annabel said, “I’ll brief him about the weekend when he’s with me tomorrow.”

      “This probably isn’t the time to ask ....” Rachel hesitated.

      “Go on,” Phil said. “What’s on your mind?”

      “These past weeks have been exciting. What happens after this weekend?”

      “You mean—is it all over after we get the Godfather collared?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Do I give back my big yellow bike?”

      Annabel said, “We both believe there will be more to do after this mission. Neither of us wants this team to end, and we don’t think you should make any holiday plans yet.”

      “As long as I perform and you have funds, we go on?”

      “An eloquent way of putting it,” Phil said, “and the bike is yours, whatever happens.”

      “You pay for my food and fuel, and I’ll do the job for nothing.”

      Annabel reached out and placed a hand on Rachel’s thigh.

      Rachel briefly placed her hand on Annabel’s hand, grinning.
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        * * *

      

      In the Divisional HQ at Pitt Street, Davenport received a phone call late in the afternoon. It was brief, with a simple instruction. The most challenging part for Davenport was to think of a reason for the conversation in the station car park.

      Davenport was standing near his car at 18:00 when Amy was leaving the station, and she would be compelled to walk past him.

      Davenport called, “Constable Hughes, I apologise if I was on edge when you were in my office. As you’ll appreciate, pressure is being brought to bear because of recent events.”

      “It’s fine, Sir,” Amy said. “I thought I was doing somebody a favour, but—”

      “No,” he interrupted her and reached out to place a hand on her arm. “I am sorry. I should have known it was no more than you helping somebody out.”

      “Good night, Sir,” she said.

      “Good night, my dear.” Davenport wasn’t a tactile person, at least around the female officers, but he touched her arm when he spoke to her. Davenport stayed beside his car for a few minutes, gazing at the passing pedestrians, and the cars parked along the nearby street. Had the signal been seen? He wasn’t sure.

      As Amy walked away from the station, a man in a silver 4 x 4 parked nearby, eased out into the traffic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23. Intelligence

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Wednesday 24th July

      Phil parked near Mike’s bike store. It was 08:30, and beautiful bikes were already on display on either side of the wide doorway. The early morning sun glinted on the chrome work, and the sound of a local radio station boomed out from the workshop cum sales floor. Hits of the Seventies were being revisited.

      “Hi Mike,” Phil said and shook the ex-Commando’s hand.

      “You haven’t come for a bike, have you?”

      “No mate,” Phil said, “I’m looking for help with a special task.”

      “Got time for a brew?”

      Phil nodded and followed Mike to the office.

      “Keep an eye open, Colin,” Mike called to his apprentice.

      “Will do,” Colin leant left and right. “Hi, Phil. No Rachel today?”

      “Sorry mate,” Phil said, “Rachel’s on a rest day.”

      Mike organised two coffees and sat on the corner of his desk, one foot reaching to the floor. “The poor lad has been pining for Rachel since the day he met her.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t tell him he’s in a long line,” Phil said. They both laughed.

      “He goes to a local gym, and he told me the other day he wants to get into better shape.”

      “It sounds like he’s got it bad.”

      “He has, mate, but you didn’t come here to discuss love’s young dream. What’s up?”

      “It’s a sensitive subject, but I figured with your previous career, and present line of work, you might have some useful contacts.”

      “This sounds a bit heavier than useful contacts.” Mike’s smile faded. “Is there some fucker leaning on you?”

      “No,” Phil said. “It’s the other way around.”

      Mike eased himself from the desk and moved around to his chair. “Do you need a bunch of crazy guys on bikes or a confidential one-man operation?”

      “In a nutshell, I need somebody who isn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty, but he must be the soul of discretion.”

      “Are we talking about covert ops?”

      “Yes mate, but it would be better to keep the briefing for the operative.”

      Mike slurped his coffee and set the mug on the desk. “Will your man need any special qualifications or equipment?”

      “He’ll need to get hold of a motorboat, preferably nothing too cumbersome. He’ll also need to be ready to go to work at a moment’s notice. He’ll be operating beyond the law.”

      “You better start the briefing Phil, and I’ll get organised.”

      “Seriously, Mike? You haven’t asked how much is on offer.”

      “If the job’s right mate, I’ll do it for nothing. Let’s hear it.” Mike pointed to a photograph of a small blue and white boat. “Bikes are my job, but the boat is my main hobby.”

      “How big is it?” Phil stood up to get a better look at the picture.

      “It’s a twenty-one-foot cruiser. I go on fishing trips in open water. It brings back pleasant memories of boarding pirated ships on the high seas.” He laughed.

      “It must have cost a pretty penny.”

      “It was in shit-state when I bought it. I spent the first year refurbishing inside and out, and I fitted a more powerful engine.”

      Phil spent twenty minutes giving a brief outline of his intentions and reasoning.

      “You’ve got a man and a boat.” Dimples appeared in Mike’s cheeks. “May I ask a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Are you the Hawk who’s been in the news recently?”

      “Yes.” Phil didn’t have to wait long for a response.

      “You are a class act, mate.” Mike pushed back his chair and stretched a hand in Phil’s direction. I’ll be on standby from tomorrow.”

      “We’ll crack open a couple of beers in a few days.”

      “Maybe we’ll crack them open on my boat,” Mike said and slapped a large hand on Phil’s shoulder. “Watch your back, and keep your powder dry, mate.”

      Phil drove away from Mike’s place wearing a rare, broad grin.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel picked Jake up after lunchtime. Like his partner for the day, Jake was wearing a tracksuit and carrying a small drawstring backpack. From Drumchapel, they drove directly to Helensburgh. The weather was bright, but not too warm. It was a pleasant drive in the countryside and along the coast.

      Annabel kept the conversation light and general. As she had done with Rachel, she would give minimum information for the mission.

      Jake opened up about his last conversation with Arkwright. He couldn’t know Annabel had a call the same afternoon and had waited patiently for him to talk about it.

      Jake said, “Have you ever worked with Arkwright?”

      “Yes, a long time ago.” She turned to him briefly. “I understand from what you’ve said today, you haven’t made up your mind about your future.”

      “I wanted your opinion. I’ll be letting Hawk down if I get to the end of the probation period. You know, like if he gives me the go-ahead, and I say no?”

      “Trust me, Jake.” She glanced at him. “If you continued, and your heart wasn’t in it - you’d be letting him down.”

      “I find it embarrassing to have been rescued twice on tasks. Maybe I’m not cut out for it.” He turned and gazed at the River Clyde. The water glittered with sunshine, and pleasure craft were out in the main channel.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being rescued, Jake ... it’s early days for you.”

      “I look at Rachel. She’s like you; attractive, confident, capable.”

      “Well thank you for the compliments, but please don’t make comparisons with yourself. We all have to be rescued sometimes. Life isn’t always easy.”

      They’d driven through Dumbarton and Cardross. They entered the resort of Helensburgh, and Annabel pulled into the main car park at the eastern end of the promenade.

      She said, “We’ll have a cup of tea at a seafront cafe while we have our final briefing.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      They donned their shades, and strolled along the promenade, past the sheltered seats and the flowerbeds. When they’d walked for five minutes, they crossed the road. Annabel ensured they used a different cafe to the one she’d been in when acting as the reporter.

      The pair took a table near the window, and Annabel pulled out a pad and a pre-folded map from her bag. She spread the sheet on the table.

      “Always remember,” she said. “It’s good to know where you are. If you take a look at this section of the map, you’ll see Helensburgh, which is where we are now.” She used a fingertip to point out the route. “From here, it’s a short trip up around the Gare Loch, and down the peninsula. Cove is on the west of the peninsula. It should take fifteen minutes to reach.”

      “If we’re going in together, why would I need to know the local area?”

      “You must have heard the phrase, ‘the best-laid plans of mice and men’.”

      “Be prepared for it going wrong. Isn’t it what Hawk calls the ‘what-if?’ scenarios?”

      “Yes, but I’m confident.” She smiled and opened a notebook. It had a sketch diagram of the house, driveway, and road layout.

      “What are all these crosses?”

      “Cameras,” she said. “The place is surrounded with them. I’m sure some are fake, but others will be operational.”

      “Could we defeat them to get close?”

      “Yes, I’ve got it covered, and on this sketch, you’ll see I’ve chosen an entry and exit route.” Annabel explained the method of entry, and what she hoped to achieve. She asked for questions.

      “If you were trained by Arkwright, why do you need me?”

      “This is your speciality. Hawk wants you to get as much practice as possible—however long you’re with us. Once we’re in, I’ve got tasks to do.”
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        * * *

      

      In Glasgow’s Pitt Street police station, a shift change occurred after lunchtime for some uniform personnel. Eddie and a few of the plainclothes officers went outside for a smoke. Eddie got chatting to one of the uniform girls.

      While his partner was outside flirting, Sam went upstairs to feed bogus theories to the Chief Constable. Sam was pretending to be working hard on the vigilante case, and he had to gain Davenport’s trust.

      Eddie returned to his desk and discovered a manila envelope addressed to him.

      “Have you finished polluting your lungs, mate?” Sam approached with two coffees.

      “I’m down to ten-a-day.”

      “Good lad.” Sam paused beside the desk to place a coffee there. “You’ve ten-a-day to cut out now.” He nodded at the manila envelope. “When did you get this one?”

      “At some point, while I was having a smoke and you were away from your office.”

      “I’ve been upstairs feeding the Chief a load of bullshit.”

      “Here we fucking go,” Eddie said and emptied the contents onto his desk. To avoid touching, he moved the printed sheet by dragging it on the end of a pencil. He read it aloud to Sam. “Within forty-eight hours you will have two locations to find cannabis.”

      “Now wouldn’t it be handy,” Sam said. “We could use the information—” He stopped in mid-sentence when his phone rang. “Excuse me, Eddie.”

      Eddie reread the mysterious note.

      Sam left the office door open and lifted the handset. “DI Griffiths. Is the woman sure? Okay, cordon off, and we’ll be right there.”

      Eddie stepped into the doorway. “Have we got a lead?”

      “Remember Mrs Watt, the woman missing from the Bed and Breakfast place? Her car has been discovered in the city centre. Grab your keys, mate.”

      “Which car park is it in?”

      “Cowcaddens Road, multi-storey,” Sam said. “How fucking random ....”

      “It’s nowhere near a bus station, or a railway station—”

      “Some clever bastard thought this one up,” Sam said. They stopped as they passed the main desk. “Who’s the duty collator mate?”

      The duty constable checked a list. “Constable Hughes, Sir.”

      “It’s Amy, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Tell her I’d like everything on Mrs Lindsey Watt,” Sam said. He paused and stepped back. “What’s your name son?”

      “Constable Nick Lennon, Sir,”

      “Do they call you John?” Sam said and grinned.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Right John, I’d like you to tell Amy. Nobody, but nobody, is to get the Lindsey Watt information except me.”

      “Will do, Sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Annabel drove north from Helensburgh, past the submarine base and around the narrow coast road towards Cove. To the left through the sparse tree line, two yachts could be seen racing each other in the Clyde estuary.

      “Take a look in the driveway,” Annabel said as they drove past Flannigan’s house.

      “There’s a silver-coloured Land Rover Discovery parked at the side.”

      Annabel parked at the nearby Linn Botanic Gardens. The pair were dressed in tracksuits and shades, and the final touch was to put on baseball caps. Annabel tucked her hair up inside the hat out of sight. They slung their drawstring bags over their backs.

      A narrow track led along the boundary of the botanic gardens, and the mesh fence met the trees and undergrowth behind a small group of expensive houses. The people who lived in the area enjoyed their privacy.

      An abundance of greenery served well to shield the homeowners, but it benefitted those who might want to get close, but unseen. Once among the trees, Annabel and Jake slipped plastic covers over their training shoes.

      The pair crawled to within ten metres of the back wall of Flannigan’s house. It was a massive house for one person, and it was expensive, due to its location and age. Flannigan had money coming in from somewhere.

      Annabel slipped off her pack, lifted out her mobile, and dialled a number. “Hello, could I speak to James Flannigan, please? I thought you should know, a woman has climbed aboard your boat.” She let him finish his questions. “About thirty ... blonde... She was up here last week, and told my husband she was a reporter—” The line went dead.

      She grinned as she closed her phone, and replaced it in her bag. Annabel lifted out the Glock 9mm, which already had the suppressor fitted. She assumed a cross-legged, sitting position, and cocked the automatic.

      Jake’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped.

      The side door of the house opened, and Flannigan emerged, doing up the belt on his trousers. His face was a deep red, and he glanced left and right before leaping into his Land Rover and driving off. The gravel kicked up in his driveway, and the tyres screeched as the vehicle skidded onto the main road.

      Annabel set the timer on her watch. She gripped her right wrist to steady her shooting hand. In ten seconds, two CCTV cameras were disabled, permanently.

      “Jeezuzz.” Jake pulled on his latex gloves.

      Annabel slipped the gun into her backpack and pulled on her gloves. They jogged to the side door of the house, and Jake worked on the lock. Once inside, Annabel motioned for Jake to wait. She rapidly cleared the downstairs rooms, except for two which were locked.

      “The study,” she whispered, pointing to an oak door. “Go to it.”

      Annabel moved through the house quickly and quietly, to locate the telephone extensions. She found one upstairs and one downstairs in the hallway, and attached small devices to each. She noted the carpet was plush throughout and she moved without a sound.

      Annabel checked her watch every two minutes. Two doors downstairs had been locked. One was an office or study, which Jake was dealing with, and the other had to be a cellar door. It was much narrower than other doors.

      The room Jake accessed was the study, and the layout was like a ship’s cabin. On the wall next to the door, but higher, was a massive painting depicting a naval battle of the 19th century. The picture was hinged at the left side and pulled forward. Jake had located the safe in a textbook location.

      Directly opposite the door was the window, which was large and unlike any other in the house. It had been altered to replicate the sloping, multi-faceted window of a galleon. The view was of the River Clyde. Below the window, and facing the door was a large mahogany desk and leather chair.

      Along one wall, a set of shelving was filled with books, and below was an antique table. An assortment of framed photographs stood on the table; some monochrome, others colour, and a handful which were sepia. The opposite wall had a massive hanging tapestry displaying a map of the world, depicting Neptune emerging from the mid-Atlantic.

      Below the tapestry stood a large map table, which was home to a large, modern map of Western Europe. Compasses and notepad were laid on top as if abandoned during the planning of a journey.

      Jake nodded to the wall safe when he was joined by Annabel. “Empty, unless you count about £50,000 in hard cash. No documents.”

      “Well done, Jake. Close it, please.” Annabel looked on the desk. She attached a micro-transmitter to the phone and inspected the large Captain’s Log. How detailed would Flannigan want his Captain’s cabin to be? Annabel used her new digital camera to photograph double pages going back and forward in time for four weeks each way.

      She photographed the large map which was on display but didn’t disturb the measuring instruments. Everything else was tidy, and those few items could have been specially arranged, or in use.

      Getting good reproductions of the framed photos would be difficult. Annabel asked Jake to note names wherever they appeared. Annabel checked her watch and proceeded to take shots of the pictures. A noise occurred somewhere in the house. The pair froze.

      Annabel moved cautiously to the door, put away her camera, and pulled out the Glock. She stood outside the room, and whispered to Jake, to close and lock the study door. Another noise occurred, and it was a human cough. Annabel had been through every other door of the house. The sound was coming from the cellar.

      Jake turned from the study door and tapped Annabel’s arm. When she turned to face him, Jake touched his ear. Outside, a car door slammed. Annabel checked her watch and nodded to the front door. Jake strode along the hallway, peeked out of the drapes, and dashed back indicating somebody was coming to the front door.

      The pair stood close to the side door and listened. When they heard the front door lock being operated, they left through the side door. They made their way up through the trees on the recently blinded side of the house. Once among the greenery, Annabel put away her gun, and they both removed their gloves and shoe covers.

      On the way back into Helensburgh, Annabel pulled into a car park near a public toilet. She lifted a bag from the boot and told Jake to stay put.

      When Annabel came out of the small building a few minutes later, she turned on the footpath and walked towards the car, carrying the bag with the bright green logo.

      Annabel strode towards the car, head held high, and her hair lifting from her shoulders as she walked. The white T-shirt and faded jeans were incredible on her. The high heels carried her along as if she was on a catwalk, and the designer shades prevented anyone seeing her eyes. She threw the bag in and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Jake said, “You are awesome.”

      She turned and lifted her shades down slightly with her left hand. “I hope the staring was to make sure it was me.”

      “Yeah, yeah ....” His cheeks flushed.

      They drove along the main road, and Annabel pulled over. She suggested Jake went to a cafe for a short break. There was something to be set up, and she could do it quicker alone. Five minutes later, Jake was sitting alone with a Coke, looking out across the Clyde.

      Annabel drove back towards Cove but turned in the village of Rhu. She booked into The Rosslea Hall Hotel on Ferry Road. As before, when booking in as the reporter, she paid cash. She wasn’t recognised.

      Once inside her room, Annabel sat at the window and was glad she’d checked out the location thoroughly. The hotel was ideally situated, less than a mile from Helensburgh town centre and less than two miles ‘as the crow flies’ to Flannigan’s house in Cove. It took five minutes to set up her recording equipment to operate on an ‘active’ signal.

      She used her headphones to listen as doors opened and closed. The bugs she’d fitted were sensitive enough to pick up any noise inside a room. They would monitor at all times, and if a phone were used, a recording would be made automatically.

      Annabel returned to Helensburgh, parked up near the cafe and sat for a while with Jake to have a Coke and a chat. She called to update Phil before leaving Helensburgh.
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        * * *

      

      Sam and Eddie arrived back in the station with a fistful of security tapes from the Cowcaddens car park. They’d stayed while Lindsey Watt’s car was carefully removed on a police low-loader, to be taken for forensic tests.

      As they passed the front desk, Constable Lennon was on the desk.

      “John,” Sam said. “Send Amy up to my office, please.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Would he ever shake the nickname?

      The two detectives settled into their chairs in Sam’s office, both with a disgusting coffee. Somebody knocked on the door.

      “Come in.” Sam grinned when he saw the girl walk in with three sheets of paper. “How did you get on Amy?” The younger officers liked Sam’s friendly approach, especially the females. Eddie had given him the heads-up.

      Amy said, “I’m sure I could find more with time, Sir. I’ve got main points of interest.” She glanced at Eddie and turned to the DI. “With respect, you suggested to Constable Lennon, this information was for you alone.”

      “What did I tell you, Eddie?” Sam turned from his partner to the constable. “Go on Amy, the DS is privy to anything we need in this case, but well done for observing my brief.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” she said to Sam and turned to apologise to the DS, in time to see him staring at the upper part of her crisp white blouse. “Lindsey Watt is a widow. Several years ago, her husband was killed in action. He was serving with the SAS in the Middle East—”

      “What was the husband’s name?”

      Amy looked down her first piece of paper. “Ken, Sir, Sergeant Ken Watt, VC.”

      Sam closed his eyes for a moment and pursed his lips. “Sorry,” he said. “Go on.”

      Eddie said nothing but listened carefully to the information.

      Amy continued. “Mrs Watt bought the B & B as a going concern a year after her husband’s death and has made it a profitable business. Last week, at the time the dead man was found in the house, a ‘No Vacancies’ sign was displayed in the window. As you may already know, evidence shows another female was living there.”

      Amy changed to her second sheet. “Mrs Watt also owns a large, luxury caravan, which is kept in the Gart Caravan Park, near Callander.”

      Eddie said, “Has she been there recently?”

      “The site owner thinks she was there last Saturday, Sarge. He can’t be sure. A traffic accident involving a coach occurred one hundred metres along the road. The site owner directed emergency vehicles to use the campsite entrance to turn safely; because it has no barrier. The site staff assisted ambulance crews with walking casualties. The owner said anybody could have been coming and going, due to the time of year. He was helping the authorities, which meant his hands were full for two hours.”

      Sam said, “I don’t suppose the owner remembers when he patrolled the site?”

      “He thinks it was mid-day, Sir. He’s sure it was four hours after his first full check of the day. I pushed him on timings and told him it was a murder inquiry. I hope I was right.”

      “It was exactly the right thing to do Amy. Did we get anything else?”

      “I asked him if the refuse bins near Mrs Watt’s caravan had been used recently, but he said the bins were emptied by a contractor every other day. It’s a new arrangement, and he couldn’t say for sure.”

      Sam turned to Eddie. “Has this girl got the makings of a detective, or what?”

      Eddie nodded, and smiled at the blonde, but remembered to look at her face.

      Sam said, “Thank you, Amy. You did a good job in a short time.”

      “For you, any time, Sir.” She gave him a beaming smile and glanced sideways at Eddie before letting herself out of the office.

      Eddie screwed up his face and leant across the desk. “For you, any time, Sir,” he mimicked and laughed.

      “Eddie, some of us have got it, mate—and the rest of you are fucking jealous.”

      “I could have her anytime.”

      “It doesn’t earn you any points when a woman catches you staring at her chest. In Amy’s eyes, you’re another lecherous bastard.”

      They enjoyed the light relief before getting back to the subject of the missing woman. Sam was content in the knowledge Lindsey Watt had disappeared of her own free will. The name didn’t ring a bell before, but the SAS connection was conclusive—he knew her.
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        * * *

      

      When Phil received the call from Annabel, her tone wasn’t as upbeat as usual, but she assured him all was going according to plan. He asked her to download any good photos which she could bring to the de-briefing on the following morning.

       He agreed with her suggestion Jake should take it easy until his late task on Thursday with Rachel. He suggested Annabel should get to the lockup at 08:00 in the morning, at which time they could discuss their joint role for the evening, and consider next steps.
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        * * *

      

      Amy left the station after her shift and went to the library. Something was missing which connected the names on Hawk’s list. It was like having an itch she couldn’t scratch, and she was determined to work it out. She wanted to help and impress Phil, but at the same time, she wanted to practise her detective work. Secret favours for somebody else were also keeping her on her toes.

      She was caught up thinking about her unofficial tasks, and her vigilance wasn’t up to its usual level. Amy didn’t notice the silver Land Rover Discovery parked at the end of the street near the station or the bearded man in the driver’s seat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. Office Work

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Thursday 25th July

      Phil and Annabel pulled up two of the folding chairs at the back of the lockup. On the table, two diagrams were spread, complete with a timetable of the next few days.

      “Now isn’t this cosy?” Annabel gazed at him from under long lashes.

      Phil smiled. “I had a message left at the ‘dead-drop’ in Glasgow Green this morning.”

      “Is it anything for us to worry about?”

      “It isn’t if we’re careful. The Scottish PNC has been undergoing tests and will go back online to the rest of the UK police forces on 1st August.”

      “It’s nice to have somebody on the inside.”

      Phil nodded. He was in his standard outfit of T-shirt and jeans. Beside him sat a woman who was dressed to go on a casual date, or spend the day at the office. Her hair was perfectly brushed, and she wore a red mini-dress with a broad black belt.

      “You’re looking radiant,” Phil said, openly appraising his business partner.

      “I’m taken aback.” She gave a short burst of lyrical laughter. “A compliment—and it didn’t sound as if you read it from a prompt card.”

      “Am I so wooden?”

      “No.” She smiled as she reached across, and briefly placed a hand on his muscular thigh. “I apologise. You always seem to be on autopilot.”

      “I’ve done a lot of soul-searching recently,” he said and shook his head. “I wouldn’t change the life I’ve led, but I feel as if a big piece of it was somebody else.”

      “You must have been a godsend to the Special Forces Phil, but it’s your life now.” Was he thawing, albeit slowly?

      “I am trying to loosen up, even with the project we’re working on.”

      “Keep going,” Annabel said. “Somewhere under the surface, a great human being is trying to get out from within the warrior.”

      “Thank you.” They both laughed. For a moment their gaze locked on each other, and they shared a strange, unspoken warmth.

      “Right,” Annabel said, breaking the spell. “We’d better get to work. I’ll give you a rundown on yesterday, and we’ll take it from there.”

      “Let’s hear it.” Phil was back in character.

      Annabel rapidly reported on the outing, and said how well Jake had performed, in consideration of his strapped-up ribcage. “He’s on an emotional rollercoaster, but I’m convinced he’ll give his best until we have our end of project de-briefing.”

      “You said he was disturbed about something at Cove.”

      “Yes, the captive in the cellar. We didn’t get down there, because Flannigan returned too soon, but somebody was there.”

      “Why do you think Flannigan came back as fast?”

      “He couldn’t have reached his boat and got back to Cove. He must have realised he’d been sent on a wild goose chase.”

      “What made you think Jake was upset about the possible captive?”

      “On the drive back he was quiet, and he’s usually animated around me.”

      “Who could blame him,” Phil murmured. “I’m sorry, go on.”

      Annabel suppressed a smile. “I asked him what was on his mind, and he said we should have helped. I emphasised the bigger picture, but he felt bad leaving somebody. I explained in our operational scenario, we have to live with some shit decisions.”

      “If you had the opportunity to get into the cellar, would you have gone?”

      “I would, and if I found somebody in a state beyond hope, I’d have finished them mercifully. Jake couldn’t have handled it.”

      “I’m sorry you found yourself in such a situation. We’ll be dealing with Flannigan soon enough. I’ll tell you more when we’ve discussed our task for tonight.”

      “I got the best of the photos printed if you’d like to see them.”

      “Yes, please. It might help us put names to faces and faces to names.”

      “I asked Jake to write the names as they appear on the photos, and I’ve worked out which list goes with which photo. I’ll lay them out together.” She opened the manila envelope she’d brought, and emptied the photos and lists onto the table.

      “How many bugs did you get fitted?”

      “Four,” she said. “We’ll listen to the recordings this evening before we move in.” She spread the six photos and placed the names under each.

      “You took photos of the Captain’s Log and the map—have you got them with you?”

      “Yes, I enlarged them to A4 for clarity, and they’re in the other envelope.”

      Phil didn’t lift the photos or the names, but he stood to gaze down at them. Three pictures were significant, and he moved the others to one side.

      “Here,” he said, “we have Flannigan, Cameron, MacDonald, Hartley, and Davenport at a golf club.” Phil picked up the photo and stared. “This Hartley guy reminds me of somebody.”

      “Is it somebody you’ve seen recently?”

      “I don’t know from where,” Phil said, “but his face is vaguely familiar.” He lifted the second photo and looked closely. “Flannigan’s boat—and he must have taken the photo. It shows Hartley, Davenport and Metcalfe ... but who the fuck is Metcalfe?”

      “The third one there shows Davenport, MacDonald and Metcalfe together on the boat, and it looks like they’re all friendly with each other.”

      “Right,” Phil said. “We have Flannigan, the sailor who’s into anything. He’s in cahoots, with Hartley, who is the Godfather. MacDonald is the solicitor. Chief Constable Davenport is either; a bloody cool undercover cop or, he’s in somebody’s pocket. What could Metcalfe be, for him to be connected to them?”

      “He must have a useful connection,” Annabel said. “Could he be the mastermind, and Hartley is the middle man?”

      “A good theory,” Phil said, “but Metcalfe doesn’t fit in.”

      “He’s in two of the photos.”

      “If you look at the photos Metcalfe appears in, he’s wearing different clothes, but the photos could have been taken within days. His hair hasn’t changed, and his suntan is the same. The other men are photographed together throughout a few years.”

      “I see what you mean.” Annabel nodded. “You think he’s come late to the party?”

      “Yes,” Phil said. “We need to find out why Metcalfe fits.”

      Annabel laid out the photographs she’d taken of the map table. “I used a magnifying application to decipher the measurements on the instruments and the markings on the map.”

      “It must have been challenging.”

      “My laptop is high spec’, but it’s the nineties and we’re developing these things. Fortunately, I’ve got a decent photo enhancement programme. I took the pictures with a high resolution.”

      “You’ve done well ... these show map coordinates,” Phil said.

      “I’d like to check them out on the ground.”

      “How would you suggest we prioritise?”

      “I’d like to investigate three of the locations marked on the west coast of Scotland,” she said. “I think one of them is the remote farm Kirsten told us about.”

      “When would you intend to go?”

      “As soon as possible, say Friday ... or maybe Saturday if it’s okay with you.”

       “Okay, we’ll say Saturday. I’d like to be in a position to take out Hartley on Sunday, but I have to find his place first and conduct a rapid ‘recce’. It’s important to have a good look at wherever he lives, but I’ll do the job on my own. It will leave you free on Saturday.”

      “As long as there’s a phone signal, I’ll keep in touch, but there aren’t many relays out there.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “I was going to brief you on tonight’s session, but I think it will be enough to give you a broad outline and we’ll look at the detail when we’re in the location.”

      “Right,” Annabel said.

      Phil spent twenty minutes explaining his strategy for the evening and the weekend ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Jake was dressed in suit and tie and wore tinted glasses with a gold frame. The briefcase he carried was black leather and in the expanded mode. Although the case looked heavy, it wasn’t, but he carried it in his right hand to ease the pressure on his left side.

      He didn’t have far to walk, because the No.9 bus stopped around the corner from his mother’s house. There would be no changes to worry about, due to the service terminating in the city centre. A bus was preferable to a taxi for the task because taxi drivers remembered individuals.

      Jake had spent most of the previous day with Annabel. On this mission, he’d be teaming up with his constant fantasy, Rachel. A short while after boarding the bus, it turned from Lincoln Avenue onto Dumbarton Road in Scotstoun.

      Having successfully duped Phil, Rachel chose to go with shoulder length, blonde hair. Her choice of a smart black jacket and mini-skirt worked well with her white blouse. Stylish black court shoes, a black briefcase and black-framed glasses completed her look.

      The bus arrived at the stop, and Jake was in a window seat, scouring the pavement in both directions. Rachel stepped onto the bus, put down her briefcase and paid.

      Jake glanced in her direction, before continuing to look along the pavement, his brow furrowed.

      When the bus pulled away, Rachel walked along the aisle with the latest passengers. She stopped at the double seat Jake was occupying; his briefcase beside him.

      “Excuse me,” Rachel said, adding a nasal twang to her accent. “Is this seat free?”

      Jake turned and stole a glance at her legs before looking up to her face. “I’m sorry ... yes, it’s free.” He lifted his briefcase onto his lap.

      As Rachel made herself comfortable, she crossed her legs but kept her head well back.

      Jake glanced down at the expanse of thigh, looked out of the window, and half-turned to appreciate his companion’s legs more than once.

      Rachel leant close, and the fragrance of her perfume drifted. She whispered. “I bet you’re wondering if I’m wearing panties, you naughty boy.”

      Jake’s head snapped around, and their faces were close enough to kiss.

      Rachel inclined her head to look at him over the frame of her glasses. Jake’s laughter was short-lived, because his ribcage hurt, which gave Rachel reason to laugh.

      It was 15:00 when they got off the bus in the city centre. Over a bite to eat, they discussed in detail how they were to achieve entry into the solicitor’s offices. Jake made a few suggestions, and after a short discussion, the pair agreed on the final plan. They came up with a strategy for a variety of ‘what if’ scenarios.

      At 16:00 they arrived halfway up St Vincent Street at the old building which was home to MacDonald and Gregory, Solicitors, plus a few similar agencies.

      “We go in as planned,” Rachel said. “If a problem arises, let me do the talking.”

      “You’ve got it,” Jake said. He took a deep breath and headed up the flight of stone steps to the door. He pulled the door open and winced at the pain in his ribcage.

      “Hold on!” Rachel called, as she reached the top step. The security man at reception looked in their direction. Rachel turned on Jake. “Would it have been a task to hold the damn door?”

      “You’re the one who wants to use equality as the basis of the case.”

      The pair walked along past the front desk.

      Jake said, “It’s all tight blouse and short skirt, but when it comes down to it—”

      “Don’t you dare start your sexist garbage—”

      “Excuse me,” the security man said. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m sorry,” Rachel said, stopping to remove her glasses. “Do you know if Mr MacDonald is in—we’re late you see?”

      The man stared into her beautiful eyes.

      Rachel met his gaze and smiled as she tilted her head to one side. “What’s your name?” she asked, before biting on one of the arms of her glasses.

      “Tony Steadman,” he said, captured like a rabbit in car headlights. “Why?”

      “I want to let Mr M know how courteous you are, Tony.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jake before adding. “Are you married?”

      “No,” Tony said. “If you’re late you better get going,”

      “Thanks,” Rachel said and turned to Jake. “Now, he’s a real man.”

      “Whatever you say ....”

      Rachel stopped and turned. “If I miss you later Tony, my name is Helen, and I’ll be back here tomorrow.”

      “Right,” Tony said and grinned.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      Rachel and Jake headed for the stairs and made for the top floor.

      Jake said, “You were good back there.”

      “I was, wasn’t I?”

      They both laughed.

      “If there’s a lift, why are we climbing all these stairs?” Jake asked.

      “There’s a CCTV camera in the lift.”

      “I saw one in the lobby when we came into the building.”

      “They don’t have any on the stairs, which means we have to count on being clear before they investigate our disappearance.”

      “I like your confidence.”

      “There’s more, but I’ll tell you once we’re settled in.” Rachel slowed her pace on the stairs, because Jake winced occasionally, and held his ribs.

      They arrived at the top floor, went through swing doors and headed right. On the left were two entrances to the offices of ‘MacDonald and Gregory - Solicitors’. Two metres along, on the opposite side were the doors of the toilets. Disabled was first, followed by the Gents, and at the end of the corridor, the Ladies.

      Jake pulled a printed document from his pocket to pretend he was standing reading something. In the meantime, Rachel stepped into the Ladies. Ten seconds later, she opened the door, checked the corridor, and nodded to Jake to join her. Rachel hung a sign on the outside of the door.

      ‘Out of Order - Please use Disabled Toilets’

      For good measure, Jake secured the door from the inside.

      Jake undressed down to his trousers and shoes and stopped. Rachel was getting changed in front of him. Jake finished undressing and lifted the one-piece overall from his briefcase. He stepped into the outfit, but stopped again, to look at his partner.

      Like Jake, Rachel had a foldable coat hanger and a travel cover. She was stripped to her underwear in two minutes, and while hanging her jacket and blouse, she glanced in one of the mirrors.

      Rachel didn’t look around, but when she bent down to reach her one-piece outfit from her briefcase she whispered. “I’m impressed by the length of your tongue, but it’ll pick up germs from the floor.” She glanced at his reddening face as she squeezed herself into a Lycra outfit which clung as if sprayed on.

      Rachel pulled on training shoes with Velcro strapping. She donned a thin woollen hat and tucked her hair inside. Latex gloves finished her outfit, and she walked along to the third of the four cubicles. She glanced back at Jake, who was getting dressed but pausing regularly.

      “Take your time,” Rachel said. “The binding will make it difficult.” She pushed the door open on cubicle three, and in a fluid, athletic movement used the doorframe to hoist herself up onto the top of the cubicle partitions. She reached up and slid two of the plasterboard ceiling tiles out of place. A light, rope ladder dropped through the second gap and reached the floor.

      While Rachel balanced on the top of the cubicles, Jake packed away their gear—except for a flashlight which he hung around his neck. He handed up the garment travel covers, and the briefcases. Rachel lifted them into the attic.

      She came down the ladder and explained the least stressful way to get Jake up into the roof-space. It would hurt, but he got on with it. Rachel squatted down in front of him and held the rope taut.

      Jake took hold of the rope and stepped carefully onto Rachel’s shoulders. As she slowly stood up, Jake was most of the way to the ceiling tiles.

      Rachel said, “Remember the rope ladder is secured to a beam up there which will take a lot of weight, but the artificial ceiling is plasterboard tiles. As you go through, step out to reach the wooden floorboards supporting the air-conditioning unit.”

      “I see the platform,” he said. “It’s broad.”

      “Make sure it’s the platform you step on, or you’ll be back down here.”

      Jake groaned when he took his bodyweight on the rope, but it was for a few seconds, and he made an effort. Rachel held his feet and supported him for the final short move up into the attic.
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        * * *

      

      .

      18:00 - Rachel went down the rope, removed the sign from outside the door, checked the toilet area was clear and climbed back up into the attic. She balanced across two wooden supports, drew the rope up, and slid the ceiling tiles back in place.

      18:15 - Two glass skylight panels were set into the roof, allowing natural light in. Howling sounded from the offices beneath them. Rachel grinned on seeing Jake’s wide-eyed expression. The howling and yelling continued for twenty minutes and moved to another area. The hideous noise was accompanied by the sound of a vacuum cleaner. The racket went on for three hours but thankfully faded in volume as the cleaner moved along the corridor. The singing was quieter but as bad.

      22:00 - A low buzz emanated from Rachel’s watch. It was time to work. She placed a hand over Jake’s mouth and nudged him awake. All trace of daylight had gone, and the pair used a single flashlight to conserve power. Working as a team, they moved along the wooden floorboards to reach the junction box. Rachel disabled the Passive Infra-Red (PIR) system.

      22:30 - Rachel set her stopwatch at sixty minutes, and measured across some ceiling tiles before carefully removing one of them. In the glow of the flashlight, she nodded with satisfaction. She removed another tile. While Jake held the torch, Rachel disconnected the rope ladder and secured it in position over the new gap.

      22:40 - Using the same support system as before, but in reverse, Rachel descended the rope first to support Jake as he came down, once again in discomfort.

      22:45 - The pair were standing in the MacDonald office of ‘MacDonald and Gregory - Solicitors’.

      Jake produced a handful of instruments from the pockets of his overalls and worked on the safe. Rachel went across the room to the computer. She tapped the monitor and shone the flashlight on the attached sticky note: ‘Motherboard requires replacement’.

      At Rachel’s request, Jake unlocked two large filing cabinets rapidly and silently. When done, he received a friendly hand on the shoulder.  Jake returned to the safe, which he opened in ten minutes. The pair continued with their tasks as rapidly as they could, in no more than the light from two flashlights.

      23:15 - Rachel pointed to her watch and ran her right forefinger across her throat. While Rachel checked nothing was out of place, Jake re-locked the safe and the filing cabinets. Rachel squatted down and held the rope taut.

      23:28 - The two operatives were both back up in the attic, rope lifted, and ceiling tiles replaced. The alarm was one step away from being reset. Rachel prepared to remove the shorting strip and took hold of the two tiny crocodile clips. She was concentrating, to remove them simultaneously when she heard a noise to her side.

      “Cramp,” Jake groaned, his face contorted. His eyes were closed, and his teeth clamped together as he massaged his left thigh. His left leg shot forward, and his foot went through the centre of a plasterboard ceiling tile. He rolled back onto the wooden floorboards, but the chunks of the board had fallen into the office below, leaving a gaping hole.

      “Bollocks.” Rachel stared through the hole at the large lumps of white on the desk and floor in the office below. She checked her watch.

      23:29 - Rachel pressed on the remainder of the tile and watched it all fall onto and around the desk. As soon as the last piece fell, she turned and removed the two crocodile clips. A light click was heard, and a red light flashed at the side of the PIR junction box. The pair waited, motionless. No alarms sounded.

      23:31 - Rachel took Jake’s left foot in both hands. She held the heel firm in her left hand, before gripping and pushing back on the toecap of his training shoe with her right. The grip was maintained for two minutes. She slowly released. Cramp cured.

      23:35 - Rachel tidied their equipment, and ensured Jake was on a broad piece of wooden support beside the air-con unit. She told him to lie down and rest. She said she’d give him a shout after four hours. He could do the second shift of a ‘listening watch’.

      23:40 - Jake was sound asleep. To avoid further accidents, Rachel secured him to the sturdy rafters with rope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25. Preparations

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday evening was different for the senior members of Hawk’s team. The pair had travelled to Helensburgh together in Annabel’s car, and Phil got out near the railway station. A taxi would ensure he arrived alone at The Rosslea Hall Hotel in Rhu, on the far side of Helensburgh.

      Having booked in on the previous day, Annabel had her room key. It was twenty minutes after dropping Phil at the station, a light knock sounded on Annabel’s door. Through habit, she lifted her automatic before opening her door.

      Annabel suggested listening to the recorder she’d set up to receive intel from the active bugs in Cove. Phil was keen to hear anything said in Flannigan’s house, or on his phone.

      A call was made the previous day. Annabel calculated the time. The recorder clicked, and a dial tone sounded. Phil turned to Annabel. The dial tone lasted a few seconds and went dead, and the tape recorder switched off. Why would a phone call cause such behaviour?

      Annabel said, “He was about to make an outgoing call, but had second thoughts.”

      While they waited for the next recording, Phil fixed up two coffees with the brew kit supplied in the room.

      Annabel reminded Phil, about Flannigan’s obsession with record keeping. She suggested if he used a phone it would be because he was compelled. Flannigan kept detailed logs for every journey, no matter how trivial the entry may appear. If he were involved in anything more serious than taking anglers out on day trips, he would most likely have recorded it—albeit in a coded entry.

      The recorder clicked, and a brief dial tone sounded. Annabel increased the volume and sat on the dressing table stool. She lifted her coffee and nodded her thanks to Phil. They listened.

      During the conversation, Flannigan told the distant end, he’d received a visit by a young female reporter on the previous week, but he’d given her no sensitive information.

      The voice on the other end was a man, who didn’t sound happy about the idea of photos and interviews. Flannigan apologised and explained about his strange call regarding the boat. On the off-chance something was going on, he thought he should report it. The outgoing call ended.

      No other calls were made in or out, for the remainder of Wednesday.

      Annabel said, “My bogus call about the boat must have worried him.”

      “I agree, and I’ll bet it was Hartley he was reporting to in the call.”

      “It would make sense because it means he didn’t tell his leader about the visit and interview when they happened last week. He hesitated to make the call yesterday.”

      Phil checked his watch. “I doubt if we’re going to hear much more this evening. Why don’t I treat you to dinner?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” she said. “The meals here are excellent, but we don’t want to be seen as a couple.”

      “Charming ....”

      “You know what I mean.” Annabel laughed. “There’s a decent place near the main road towards Helensburgh.”

      They left separately to meet up a distance away. It was peculiar for them to have a drink and a meal in a cosy, comfortable atmosphere, but nobody would recognise either of them. For two hours, they enjoyed each other’s company and discussed in broad terms what they had achieved as a team.

      Phil was relaxed. He didn’t push any questions on the areas which concerned him about his closest associate, and he had learned firsthand how capable she was. They both enjoyed a brandy in the candlelit environment, and for a while, it was like a regular date.

      On more than one occasion during their meal, their gaze met, but they said nothing as if silently sharing a fantasy. Neither of them ruined the atmosphere by voicing their thoughts, and between them, many things were left unsaid.

      After the meal, they strolled along the seafront towards Helensburgh. The promenade stretched ahead of them. Along the left was the long row of shops and hotels. Behind the shops were the town, woodland and golf course.

      On the right, the promenade was a decorative boundary between the town and the river. Ornamental lawns and sheltered seating, faced onto the expanse of the River Clyde. At various points along the low wall, people were out walking their dogs or taking an evening stroll.

      It was a short walk to the yacht club and the small pier nearby. They walked as far as the pier, and Phil nodded when the target vessel was in view. The fishing boat’s name stood out clearly. Margharita.

      The pair stopped fifty metres away and watched as Flannigan busied himself with minor tasks onboard. When he turned and saw the couple, he gave a friendly wave. He didn’t recognise Annabel. Phil waved, and briefly inclined his head in polite greeting.
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        * * *

      

      Later in the evening while Annabel was standing at the window of the hotel room, Rachel and Jake came to mind. She checked her watch and knew if all had gone to plan they would be sitting in the attic, waiting to make their descent.

      Annabel went out at 22:30, wearing the blouse, mini-skirt, and heels she’d been wearing earlier, but carrying a light coat. She left the hotel and drove a few hundred metres to the main road where she parked and waited. Two minutes later, Phil strolled towards the car from his waiting area near the main road, got in, and placed his backpack on his lap.

      Annabel drove the short distance to Helensburgh, where she parked in a tree-lined side street. Phil remained in the car for a few minutes to let Annabel go on alone. She put on her coat, made her way out of the side street and walked along the main road. She passed several of the storefronts and crossed over to the promenade. She strolled beside the low wall in the moonlight, in the direction of the small group of trees near the moorings. The water was splashing up against the wall to her left.

      At 22:45, Phil changed his bright shirt for a black polo neck sweater, lifted his backpack, and strapped it over his shoulders when he left the car. He strode through the back streets directly towards the moorings. When he was fifty metres from the boats and walking between a group of trees, he passed Annabel.

      She was sitting on a bench, casually swinging a dog lead. “Fi-Fi, where are you?”

      Phil crossed her path in the semi-darkness.

      Annabel said, “All clear.”

      Phil walked between the trees, passed another wooden bench, and approached the handful of boats at the moorings. Before he left the shadows of the trees, he pulled on a black ski mask, and black gloves. The dense cloud hid the moon.

      Annabel’s extensive research gave Phil confidence there would be no security measures. He climbed aboard the Margharita, located the appropriate sections, and got to work. He was content his lookout could handle any minor disturbance.

      It was fifteen minutes later when a disturbance occurred.
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        * * *

      

      A man in his mid-thirties drove past on the quiet seafront road. He drove back and parked on the road twenty-five metres behind the bench where Annabel was sitting in the moonlight. Two minutes later, the man, who was already dressed in black, pulled on a ski-mask similar to Phil’s. This ski-mask was leather, and crudely embroidered on the forehead; RAPIST.

      The man crept up behind his victim and pulled a knife from inside his jacket. Seeing the fear in his victim’s eyes before he committed the heinous act would intensify the thrill. He crept across the grass area. When he reached the bench, he paused, before stepping in front of Annabel. He held the knifepoint toward her, his breathing became more rapid, and his eyes sparkled in the slits of the mask.

      The clouds thinned, and moonlight illuminated the scene. Annabel’s eyes opened wide, and her lips parted, as her part in the drama dictated.

      “Well aren’t you pretty,” the man said. “I’m going to enjoy this.” He kept the knife raised and pointing at her as he undid his coat. “Make a sound, and I’ll kill you. Stand up slowly, and come into the trees.”

      “Please, don’t hurt me.” Annabel ignored the knife but met the rapist’s stare as she stood. She maintained eye contact with him as she undid the buttons on her coat, and let it fall open. The man’s gaze dropped to her outfit, and he gasped. The buttons of the blouse were undone, and the skirt showed a lot of thigh.

      “Come on you dirty bitch,” he said. He reached for her coat lapel as he waved the knife, and turned briefly to glance left and right into the darkness.

      “No, please,” Annabel said. Instead of following, she continued to watch his eyes and the nervous left and right turn of his head. Annabel made a weak attempt at closing her blouse together but pulled it open.

      The rapist’s gaze was drawn to the impressive cleavage. When the pointed leather toecap embedded itself deep in his groin, he retched, but couldn’t vomit. His eyes closed tight, his mouth fell open, and his body went into spasm as he fell to his knees, and dropped the knife.

      A violent explosion had occurred in his trousers, but it wasn’t the explosion he’d been anticipating. His body trembled, as his core temperature fell, rose, and fell. The man reached down with both hands to explore the area of extreme pain. He opened his eyes and looked up, in time to see the Glock 9mm being slipped from under Annabel’s coat.

      The weapon was held in a single-handed grip, pointing at the man’s face. The predator stared at the business end; mesmerised.

      “Enjoying it, are we?” Annabel drew her right arm back sharply and brought it forward to smash the pistol grip into the mask. A muffled crunching sound from within the leather indicated the rapist’s nose and cheekbone had been shattered. He fell silently to one side.

      It had been the day before when Annabel read about the recent victims from a wide area. On their behalf, she wanted to do more but held back. Instead, she pulled off the blood-soaked mask and went through the rapist’s pockets. No identification.

      He had a set of keys attached to a Nissan fob. Annabel stepped away and pressed the fob. A set of lights flashed on and off twenty-five metres away. She resumed her sentry duties.

      Phil reappeared, pulling off his gloves and ski-mask. As he walked towards Annabel, he cast a glance at the curled up body on the grass. “Is he dead?” Phil said as if asking the time.

      “No, but when he comes around, he’ll wish he was.” She held up the car keys and the leather mask. “Could we pass the gold Nissan on the way?”

      Phil nodded and resisted the temptation to kick the unconscious casualty.

      Annabel left the mask face-up, on the dashboard of the Nissan. She locked the car and dropped the keys into a nearby rosebush.

      Phil and Annabel walked back to the VW together, drove to the slip road near the hotel, and parted to allow Annabel to enter a few minutes before Phil. When he arrived, Phil went straight to Annabel’s room. By 23:43 they’d discussed all business.

      Phil sat on the dressing table stool, and Annabel sat on the end of the bed. After Phil explained what he’d achieved on his task, they made polite conversation for a short while. As had happened in the restaurant earlier, their gaze locked on each other. Phil’s phone buzzed.

      He flicked the Motorola open. “It’s Rachel.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Friday 26th July

      Phil approached Annabel in the hotel dining room at breakfast and made a brief scene of asking to join her. It was early, and two other diners were already seated. A pretty waitress witnessed Phil’s approach to Annabel and volunteered to set the table for two. Before she left them, the waitress eyed them both as if seeing something special. The pair delighted in acting like strangers at a first meeting.

      When alone, they enjoyed a hearty meal and found as, during the previous evening, they occasionally held eye contact. Neither committed themselves to voice their thoughts. They both made casual remarks and flirtatious comments about having regular meals together being one step away from using the same room.

      During his six months attachment to the Metropolitan Police in London earlier in the year, Phil had never met a woman socially. He had kept himself to himself and concentrated on upholding his part of the bargain with the authorities. He advised, monitored, and assisted with training, and departed to start his new life. Nothing was considered beyond his plans to tackle the criminal underworld.

      It was a flippant comment by Annabel in more recent times which made him wonder if he could maintain a steady relationship. Annabel had made it clear, she’d been aware of Phil and Stella having an arrangement, as she had referred to it. When Annabel had asked for a call when the arrangement was over, Phil didn’t consider the remark serious, until recently, when they’d experienced moments of awkward silence together.

      Annabel said, “You’re a master on body language and expression, and I hesitate to look at you, but I want to ask a question.”

      “This sounds deep for a breakfast conversation which opened with flirting.”

      “I’ve seen you in action, worked closely with you, and I’d like to know where you stand on forgiveness. There’s no need to answer, but are you capable?”

      A flickering of her eyes and a slight twitch of her sensuous lips had occurred as she fought to ask the question. Were they signs of a small dent in her confidence? She was a competent and self-assured operative.

      “There must be a good reason for you to ask.” Phil lifted his tea. “My immediate reply would be—yes, but all things have levels of acceptance.”

      “I expected a measured response.”

      They finished breakfast in silence.

      Phil was working hard on emotion and sensitivity. He occasionally displayed humour, but it was second nature to show, anger, vengeance, and justice for the weak or mistreated. He was a complex personality. Annabel’s appearance and choices of outfit had caught Phil’s eye, but he was uncomfortable with expressing his feelings.

      Was he capable of forgiveness?

      This special woman had posed a question which suggested fear close to the surface. Had she committed an act in the past? Had she contemplated something, or perhaps put the wheels in motion for an activity planned for the near future?

      Phil automatically considered it was she, who would require his mercy. Could it be a general question? No, she was strong, but something was preying on her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Jake opened his eyes. The dawn light was glowing in through the skylights illuminating the usually dark recess of the attic. He heard someone breathing heavily and looked around.

      “Good morning, sleepy head.” Rachel’s voice was barely a whisper, which made her sexier than usual. An idea Jake previously considered impossible. She was standing beside the cross-members of the roof, using one rafter to grip as she stretched her body and legs.

      In her black cat-suit she was stunning, but stretching herself as she was, gave more definition to the curves and perfection of her body. She continued when it was apparent Jake was awake and staring.

      “What time is it?” Jake asked.

      “It must be 07:30,” Rachel said. “We’ll have to get back down by 08:00.”

      “I thought we were to share the night shift. Did you get any sleep?”

      “No,” she said, “but I catnap. I rested occasionally. You were exhausted, and I wanted to be in a position to react to any disturbance downstairs.”

      “I’m sorry about last night. What will we do about the broken tile down there?”

      “There’s no more to do.” She stopped stretching and stepped back. A constant drip of water was oozing through a bracket and hose on the air-con unit. “I borrowed a couple of your tools last night, and loosened a feed-pipe.”

      “Holy shit,” Jake sat up. “How long has it been dripping?”

      Rachel tilted her head left and right in a comical way. “There’s been a constant leak since 01:00 and the broken tile down below is saturated and disintegrating. The desk, floor and everything within arm’s reach of the desk is soaked.”

      “They’ll figure out somebody has damaged the pipe?”

      “I’ve no doubt they will,” Rachel said, “but we’ll be long gone, and it will be too late.” She stepped forward. “We’ll have done our job, Jake.” She undid the ropes she’d used to lash him to the rafters.

      At 08:30 they were both standing in the Ladies’ toilet, dressed in their suits and gripping their briefcases. Rachel told Jake on how to react if they ran into anybody as they left the toilets. He already knew her plan to get past the security guard.

      Rachel opened the door, removed the ‘Out of Order’ sign, slipped it into her jacket pocket, and let Jake go out to the corridor first.

      Jake stopped when he heard women’s voices coming along the corridor. He looked back into the toilet at Rachel and winked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise—”

      “Didn’t realise,” Rachel shouted, as she stormed out. “The door has a silhouette of a woman on it—you bloody pervert.” She glanced at the two grinning, middle-aged women who had stopped at the door of an office.

      Rachel stepped close to Jake. “I’m going downstairs to report you to security.” She turned to the women and rolled her eyes.

      The two women looked at the handsome young man and entertained their personal fantasies.
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        * * *

      

      Downstairs, Jake stood at the staircase to wait for his cue.

      “Excuse me,” Rachel said, as she approached the security man. She lifted the side of her mini-skirt, showing an expanse of creamy white thigh. “I’ve caught my skirt on a nail around there.”

      The middle-aged man’s gaze was drawn to the shapely leg, and he licked his lips. He didn’t notice Jake leaving the building.

      “I’m sorry Miss,” the guard said. “If you’d like to leave some details—”

      “I’ve got an appointment. What’s your name?”

      “Alan Reynolds, I can—”

      “I’ll be back at lunchtime, Alan,” Rachel said and stormed out of the place.

      The teammates walked downhill for five minutes, until they were clear, and turned right onto Renfield Street.

      “Are you okay, Jake?”

      He was leaning against a building. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I think I pulled my binding on the way down the rope. What are we up to now?”

      “Now, we go into a fast-food place on Argyle Street and have breakfast. While we’re in there, we take turns to freshen up, okay?”

      “Sounds great,” he said. “You were fantastic back there.”

      “Reading a man’s mind is easier than reading a newspaper.”

      “When is our meeting?”

      “There’s a team de-brief at the lockup at 10:00, but we’ll go most of the way by bus.” She paused. “I thought perhaps we should jog out to the lockup.”

      Jake’s expression left Rachel helpless with laughter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While Rachel and Jake were enjoying breakfast, they quietly discussed their mission. Rachel made a point of saying how well she thought it had gone, even with the unforeseen issue of the broken tile. She stressed to Jake it was essential to have the confidence to deal with any situation—especially the unplanned.

      While they were chatting, a couple entered the place talking louder than necessary, and messing the staff around with their order, changing their minds and generally being unruly.

      Rachel lifted out her notebook and grinned as she wrote her message.

      Jake said, “Has something come to mind?”

      “You could say it has.” She continued writing.

      A few minutes later as they were leaving, Rachel paused at the table, where the loud young man and his girlfriend were sitting. The girl had face piercings, and her hair was in a ponytail. Neither Baseball Cap nor Ponytail remembered Rachel.

      “I promised you this last week.” Rachel said. She left the folded note with Baseball Cap.

      As Rachel and Jake stepped out of the place, they heard Ponytail shouting.

      “What does it fucking mean—you were like a wild thing?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26. More Surprises

          

        

      

    

    
      At 09:55 Phil prepared four coffees and pulled up a folding chair. One minute later, a light knock sounded on the curtain door.

      “I’ll get it.” Annabel checked her watch as she went to the door.

      They all said their good mornings while Rachel and Jake removed their jackets and produced their notebooks.

      “Rachel,” Phil said, inclining his head towards her.

      Rachel said, “I used Wednesday to conduct a recce of the offices, checked out the manufacturer of the PIR alarm system, and performed a rehearsal of attic entry and exit. It was easier because it’s an older building.”

      Jake’s brow furrowed. He had been unaware of some of Rachel’s preparation.

      Rachel continued. “I picked up information from a five-minute chat with a security guard, and one of the office clerks.” She paused. “I went to a hardware store and the library, to check out types of equipments and safe power cut timings.”

      Phil and Annabel sat in silence, nodding to urge their associate to continue.

      “The mission went well when you consider Jake’s injury.” Rachel nodded to her teammate. “Our greatest challenge was created by the broken computer.” She placed a hand on Jake’s thigh. “Harry Houdini here did a great job and got me access to cabinets before he worked on his task. I gave you guys the two-minute call last night, in case we were compromised by our minor issue.”

      “You did right to call,” Phil said. “How did you deal with the tile incident?”

      Rachel explained briefly and received nods of approval.

      “I’m afraid I didn’t get much in the way of names, but one thing stood out.” She opened her notebook. “The people he represents must pay well because Mr MacDonald appears to have a maximum of thirty clients.” She checked her notes. “From the names you gave me, I located Hartley, Cameron, Smith, Flannigan, O’Connor, McSherry, and Barnes. The last three, of course, are all now deceased.”

      “Good work Rachel, I’m proud of you,” Phil said. “Jake.”

      “I don’t have as much, because I was a support act.” He smiled at Rachel. “As Rachel said, we were tight on time, but we believe the safe contents are important.”

      Phil said, “Don’t reproach yourself, Jake. In different operations, we have to adapt and overcome—learn to accept different roles.”

      “I suppose I was feeling sorry for myself.” Jake continued. “The safe contained wads of cash.” He glanced at Rachel. “Maybe ... £150,000?”

      Rachel nodded.

      “The documents were peculiar,” Jake said. “I found eight passports, but between them, they had four names; Hartley, Flannigan, Metcalfe and MacDonald.” He glanced at his notes. “Each of the four names had a passport registered in a country called Kentobi, in Africa. Their other passports were registered in the Republic of Ireland.”

      Phil’s smile disappeared at the mention of Kentobi.

      “I found two files,” Jake said. “They were like the ones Rachel located in the cabinets, but the two in the safe were for Hartley and Metcalfe.” He shook his head. “I wasn’t sure if they were significant?”

      “It’s close to the jackpot mate,” Phil said. “Did the files have contact addresses?”

      “Hartley’s had Balquhidder, and Metcalfe’s had Chatham. Neither had a postal address.”

      Rachel nudged Jake and winked at him.

      “It’s all I got,” Jake glanced at Rachel, “except for my foot—”

      Phil held his right hand up, palm facing Jake. He was silenced.

      “Well done, mate,” Phil said. “It was a good night of teamwork.” He turned to Annabel.

      Annabel said, “You both know different levels of info about Flannigan. As with everything we discuss, this is to be kept within the team.” She received a nod from both. “We now know he transports the sex-slaves in from Europe and beyond.” She glanced at Jake. “We suspect he gets the first choice from each cargo to fulfil his own desires. He’s lower than dog-shit.”

      Phil said, “Flannigan’s days are numbered—and they don’t reach double figures.” His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. He waved for Annabel to continue before he went around to the front of the van.

      “Hello,” Phil said. “When could you get up here, mate?” He considered the options. “Yes, it would be great to have your help.” The next snippet from Dave Carter caused Phil to inhale deep. Codename Chameleon was in Scotland. Dave heard the name while on a mission briefing, but no location details were known.

      Phil made his way back to the others and gulped down his coffee before he realised Annabel had finished talking. Phil turned to each of them in turn. His mind was elsewhere.

      Annabel handed a sheet of paper to Rachel, who glanced at it, and put it away.

      “Are you okay?” Annabel said.

      “Yes,” Phil said. “It was good news and bad news, but we continue.”

      “The guys are up to speed on everything,” Annabel said. “We’re waiting for you.”

      “We have a couple of days left to finish the job,” Phil said. “Our main target is now Hartley. I have a meeting at noon today, and I’m hoping to confirm where Hartley might be found.”

      Phil was aware his colleagues were staring, so he tried to sound cheerful. “Annabel will give you both a lift home. Jake, I’d prefer you rested until the final debrief.”

      “I’m not 100%,” Jake said, “but I’ll be on standby as long as I can walk.”

      Rachel winked at him and pressed a welcome hand on his thigh.

      “You’ve got the right attitude mate,” Phil said. Compliments worked wonders.

      “Rachel,” Annabel said. “On the way through the city, I’d like you to drop this off at Pitt Street. I’ll wait for you.” She handed her an envelope addressed to ‘DS Monroe’.

      Phil said, “I’d like you on standby over the weekend Rachel, on one condition.”

      “Name it, Boss.” Rachel leant forward.

      “Get some bloody rest, or you’ll be no good to us.”

      Annabel and Jake laughed, and a tangible sense of relief was in the air. Perhaps the team leader wasn’t annoyed with any of them after his phone call.

      “I’ll be ready when you need me,” Rachel said and grinned.

      “Annabel,” Phil said. “I’d like you to conduct the follow-up you suggested on the west coast. Stay overnight if necessary.” Phil turned to meet the gaze of each team member.

      “What happens after my meeting today is dependent on the intel I gain. I aim to locate Hartley’s lair today and hit it tomorrow. It goes against the grain to cut you guys out, but I don’t want you involved in this final stage. You’ve all been great—and I don’t want to lose anybody permanently.”

      It sounded like a suicide mission, but the others knew better than to question Phil’s judgement. He had decided it was a high-risk scenario, and wouldn’t brook discussion.

      “Unless it goes pear-shaped,” Phil said, “we’ll have our next team meeting on Monday at 08:00. At the briefing, we’ll establish how successful we’ve been, and if we’re continuing.”

      “I reckon it’s already a success,” Rachel said. “We’ve cleaned up a lot of shit from our city’s streets.”

      “Get out of here,” Phil said and winked at Rachel.

      When Phil was alone, he stared at his map of Scotland. “Cross me this time Chameleon—you fucking die.”
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        * * *

      

      Friday was a good day for DI Griffiths and DS Monroe. It had taken hours of scrolling through CCTV footage before Lindsey Watt was finally spotted on a tape from the Central Station pile. Eddie spotted the missing B & B proprietor.

      He was delighted to have seen Lindsey, but things improved when he also noticed Kirsten Novak on the same section of tape. He called the DI’s attention to the footage, and they went through associated tapes for the same day. They couldn’t find anything to connect them to the car park where the Mazda was located, but they discovered the two women boarding a train bound for Birmingham New Street.

      “It’s all I had to see,” Sam said. “Well done Eddie. I’ve got a few phone calls to make.”

      It was late in the morning when Eddie went outside for a smoke. He coughed as he lit up, but it was only his third cigarette of the day. No female officers were out, and he stood alone. He turned toward the main entry/exit barrier.

      A girl with blonde hair and glasses in a dark jacket and mini-skirt was approaching, and she had nice legs. It was fifty metres to the red and white pole barrier. The blonde approached the nearest patrol car in the station car park.

      By the time Eddie had stepped down from the doorway to walk to the car park, the girl had lifted a windscreen wiper on a car and trapped a manila envelope under it. Eddie walked rapidly toward the gate and the vehicle. The girl blew him a kiss as Eddie ran towards the barrier.

      The blonde ran around the corner, glancing back once. She was quick on her feet. Eddie reached the corner, but the blonde was gone. A red VW Golf GTi screeched away from the kerb twenty-five metres away and joined the traffic flow. Eddie burst into a coughing fit, and couldn’t focus on the registration number.

      As he returned to the car park, he loosened his tie and undid his collar. “Fucking cigarettes ....” A uniformed officer was about to remove the manila envelope. “Don’t touch it!” Eddie shouted. “Who told you to collect it?”

      “Nobody,” Constable Downie lied. “I saw it, and thought I’d hand it in.” She backed off and went into the station. She stopped briefly on the way through the door to speak to the duty collator. “DS Monroe got to the envelope first, Amy.”

      “Thanks, Janet.” Amy grinned. “He would have got it anyway.”

      Eddie walked past the pretty collator a minute later. “Hi, Amy,” he said, without turning on his charm. Five minutes after collecting the envelope from the windscreen, the DS was emptying the contents onto Sam’s desk. Eddie’s face was red and his breathing erratic.

      Sam said, “Did you see the courier?”

      “It was a good-looking blonde. She got into a red VW Golf, but it pulled into traffic. We could check out all the VW Golf owners in Glasgow.”

      “Did you get a registration number?”

      “No, but—”

      “Don’t worry about it mate. If it’s registered outside the city, you’ll end up tracing every red Golf owner in the country.” Sam laughed. “This is more important mate.” He nodded to the contents of the envelope.

      Eddie lifted the first of two sheets of pasted newsprint and read aloud.

      “Hash farm - Bain Street.” He lifted the second. “Hash factory. Mattsani. Black warehouse - Uddingston.”

      Sam said, “Unless I’m misreading this. Our secret contact has given us where the shit is grown locally, and where it’s processed.”

      “This is fucking gold dust, Boss.”

      Sam pulled on his jacket. “I have a lead to chase up, and I’ll be gone for the rest of today, and maybe tomorrow. If Davenport asks, tell him I went out to lunch.”

      “What do you want me to do about this latest information?”

      “Check it out first, and investigate the suspect address. Take somebody along, in civvies. As you know, the best location to grow the gear is in attics, in extreme high temperature, away from prying eyes. Organise a team of the extra uniform lads to be in plainclothes. Put them on a twenty-four-hour stakeout in Bain Street, but they report to you.”

      Eddie was already running a finger across the map on Sam’s wall. “There it is, Boss. It’s a short street bridging Gallowgate and London Road.”

      “Watch out for any old tenements. Those attic farms use a lot of electricity, and the power consumption has to be disguised within a large building.”

      “What about the warehouse in Uddingston?”

      “Use the same tactic, but there are at least three industrial estates out there. Send a couple of lads out in plainclothes, and get them to report back when they find a black warehouse. I don’t want uniform and patrol cars scaring these bastards off.”

      “How about a shift system to observe the place?”

      “Yes mate. Go out there yourself and make some discreet enquiries. We’re particularly watching for any place the Mattsani ice-cream vans check-in, but keep an open mind.”

      “Those two Mattsani drivers we arrested are due to be released from custody today.”

      “Charge them with walking on police property, or misplace their paperwork, but fucking hold onto them. Mention the black warehouse and see the response. Take all day setting up if you have to. We’ve been saved hundreds of man-hours. We’re in no hurry.”

      “Okay, Boss.” Eddie paused. “Sam.”

      “Yes mate,” the DI stopped, and turned.

      “Keep in touch, and be bloody careful.”

      Sam winked at him and left.
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        * * *

      

      After the envelope delivery, Annabel drove straight to Drumchapel to drop Jake at home. She next headed for Scotstoun to drop Rachel. The two women were several years different in age, but on a similar wavelength on many things.

      They talked openly when alone, which both found refreshing. No hidden agendas. Annabel turned into Dunglass Road, and following a slow and careful drive along the tree-lined road, she pulled up outside Rachel’s house.

      “When does your dad make another appearance?”

      “In two weeks I think,” Rachel said. “I don’t keep too close a track on it.”

      “You’re happy, as long as he keeps a roof over your pretty head.”

      “You should be careful with those compliments.” They exchanged a look. “An impressionable young woman could take it the wrong way.”

      “Get out, before I put you over my knee,”

      “Tease,” Rachel said and laughed as she opened the car door. She wiggled her backside as she walked, and glanced back when she reached the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Phil went to the same coffee shop where he’d met Amy twice before. He bought an Americano. The policewoman was sitting in the corner they’d used previously. When Phil approached, Amy got up and moved around, aware he liked to keep an eye on those coming and going.

      “Hi Phil, I didn’t know if you’d get to our dead-letter drop before somebody else. I thought I’d write, ‘same time and place’ and hope for the best.”

      “I was away yesterday, but I took a jog through the park this morning. Thank you for sticking with it. If you ever give up police work we have a couple of government departments which would be happy to recruit you.”

      “I may have solved one of your mysteries.”

      “Go on.”

      “The reason Hartley has been hard to trace is that he isn’t listed in police files. He hasn’t always been known as William Hartley. In 1977, he was up on a multiple murder charge under his real name, Billy Harrison. From what I’ve pieced together, he was facing a life sentence, but a deal—”

      “A deal was struck,” Phil interrupted, nodding. “Harrison gave up the rest of his gang and said he’d take the authorities to the stolen jewellery.” Phil used his right thumb and forefinger to rub his eyes. “While travelling between the police station and the court, the police van was ambushed, and Harrison disappeared. An unarmed police officer was shot dead.”

      “How come you know—” Amy gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh my God, Phil, the McKenzie couple. Were they related to you?”

      “My parents,” Phil whispered. “I was seventeen, and at college.”

      “Phil I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “You couldn’t be expected to know.” He shook his head. “When did Harrison, or Hartley as he is now, come back to Scotland?”

      “I’m sure it’s the same person, and he returned eight, or nine years ago.”

      “Did you find out anything about his time away?”

      “I called colleagues in a couple of the stations in Greater London. It took a while, but it sounds like he was taken under the wing of one of the top names down there.”

      “It would make sense. He’ll have joined the big time as a foot-soldier, and learned his trade before returning to Scotland to establish himself.”

      “Exactly my thoughts,” Amy said. “It’s hard to work out who he was in contact with first. His return fits in with your theory about a couple of these people knowing each other for a long time. It also works with the timing of MacDonald taking on Cameron and other undesirables as clients. You’ll remember I figured MacDonald was at university with our Chief Constable?”

      Phil nodded.

      “I couldn’t work out how either of them could have known Hartley,” Amy said. “When I traced the name Harrison - he was at school with Davenport.”

      “It’s beginning to look like Hartley/Harrison has a hold on your Chief Constable, or the solicitor MacDonald, or both.”

      “I got a moment alone with DI Griffiths. Knowing he’d support you, I told him how far I’d got. It took him less than twenty-four hours to find out our man Davenport has a couple of weaknesses - and one of them is the roulette wheel.”

      “You’ve done a bloody marvellous job Amy, and I’m grateful. Protect yourself now, and leave it alone.”

      “I’d like to help in the future.”

      “I don’t know yet if my private enterprise has a future. If it does, I promise you’ll be a part of it. I don’t suppose you found out where Hartley lives now?”

      “He lived in Glasgow until he built up his reputation, and gradually removed heavy opposition. He now lives in a small place called Balquhidder.”

      “Rob Roy’s Grave, which supports a snippet I got from Smith when I visited him in hospital.”

      “I don’t understand.” Amy’s brow furrowed.

      “The famous Jacobite outlaw, Rob Roy McGregor is buried there. Smith didn’t know where the grave was, but he remembered hearing Hartley lived near the grave of his folk hero, Rob Roy.”

      “Please be careful, Phil. I’ve got no hold on you, but I’d like to see you around—maybe go for a run occasionally?”

      “We will,” he said and stood. He kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you.” Phil walked away from the coffee shop, and anger he’d suppressed for years had returned to the surface. He already wanted to reach Hartley to make an example of him, but now his hardest decision was how to kill him, but for it to take the longest time for him to die.
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        * * *

      

      Joe Conroy had been in Hereford for ten years. He’d lived in the barracks as a single man for four years, but spent the next six in a house he’d bought with his wife, Marie. Sunny afternoons in the summer were sometimes spent in the beer garden at the back of the local pub - as long as Joe wasn’t away on a mission or a training course.

      Having Lindsey and Kirsten stay with them changed their routine, but it was no hardship for the Conroys. Lindsey had known the couple years before, when Ken, her late husband was alive. Joe had a wonderful sense of humour, and it appealed to both guests.

      When the front door chime sounded, Joe turned to Marie. She glanced out through the side of the curtains.

      “Joe, it’s Sam Griffiths—alone.”

      “Action stations girls!” Joe ran up the stairs and dropped the loft ladder. They’d all been put through their paces often enough by Joe. In true SAS spirit, Joe believed time spent on rehearsals was never wasted. By the time the base of the ladder touched the floor, Kirsten was on her way up, and Lindsey was right behind her.

      Downstairs, Marie poured Kirsten’s wine into hers, and Lindsey’s into Joe’s. She put the empty glasses in the dishwasher. Joe came back downstairs, and when the doorbell rang a second time, he was there.

      “Clockwork,” Joe said, as he reached for the door handle. Having been given the heads-up by Phil, he was wary but relieved to see a familiar face.

      “Viking,” Sam said, as the door opened. “Long time no see, mate.”

       “Bloody Hell,” Viking said. “Sam. Come in, mate—Marie, get a beer for our guest.”  The two old comrades shook each other’s hand with genuine affection. They’d spent many hours in life and death situations together, and the bond never faded. Viking ushered Sam on ahead and out to the conservatory where Marie was waiting.

      Marie wrapped her arms around a man she hadn’t seen in years. They kissed each other on the cheeks. “I was trying to get this one to marry me when you were serving here. My God Sam, you’re looking good.”

       Sam was wearing a suit as usual, but his tie was undone, and he looked tired. He removed his jacket and threw it onto a chair before he accepted a beer from Marie. The train journey down the country to Hereford had been tedious, changing trains at Birmingham New Street.

      Viking said, “It’s a bit of a surprise seeing you, right out of the blue.”

      “First,” Sam said, raising his beer. “To fallen comrades ....”

      They raised their glasses in unison, toasting men like Ken Watt, who would never be forgotten as long as any of these people could take a breath.

      Sam said, “I’m a DI with the Strathclyde Police, but before I say more, this isn’t an official visit. I want you to know any secrets you share with Phil, are safe.”

      Marie forced a smile. How much did Sam know?

      Viking said, “I hope you’re giving the bad boys a hard time.”

      Sam explained in brief about certain events unfolding in Scotland, and how the underworld was being badly shaken by a vigilante known as Hawk.

      Viking smiled. “We’ve always said, it’s what this country needs to help the police. You guys have your hands tied behind your back with bloody red tape.”

      “I shouldn’t,” Sam said, “but I agree with you.” Sam didn’t tell them anything they didn’t already know but made them feel better about the situation. He told them about Lindsey going missing and said he wasn’t worried as long as she was safe.

      “Well remember, Sam,” Viking said, “we take care of our own.” The two men exchanged a knowing look, and Marie held her breath. The moment passed.

      Sam stayed for two hours, during which he had a bite to eat. During a visit to the bathroom, he made a rapid check of the rooms upstairs. There were telltale signs of more than two adults living there. Sam left, reminding his old friends they hadn’t seen him. He promised to return and bring his wife. An open invitation stood for Joe and Marie to visit Glasgow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the spacious driveway of a mansion in Balquhidder, two black, chauffer driven Lexus cars pulled up. William Hartley, Lawrence Metcalfe, and a bodyguard got out of the leading vehicle. The second car was carrying Kevin MacDonald, James Flannigan, and another bodyguard. The bodyguards and both drivers were armed.

      The four in golfing attire were congregated outside the house when another car arrived on the scene. Chief Constable Davenport got out and was given a warm welcome by the others. One of the bodyguards drove Davenport’s car around to the back.

      In the woodland, five hundred metres above the group of criminals, two men were lying prone, observing the scene with high-powered field glasses.

      Dave Carter didn’t take the binoculars from his eyes. “I’m sure I recognise one of them, Phil.” He adjusted the focus. “The bloke with the dark hair, and suntan is the duly elected, Right Honourable Lawrence Metcalfe, Member of Parliament for Chatham in Kent.”

      “Are you certain, mate?”

      “Yes, unless he has a twin.” Dave lowered the binoculars, and turned to Phil. “Until recently, Metcalfe was the British Ambassador to Kentobi, Africa.”

      Phil focused on the group below. “It explains the bloody constant suntan in photos.”

      “He was one of the two guys in suits at the Mowhandi airfield—the day you were arrested.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27. Codes and Caring

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 26th July

      In the forest, on the Braes of Balquhidder, Phil and Dave had set up an observation post. Down the hill and across their front view stretched the beauty of Loch Voil. To the eastern tip of the loch was the picturesque hamlet of Balquhidder.

      The target was the mansion below them on the edge of the forest. When Dave had pulled into a local filling station earlier, he found out the big house was locally referred to as Hartley Manor. It had a driveway which stretched three hundred metres, leading from the narrow road which cut through the local countryside.

      The mansion was built on the forward edge of the forest, facing the valley. To the front of the building was an ornamental garden, and to the rear were; a tennis court, a large garage to hold several cars and a stable for four horses. A paddock was adjacent to the stable and bordered a stretch of the forestry.

      “Crime doesn’t pay,” Dave had said when he first saw the layout. “What a load of bollocks.”

      The two men had arrived in the area with Phil’s two vans. They parked the white Transit among trees off a forest track and used the recently sprayed black vehicle for driving around the area. It took an hour to gauge from the ground and maps, which area of forest would suit their needs. They emptied equipment from the black van and parked it closer than the white one, similarly among trees off a forest track.

      “Like old times,” Phil said as they set up camouflage netting.

      “It might be like old times for you,” Dave said and laughed. “It’s my fucking job. I’m off to Colombia in two weeks.”

      “I wish I could be going with you.”

      “I don’t know,” Dave said. “I reckon this is a good follow up to The Regiment.”

      “This project of mine might be temporary, mate.”

      “Well, if it didn’t continue, you’ve teamed up with Annabel. She’s classy.”

      Phil didn’t respond but continued setting up.

      “Phil,” Dave said and turned. “Please tell me you two are an item.”

      “We work together,” Phil smiled. “We don’t—”

      “I don’t know if I want to share a fucking OP with you,” Dave said and laughed. He reached down. “I’ll check my trousers are on securely.” A hand slapped the back of his head. Dave grinned and mimicked Phil. “We work together.” He laughed when he got another slap.

      An overhead shelter wasn’t required, because the weather forecast promised warm, dry conditions for the weekend. Phil had shielded the tiny camping stove by digging a shallow hole. He poured a strong coffee into a black plastic mug for them to share.

      Dave said, “This is a five-star OP.” He accepted the mug. “It’s usually cold drinks, pissing in a petrol can, and shitting in a plastic bag.”

      “Don’t worry, mate,” Phil said. “You’ll be back to hard routines when you’re in Colombia.” He laughed and passed over three cereal bars.

      Dave slipped two bars into the top pocket of his combat smock and unwrapped one. He wasn’t going anywhere yet, but through force of habit and training—he took the opportunity of a bite and a drink. He didn’t leave anything lying around. When you move in a hurry—you don’t fuck around picking things up.

      Like Dave, Phil was wearing a lightweight smock and green denim. He was wearing his webbed shoulder holster containing the Sig Sauer automatic, and in a thigh harness, his hunting knife. His purpose was close ‘recce’, which meant no killing, but he liked to be prepared.

      “Noise?” Phil asked, and jumped up and down on the spot several times. Nothing.

      “You’re good, mate,” Dave said and checked his watch. “Two hours until dusk. Good hunting.”

      Phil accepted the black mug and slurped coffee. He handed back the mug, touched Dave’s shoulder, and five seconds later was at one with the forest. Dave looked to the right and left. Phil had disappeared like a wraith.

      “You’ve still got it, mate,” Dave whispered to empty space where Phil had been.
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        * * *

      

      Phil reached the outbuildings of the mansion below. He had moved through the woodland with the stealth of a wild predator and felt fresh when he reached the edge of the tree line. He was heading to check out the stables but saw a door opening at the back of the house. Hartley and Flannigan stepped outside.

      Phil fought his inner rage with every fibre of his being. He had an overwhelming urge to race across the courtyard and cut out both of their hearts. As he’d done on many previous occasions, he reminded himself to consider the big picture.

      The desire to kill had never been as great, or as personal. He moved silently along the inside edge of the trees until two metres from the large garage. Phil strained to hear the conversation between the two men, but a dog barked nearby. There had been no sign of dogs.

      Flannigan said, “I’ll be leaving with her in the morning ...” The dog barked several times. “... but don’t worry. I won’t leave a trace.”

      Hartley said, “This is going to be the big one ...” The dog barked. “... make sure you are on schedule.”

      “I’ll finish what I’m doing, and set sail at mid-day.” Flannigan laughed as he went into the garage. He emerged slowly in his silver Land Rover Discovery and waved from the open driver’s window.

      A sentry in a white shirt and black trousers walked over to the garage and whispered to Hartley. The two men waved to Flannigan as he drove off. Hartley turned and surveyed the mass of the forest. His sentry was doing likewise, his hand on the pistol grip of his holstered automatic. Hartley nodded, and both men went back inside.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel dressed in a close-fitting tracksuit. It was comfortable clothing for her long drive. She would travel up past Loch Lomond, and Oban. An abundance of inlets were situated along the coastline opposite the Island of Mull, but she’d worked out the co-ordinates pencilled onto Flannigan’s large map. She prepared specific equipment for her task and was considering extras when her phone buzzed.

      “Hi, Rachel—”

      One minute later, Annabel was in her car, and on her way to Scotstoun.

      Rachel was standing at the front door when Annabel parked, after a short, but fast journey. The pair went to the dining room where a map was spread on the table. A notepad, pen and a photograph were set on the middle of the map where Rachel had been brainstorming.

      Annabel handed over the photographs she’d been asked to bring, accepted a coffee, and surveyed the items on the table. She pulled up a chair.

      “Okay my girl, let’s hear it.”

      “When you gave me the piece of paper this morning, I didn’t realise what it was. It was after you’d dropped me off; I looked at it properly. It was a copy of one of Flannigan’s logbook pages.”

      “I explained at the briefing—”

      “I’m sorry. You would have done, but I must have been more tired than I thought. I glanced at the note when I got home. I sat down and slept for four hours, but I woke up alert.”

      “What did you find?”

      “The letter ‘E’ is what I found,” Rachel said. “It helped me break the code.”

      “You broke Flannigan’s logbook code? Are you kidding?.”

      “After my rest, I had a fresh look at the page. The letter ‘E’ is the most often used in English, and it doesn’t matter which way you code with letters, it will help lead you in.”

      “Are you able to decipher Flannigan’s entries?”

      “Yes, and to explain this to you will be easy. One of the most secure codes is to use a novel or textbook. The sender and recipient have the same book. They use page numbers, paragraphs, number of words in a line, etc.”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “I understand, but the people involved must have the same edition, because otherwise one word, paragraph, or page out of sequence—and it doesn’t work.”

      “Correct,” Rachel said. “Next, we have the simplest form of alphabetic code.”

      Annabel sipped her coffee.

      “Reverse alphabet,” Rachel said. “We should remember Flannigan isn’t the brightest pebble on the beach. He’s just a sailor with a perverted mind.” Rachel wrote ‘ZMMZYVO’ on her pad. “What do you think this means?”

      “Tell me.”

      Rachel spelt out the letters. “A-N-N-A-B-E-L.” She turned over the top sheet of the pad. Along the top, she had printed the alphabet and directly underneath, the alphabet in reverse.

      “Rachel, I could kiss you.”

      “What have I told you about teasing?” They both laughed.

      The pair worked rapidly with the photographed pages of Flannigan’s logbook.

      Annabel stopped writing. “What’s today’s date?”

      “Friday, 26th July 1996. What are you thinking?”

      Annabel shuffled through the photographs. “We should check entries which are effective now for anything relevant.”

      “Here we are.” Rachel lifted two photographs. “You read them, and I’ll write it out.”

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      For five minutes, the pair worked together, rapidly. Rachel finished writing and passed over the pad.

      Annabel read aloud. “Party-time at Hartley Manor. A boy for Bobby. A girl for me. A deal for Metcalfe. A million for Billy. The Hawk gets plucked and fucked. Long live Special Forces.”

      “Annabel. I don’t like it, and it sounds scary.”

      “Let’s take a line at a time.” Annabel paused. “The party-time at Hartley Manor must be a meeting. I don’t think it means an actual party, but it could.”

      “Who is Bobby?”

      “Chief Constable Davenport - his name is Robert, maybe known as Bobby.”

      “A boy for Bobby ... sick bastard,” Rachel said.

      “Flannigan is the other sick bastard.”

      “If Bobby is Robert, Billy must be William Hartley,” Rachel said.

      “Agreed ... Metcalfe is the odd one. I recall the name from somewhere.”

      “If he’s associating with these others, he’s up to no good.”

      “I don’t like the mention of Hawk in here ... and Special Forces.”

      “Could they know if he’s ex-Special Forces?”

      “He was Special Forces, Rachel,” Annabel said. “I reckon they’re counting on him finding Hartley’s place. I believe they’re going to let him get in and ambush him.”

      “He’s a tactician,” Rachel said. “He would see through a ploy to entice him.”

      “I have a horrible feeling he’s fired up about something.” Annabel nodded and turned to her friend. “Remember how distant he was during the end of the briefing? He could be dealing with things we don’t understand.”

      “Annabel. Who could take down Hawk?”

      “His own kind,” Annabel said in a flat tone. “Fight fire with fire—hire ex-Special Forces.”

      “It means the reference to Special Forces isn’t Hawk, it’s the bastards they’ve hired to capture him. or kill him?” Rachel stared at Annabel. “Surely they wouldn’t kill one of their own?”

      “Hawk’s gone up the chain of command of the bad guys, and either killed them or put them out of action. Hartley must know he’s next. He’ll pay any amount.”

      “Why would the Chief Constable be in on it?”

      “It could be several reasons. Hartley might want him there to make sure his own arse is covered, or Davenport feels safer with the crooks because he’s involved.”

      “I feel fucking helpless,” Rachel said. “What do we do next?”

      “The first thing is read more of these bloody pages to find clues.”

      It took another twenty minutes to decipher the remaining pages Annabel had photographed. One had significance—Saturday, 27th July 1996.

      “Off to sea today.” Annabel read aloud. “Hope to hear Hawk has been captured.” She stood and looked down at the information spread on the table.

      Rachel stood, hovering between rage and tears. “Are we going to lose him, Annabel?”

      In all the action, since Rachel first saw a man being shot, nothing had fazed the girl. Annabel held her arms out, Rachel fell into them, and they embraced.

      Annabel held Rachel tight and spoke close to her ear. “Our Hawk is going to be alright Rachel. Trust me. I’ll have to go now to make some preparations, but I need you on standby.”

      “Do you know where Hartley lives?”

      “Yes. I got a brief text from our leader earlier, but it was enough.”

      “Is it going to go pear-shaped?”

      “It’s going to go fucking pear-shaped alright—but not for our man.” She kissed Rachel on the forehead. “Don’t worry.” Annabel turned and murmured. “I owe him.”

      “I’ll keep my leathers handy.”

      “Good girl. If I haven’t got back in touch by breakfast time, call Jake and get him on standby. Make sure he’s ready for you to pick up.”

      “We’ll both be ready. Count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      When Hartley and the sentry went inside and closed the door, Phil crept around the side of the garage, and back within the tree line. From there, he observed the house.

      No CCTV cameras stuck out at awkward angles, which meant Hartley had a soft spot for the architecture. There had been no sign of passive infra-red equipment in the woods, but it would be foolish. The place would be full of wildlife. Security was guards and dogs.

      It took two minutes for Phil to gain entry to the large garage, which appeared to be a converted coach repair and blacksmith’s building. A few of the old tools hung from the walls. In keeping with the rest of the architecture, the outside looked as it did two hundred years before, but the inside was fitted with sockets and a heating system. Lined up were the two Lexus cars which belonged to Hartley, a BMW complete with a rental sticker in rear window, a Ferrari and a Bentley.

      The BMW would be Davenport’s because he wouldn’t want his personal car registration being seen by local traffic cameras. The Ferrari would belong to Metcalfe, judging by the personalised plate, and the Bentley would be another of Hartley’s cars.

      Phil left the garage, went back among the trees, and crept along to the stables. This was another building which was outwardly two centuries old but was warm and cosy for the four fine racehorses. A livery room was situated at one end, and electrics had been fitted throughout. Several military folding cots were stacked at one end.

      When he left the stables, Phil made his way to the side of the mansion by using the natural cover of the ornamental garden. He reached the wall, and drew his knife, preferring to deal instant, but silent death if he faced an opponent. Stealth was the key.

      Laughter and voices were clear as Phil moved around to the front of the house with his back against the cold granite of the wall. He turned and looked up to see one open window. It was a dining room or an after-dinner lounge. Smoke drifted from the window, and the aroma indicated at least one of the company enjoyed marijuana.

      Phil stood, back to the wall, under the open window, and listened.

      A Glasgow man said, “If you want to get your head down early Bobby, there’s a nice surprise for you in your bedroom.”

      A softly-spoken man said, “You know I hate surprises.”

      “Calm yourself, Bobby,” the man said. Your surprise is twenty-five years old, and he has a fine physique. Now, go upstairs and enjoy.”

      A door closed and the remaining men laughed. Their voices became louder, and it was clear they were standing near the open window.

      Phil pulled out the phone he’d taken from Simpson, the loan shark in Drumchapel. He scrolled to the mysterious contact ‘The Boss’, and pressed the call button.

      A mobile phone chimed clearly in the room above. The Glasgow man’s voice was loud and clear. “How can Archie Simpson be calling me—he’s fucking dead?”

      Below the window, against the wall, Phil switched off the phone and put it away.

      “What the fuck is going on with Simpson’s phone?” ‘The Boss’ said.

      “Forget the dead man, William,” a Londoner said. “What are we doing about Davenport?” The Londoner had to be Metcalfe, the politician. He had the tone of someone with proper education, but importantly, he’d confirmed ‘The Boss’ was William Hartley.

      “Don’t worry about Bobby,” Hartley said. “He’ll have an accident soon. He likes his gambling, but it’s his love of boys and young men which will finish him.”

      “You sound sure,” Metcalfe said.

      “A suicide note with both bodies in a car will be enough. It’s all in hand.”

      “Is Flannigan reliable?”

      “Yes,” Hartley said. “Jimmy would do anything for us. As long he has a girl to keep him amused. He’s a sick bastard, but good smugglers are hard to come by.”

      “I’m concerned your guys haven’t found this Hawk character,” Metcalfe said.

      “You’re not as bloody concerned as me,” another man said, his voice becoming louder as he approached the others. The tone suggested another well-educated person.

      “What’s wrong, Kevin?” Hartley asked.

      “I’ve had a call from one of my people,” MacDonald said. “The leak from the air-conditioning unit was no fucking accident. We had somebody in the attic last night, or recently.”

      “Kevin, you worry too much,” Hartley said and laughed. “By tomorrow morning, our fine, feathered friend, Mr Hawk will be caught. Fuck it—you can help with the interrogation.”

      “Surely you’ll kill the bastard?”

      “Not right away, Kevin,” Hartley said. “We’ll have him by tomorrow. We’re going to find out everything he knows about our operation before I kill him.”

      “How do you know you’ll have him by tomorrow?”

      “We have eight fine men out there who know what they’re about. They’ll catch him and bring him in. Would you like a bet, like Bobby? What do you reckon to odds of eight-to-one,  eh?” All three men laughed. Somebody closed the window.

      Phil scurried along the wall, back towards the bushes and the stables. His heart was pounding, but he wasn’t worried about himself. He was concerned for Dave, alone on the side of the hill, unaware of the danger. Radio signals were easily monitored, but perhaps radios might have been a good idea after all.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Annabel’s car had left the street, Rachel made a decision. She couldn’t do much right away, but she’d be ready. She made a call, and five minutes later was on her Norton.

      Rachel was back at her house forty minutes later. She stripped off her leathers and turned to her latest guest. “If you come and sit at the table, I’ll show you what I discussed with Annabel earlier, and we’ll all know the maximum.”

      Jake said, “I appreciate being brought in on this right away.”

      “You have to get a grip of two things,” Rachel said and smiled. “Your lack of self-worth and your ability to think like a team member.”

      “I’m shit on both, but I’m working on them.”

      “Would you like to impress me?”

      “You know I would,” Jake murmured.

      “If we get a call, I want your arse on the line. Pick the right tools, don’t fall apart, and if somebody hits you—fucking hit them back—but harder.”

      “Rachel, you’re a helluva motivator.”

      They both laughed.

      “We’ll sleep on the sofa,” Rachel said. “And don’t get your hopes up. We’ll do a two-hours-on, two-hours-off shift system. If one of our phones rings, we need to respond.”

      “You rest first,” Jake said. “I’ll start reading this logbook.”

      Rachel lay on the sofa. Two minutes later, she opened one eye.

      Jake turned away from gazing at her and recommenced studying the logbook entries.
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        * * *

      

      Phil reached the tree line and stopped. His senses were on high alert as he slipped between the trees, occasionally pausing, to observe with eyes and ears.

      Phil and Dave had discussed and rejected wearing night-vision goggles for this mission. They had used them many times and agreed the goggles were a superb piece of equipment in the right circumstances, but they had drawbacks.

      A direct light source changed them from being magical, to becoming a weapon of suicide. They were terrific until a light was shone directly at the lens. To someone like Phil, who had learned to stalk wild game as a youngster, the equipment was a calling card.

      Phil slipped his hunting knife from the sheath. It had a dull-coloured blade, which was the weapon’s single dull aspect. Phil set off up the hill, creeping like a wild cat. No speed, but a lot of stealth.

      When he stopped and crouched, he opened his mouth slightly, which improved hearing. He moved his eyes slowly from side to side, knowing his peripheral vision was more dependable. Phil was about to set off from one of his brief stops when he became aware of the buzz. It wasn’t an insect, but it was a steady, faint hum.

      He moved forward and stood close to a broad tree. Phil flexed the fingers of his left hand and gently ran the fingers of his right hand on the handle of the knife. When the figure stopped beside the tree, the humming noise was like a hive full of bees to Phil.

      It took a few seconds to focus on the weapon and how it was held. An AK47, the weapon preferred by many terrorists. Phil would have one chance. He watched the man’s head turning slowly to left and right.

      The sentry maintained a rhythmic movement, which was one of his mistakes. As the head turned left, Phil squatted. When the man turned right to scan with his night-vision goggles, Phil moved his left hand around his opponent’s body and raised his knife hand up to neck level. Phil simultaneously gripped, and pulled up on the rifle with his left hand, while using his right hand to run his blade across the man’s throat.

      The mercenary’s finger wasn’t inside the trigger guard. His first instincts were to hold onto his weapon and turn on his assailant. Phil’s blade sliced from throat through to the vertebrae. A gush of air was followed by a low gurgling noise. Phil lowered the corpse to the ground.

      He wiped his blade on the dead man’s uniform and moved away from the body. He stood for five seconds to regain control of his breathing. Killing another human being with a knife was in a different class. It took nerve to know what you were about to do, and how. To feel the final breath escape from a man was a surreal experience. Phil knew it well.

      The dead man was wearing a throat mike and an earpiece, which thanks to Phil’s blade skills was now useless, but its silence might work in Phil’s favour. He stepped back to his tree and waited. It felt like a lifetime, but in reality, it was ten minutes.

      A dark shape came through the trees, moving like a shadow. The silent approach lasted until the next sentry saw his comrade. He kept his goggles in position as he looked left and right. He advanced and made a fatal error. When he knelt down to check his associate’s condition, he took his hand from the pistol grip of his weapon.

      Phil didn’t hold the man steady or place weight on him. He used the enemy’s own movements to cover his approach. Instead of attempting to slit the man’s throat, Phil moved his right hand wide and thrust the knife point into his adversary. The metal tip appeared through the back of the neck. Phil felt the warmth of fresh blood on his hand, as he let the body fall to the side. A twist helped to release his blade.

      Phil was at his weakest, both mentally and physically for a few seconds after such a kill. The phenomenon wasn’t new to him. Phil was wiping the blade on the dead man’s uniform when he felt a tremendous pressure on his back, and he was pushed forward. He landed face down on the forest floor with somebody on his back. His knife hand was gripped and held fast to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28. Shots in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Saturday 27th July

      00:15 - Phil was pinned down, but alive. He was to be taken alive, or the man effectively keeping him under control was friendly forces. Near to his face, an open palm came into focus. No weapon, no threat. It was Dave, which made it a bittersweet moment for them both.

      Phil acknowledged with a sharp nod of his head, and the pressure was removed from his body. The pair separated slowly and silently. It wasn’t a time for ‘high-fives’ and cheering. When they could see each other’s eyes in the flickering moonlight, the gratitude came in another nod and was accepted with a wink and the ghost of a smile.

      Dave shouldn’t have been there in the first place, which meant he wouldn’t later have bragging rights about gaining the upper hand, over hero and legend; Phil McKenzie.

      When they crouched ready to move, Dave pointed to himself and held up two fingers and gave a ‘thumbs down’ sign. He nodded to Phil, who indicated similarly using two fingers and a ‘thumbs down’. Phil held up his right forefinger, and made a circular, sweeping motion, before holding up four fingers. Dave nodded. Between them—four X-rays were down, but four were active.

      The pair set off using a system whereby one moved at a time. In normal circumstances, it would be referred to as ‘fire and manoeuvre’. One man or section would give covering fire, while the other moved. On this occasion, they used stealth.

      Dave led, and crept between the trees. After he’d covered five metres in the darkness, he stopped. Phil covered five metres and stopped. Each time they moved and remained apart, it would appear to an onlooker it was a shadow caused by the moonlight.

      01:15 - It was during one of their staged moves the moon shone between the clouds and picked Dave out as if he was in a flashlight beam. If he was closer to a tree, he could have reached out an arm or leg, froze, and become a shadow, but it was too sudden. A man leapt on him from the left side, and the pair rolled down the hill, both fighting for their lives.

      Phil drew his automatic, about to set off down the hill, when he saw three more bodies where the attacker had been. The mercenaries had become wary. Four of their call-signs had ceased to exist, and they’d changed tactics to hunt as a pack. The four remaining killers would feel safer as a group.

      As Dave and his opponent rolled down the hill in the darkness, bouncing off trees and grunting like wild animals, the three remaining men ran headlong behind them, stumbling through the trees and undergrowth. Phil used the cover of their noise to follow as closely as he could. It would have been suicidal to try shooting at fast-moving bodies between trees, and it would alert the X-rays of a second enemy.

      Phil had known the horror and frustration of seeing a man taken before, but as he would have expected Dave to do, he held back and followed the action. As long as they didn’t kill their prisoner outright, Phil would be in a much better position to rescue him when things settled down.

      Rescue was a futile gesture in two cases—if too early, or too late. Timing was crucial.

      The two struggling bodies stopped rolling downhill. Phil closed the distance and was five metres from the small group. He raised his pistol into the aim and stopped. One man got up on his knees, and in the moonlight, Phil saw the glint of liquid on the victor’s blade.

      Dave had won the battle for survival and was kneeling over the prostrate figure of his opponent. Another man crashed the butt of a rifle against the back of Dave’s skull.

      It would have been easy to drop at least two of the three remaining X-rays, but Phil held his ground, listened, and observed. The risk to Dave would be increased. The commander spoke English, but with a European accent. He was a brute, whose neck was as wide as his jaw-line. He knelt to check the unconscious SAS man.

      “The client wants this Hawk character alive, and if you want your bonus—keep him alive until we reach the house.”

      “But Anton, he killed Sergei—” a short man said.

      “Sergei lost to a better fighter.”

      “He was my brother, I deserve to—”

      “You don’t deserve anything Ivan. Pick up this man’s knife and take it with you. Perhaps our client will allow you to use it on the owner.”

      02:00 - Phil watched as the two subordinates tied Dave’s wrists behind his back and dragged him down the hill, ensuring he fell face forward several times on the journey. Dave was going to have a severe headache when he regained consciousness—but he dealt with headaches on most Sunday mornings. He was alive.

      Although wearing night-vision goggles, the mercenaries took twenty minutes to reach the rear courtyard of the mansion. When they stepped clear of the trees, they were close to the stables. The two guardians dragged Dave to the side of the stables and waited. Anton went to report.

      Two minutes later, a door opened, and the leader approached his two cronies. “The client wants to see the prisoner. He assures me we’ll be paid a bonus if this bastard is alive at dawn.” He turned to Ivan. “You may take some revenge for your brother, but don’t kill him—if I lose my bonus, I will kill you.”

      “We should first wake him,” the third mercenary suggested.

      “I agree, Pyotr.” The leader lifted a nearby hose and sprayed Dave’s face with water.

      When Dave opened his eyes, the two henchmen hoisted him to his feet. While the prisoner was held defenceless with arms bound behind him, the big man head-butted him and punched him several times. Dave fell to the ground, and Anton kicked him twice in the ribcage, rendering him unconscious.

      Pyotr kicked Dave, and stepped back, laughing with his colleagues.

      A bright light shone across the courtyard as Hartley and Metcalfe came from the house. Both were wearing waistcoats, and their neckties were undone. The pair were smoking cigars, and carrying glasses of whiskey.

      Hartley said, “I hate having a game of snooker ruined.” He stood over the battered and bloodied body. “This is the source of my fucking headaches. He doesn’t look too dangerous.” He turned to Metcalfe. “What do you think Lawrence?”

      “He looks like a piece of shit.” Metcalfe had never been in a fight but took the opportunity to kick a real man who couldn’t respond.

      “Where are the rest of your men, Anton?” Hartley asked, and pulled on his cigar.

      “Dead ....” Anton spat on the bound and battered SAS man.

      “Dead?” Hartley coughed smoke instead of exhaling. “I had fucking eight of you out there. Eight professional killers—and he took out five of you.” He turned to Metcalfe. “I take it back Lawrence. This Hawk is one dangerous bastard.”

      Hartley took a sip of whiskey and another pull on his cigar. He turned to walk back to the house, but stopped and surveyed the dark forest which formed the backdrop to his mansion. When he turned toward the house, he glanced up, as if at the moon shining over the mansion. He nodded imperceptibly.

      “Let’s finish our game of snooker, Lawrence.”

      The pair went inside, and the large door closed, but not before laughter could be heard.

      Anton told his men their dead comrades would be left in the woods until daylight. They’d be buried where they fell, in unmarked graves.

      It was decided Pyotr should complete the first two-hour shift guarding the prisoner. Pyotr stripped off his webbing. He remained alert for the first half hour, occasionally walking back and forth in the semi-darkness of the large courtyard. More than once, he stopped beside Dave’s unconscious body or gazed into the darkness of the forest. He nodded to himself. This Hawk had been a true warrior.
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        * * *

      

      While Hartley and Metcalfe had been standing talking to the three mercenaries, they were being observed, from above. Norrie Armstrong was situated on the roof of the mansion. He had a reputation as one of the top hit-men to become involved with organised crime in Glasgow.

      Armstrong was thirty-two and had made his name by killing and walking away. He never left a witness or evidence and had no criminal record. He’d served in the Parachute Regiment for six years, and left at twenty-seven, having grown disenchanted with the prospect of continually fighting other people’s causes.

      He hired himself out as a mercenary during the conflict in the Balkans, until he was wounded. Being killed didn’t figure in his long-term plan. He returned to Glasgow, socialised in the right places, made discreet enquiries, and became a freelance killer.

      When he saw the three mercenaries return with their prize he shook his head - five men down. He had a sneaking suspicion the Hawk character was ex-SAS, and he had a healthy respect for the regiment. Armstrong didn’t believe the vigilante would come alone, and he’d suggested as much to his client, Hartley.

      Armstrong said he’d stay on the roof for twenty-four hours if necessary, but he told Hartley if he suspected two infiltrators he was merely to nod. When the nod came, Armstrong smiled. He enjoyed being pitted against a professional—it gave him a sense of pride in his work.
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        * * *

      

      .

      02:45 - Phil knew he couldn’t use the classic ‘Fireman’s Lift’ to get Dave to safety because of the damage to his ribcage. Phil could kill the sentry, untie Dave, and carry him up front like a baby, but he’d leave a trail a boy scout could follow.

      He considered nudging Dave with a branch to whisper he was there, and he’d return for him. He shrugged the idea off as sentimental, and foolish. They’d both had worse beatings, and he was confident Dave would be okay until the rest of the plan was set up.

      It was going to be a long, painful night for both of them for different reasons, but it was what made the SAS soldiers legendary. As things turned out, the call of nature played a part.

      Pyotr ceased his endless strolling from the stables to the garage and back. He checked his prisoner. The man was bound, unconscious, and going nowhere. Like most men, the mercenary wasn’t satisfied taking a leak out in the open. He stepped inside the tree-line.

      He undid the studs on his combat kit and gazed into the darkness of the forest as he listened to his piss tinkling into the foliage. It wasn’t much sound, but it was enough. The hired killer relaxed and sighed as the pressure was released from his bladder.

      Pyotr’s eyes opened wide in shock when Phil’s hand clamped over his mouth. The blade of a hunting knife entered his lower back and was thrust up through his internal organs. His body went into spasm, and he wasn’t going to die quickly. Phil lowered him into the undergrowth. He stuffed a handful of earth into his mouth to dry him out, and stop him yelling. Before he left him, he took his weapon to unload, and ditch in the forest.
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        * * *

      

      .

      04:15 - It was reaching the period when men find it hard to keep their eyes open if they’ve been deprived of sleep. Armstrong had been doing fine, because as usual, he had popped the occasional pill, and it worked a treat. He had been dosing himself up for several hours but didn’t keep an accurate count.

      He pulled the small packet from inside his combat smock to find it empty. He made a professional misjudgement. Like Pyotr down below, Armstrong was bursting to piss. Instead of remaining in position, he decided to stand for the relief, followed by a walk around the large flat roof. It would refresh him.

      He peered over the edge, and could clearly see the prisoner tied up. Pyotr was missing though. He’d probably gone for a brew or an early breakfast. Armstrong slid away from the edge of the artificial battlement until he was two metres back. He stood up, walked to the middle of the roof, chose a spot, and relieved himself. He watched the reflection of the moon in the ripples.

      When he’d finished, he stood taking deep breaths and stretching. It was light enough to see the magnificent view of Loch Voil, and Balquhidder. The graveyard where Rob Roy was buried was clear. Armstrong smirked.

      “What’s it like in the spirit world, Rob Roy McGregor?” He would soon be able to discuss the issue with the celebrated Scottish folk hero.

      Armstrong turned to go back to his sniping position, but before he’d taken a full step, he collapsed and landed in his own steaming puddle. A trickle of blood oozed from the hole in his skull and mixed with the piss. This wasn’t a good time for criminals to take a leak.

      Nobody heard the shot, because it came from the suppressed barrel of a Sako TRG 22. The bullet was a .308 Winchester round, fired from four hundred metres away. Wind strength and direction were of no concern. The sniper’s decisions were timing, and point of aim.
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        * * *

      

      .

      04:30 - Phil used a minor track to make up time, and jogged two miles to reach the black van which he and Dave had hidden. Before he continued, Phil called Mike Longhurst and told him the job was on. The boat to follow was the Margharita, and it would depart from Helensburgh by noon. Mike had a phone number to call, but he had to remember to keep a safe distance. He understood the reason.

      Phil put away his phone and prepared what he could in the van. When he stopped, he wanted everything necessary at hand. To fulfil his plan, Phil drove the van along the Hartley Manor driveway in second gear, keeping the vehicle engine at tick-over.

      As he expected, a man in a white shirt and black trousers stepped out from the back of the house to greet the vehicle. As the sentry approached, he looked along the side of the van, which had no business name or logo.

      He stepped near the driver’s window. “What the fuck—” When the sentry registered the driver was wearing camouflage cream, a combat smock and holding an automatic, it was too late.

      Having a suppressor fitted, the firing of the Sig Sauer was hardly noticeable. Phil opened the van door quietly and dragged the dead man to the bushes. He made an incision with his knife to prepare the bait for later.

      Phil parked the van and removed the equipment he would need, placing his weapons in the undergrowth nearby. He opened the garage doors, and all the smart cars could be seen, as if ready for inspection. When he opened the sliding side door of the van, it was facing the garage. He connected the command wire to the contents in the back of the van and led the end of the cable to the door of the stables. It was an old-fashioned method, but it was efficient.

      When he was satisfied, he sprinted across to pick up his other weapons. He placed them behind a bush and ran through the trees to come out at the stables beside Dave. He held a hand over Dave’s mouth and nudged him.

      Dave’s eyes flew open, and for an instant, alarm flashed there. Being unconscious had been of benefit. He was now wide-awake, but Phil’s camouflaged face eased the pain of his injuries.

      Phil cut the bindings on Dave’s wrists and showed his hands in a lifting movement. Dave nodded and gritted his teeth in anticipation. His eyes closed tight, and his head shook from side to side as he dealt with the agony of being dragged into the forest.

      To avoid leaving a straightforward trail, Dave lifted his feet alternately as best he could. He was dragged ten metres, but it felt like one hundred. Once in position, Phil gave him his Browning 9mm, pointed to it, and gave a ‘thumbs-up’.

      Dave nodded, but his twisted lips couldn’t form a smile. Phil pulled out a small canvas container. He thrust four painkillers into Dave’s mouth and gave him a long mouthful from a black plastic water bottle. Dave was invigorated.

      Phil poured water on the earth, dug his fingers into it, and spread mud on Dave’s face and the back of his hands. Phil lifted handfuls of forest debris and threw it over his injured comrade before nodding with satisfaction. The water bottle was left beside Dave.

      “Go,” Dave whispered.

      Phil went to the position from where he’d dragged Dave. He brushed the ground from there to where Dave was holed up. He nodded to the camouflaged casualty, and silently disappeared into the forest.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Glasgow, Amy went for her morning run early, because she was tackling a longer distance, but was required at the station by the usual time. She came along the pathway onto the quiet road. A silver car was parked at her start point. Why did it look familiar?

      The Land Rover Discovery appeared to be unoccupied, but the engine was running, and the rear passenger door was slightly open. A man was sitting in the back seat, bent over with his hand inside his jacket.

      “Are you okay?” Amy pulled the door open further.

      “I am now.” Flannigan sat up with a sawn-off shotgun facing Amy. “Get in, or I’ll blow your fucking face away.”

      The vehicle screeched away from the kerbside two minutes later with Amy handcuffed in the back seat and a grinning Flannigan at the wheel. He sneered at a young man in running kit who was taking an interest in the speeding vehicle.

      As Flannigan drove through the quiet streets of Rutherglen to reach the main road, he occasionally glanced over his shoulder at the terrified girl in the back. He had secured the handcuffs to the armrest, and it was impossible for her to sit. She was forced to lay partly on the seat and the floor. Her mouth was covered with a strip of duct tape.

      “You’ll be accustomed to handcuffs, you being a policewoman. I’m hoping to teach you a thing or two about bondage and suchlike, and this will be a good introduction for you.”

      Tears rolled down Amy’s face, and she worked her legs around between the front seats. If the car crashed, it would bring help. Each time she got up onto the back seat and brought her legs up, the car swerved as Flannigan flicked the wheel.

      “Now, now my girl,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t be thinking about heroics. We’re travelling at sixty, and if we crash, your pretty body will get mangled in the wreckage.”

      Amy brought her legs up to her chest and shot both feet forward at the driver’s face. He fended off the blow with his free hand. The car pulled off the road, and Flannigan got out. He slammed the driver’s door and opened the rear passenger door.

      Flannigan gripped Amy’s ankles and turned her over before he pulled down her running shorts. He slapped her buttocks hard, open-handed several times, and watched with delight as her body reacted. She sobbed uncontrollably from the pain.

      The pervert got back in and drove off. “Now you’ve spoiled things. I’ve given you a taster, and I’m aroused, but don’t worry, you’ve got a lot more coming. I have so many things for us to enjoy together.”

      Amy cried. She’d read of these cases, and now she was going to be in a report. When she left her DNA on the back seat, it wasn’t intentional.
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        * * *

      

      .

      07:30 - Phil remembered he’d switched his phone to silent, and no vibration. He pulled it from his pocket. A missed call—07:15. He pressed the keys and listened. He recognised his old friend’s voice.

      “Phil, it’s Sam, mate. Amy Hughes was abducted from home at 06:50. A fellow jogger said it was a bearded man driving a silver 4 x 4, possibly a Land Rover.”

      Phil hit the keys as fast as his fingertips would move. It answered after one ring. “Annabel. It’s Phil. Can’t talk long. Amy abducted by Flannigan at 06:50 this morning.”

      Annabel said to leave it with her.

      Phil was slipping his phone away when he noticed movement at the house. One of the sentries came around from the front shouting ‘Murphy’.

      He pulled an automatic pistol from a shoulder holster and called into his hand-held radio. Another man came out, but he had an Uzi machine pistol. He walked toward the Transit van Phil had abandoned outside the multi-bay garage.

      “Who the fuck parked this here?” the Uzi man said, and peered inside from the front. He didn’t go around to the side door. Instead, he walked towards the trees to look for the driver. When he stepped from the dawn into the shade of the foliage, he stopped to focus and lowered his weapon. Phil’s green and brown face came into view, and the final item the sentry saw was the Tallon crossbow.

      Phil pulled the Uzi from the dead man’s hands, unclipped the magazine and threw all of it into the forest. He heard dogs barking. Two men came outside, each carrying an Uzi, apparently the preferred weapon of the house of Hartley. The sentries spoke quietly to each other, and the dogs were brought out on long chains. They were allowed to run into the trees, where they stopped barking.

      The dog-handler screamed at them and followed into the forest. A few seconds later, he came out to puke.

      “What the fuck is wrong?” a colleague asked.

      “The dogs ... are eating ... fucking ... Murphy.” He puked.

      The second man ran into the woods and fired two short bursts. The meal was over.

      Another sentry ran out of the house with shaving cream on his face, wearing trousers and shoes. “Who owns the fucking van?”

      The stable door opened, and a mercenary stepped outside.

      Phil dropped his crossbow on the ground and pressed his forefingers into his ears.

      When the van exploded, most of the impact was focused on the garage. Due to Phil opening all the garage doors, it was a perfect foundation to redirect the explosion. The old building withstood the shockwave and reflected the impact.

      All the cars within the garage were wrecked beyond use. Sergei, who had opened the stable door, was killed by the flying back door of the Transit. The dog-handler and the radio operator were both killed by large pieces of shrapnel from the van’s disintegrated engine.

      Two sentries remained outside and had been rendered temporarily helpless by the blast. The windows to the rear of the house shattered, and the ground in the area was sparkling with broken fragments of glass.

      Phil was back in an alert position as soon as the shockwave had passed over. He noticed a movement to his right and saw the last surviving mercenary had slipped from the stables and was heading into the trees. It was Anton, the leader.

      Phil ran through the trees on a collision course with the big man. It was no longer the middle of the night, and the forest was as natural to Phil as the pavement is for most men. He saw the fleeing man bent forward and making hard work of the gradient. Anton turned and sprayed bullets in Phil’s direction.

      “Dave! X-ray ... incoming!”

      The mercenary paused, turned from Phil, saw no enemy, and continued uphill.

      Phil listened for an agonising few seconds. A sharp double-tap sounded.

      “X-ray down!” Dave croaked and coughed several times.

      “Roger!” Phil smiled and headed down the hill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29. Kidnaps and Killings

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      07:45 - Flannigan was driving along a dual-carriageway, and would usually have travelled faster, but on this trip, he observed the speed limit. Each time he glanced over his shoulder at the blonde trussed up behind him, he touched himself. Not far to go.

      A tractor pulled out from a field near Cardross. Flannigan was about to overtake the much slower vehicle, but a headlight appeared in his rear-view. A big yellow bike with rider and passenger dressed in black went past at high speed, leaning to the right and left, before roaring into the distance.

      “I’ve got my problems,” Flannigan said, “but those people are bloody scary.” He looked back at his victim and grinned. “Talking of scary things—you’ll love my pleasure room.” He laughed.

      Amy was lying on her back on the rear seat, staring at him. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “I’ve got this special frame, and when you’re—” he stopped and shook his head. “No, I won’t tell you. I want it to be a surprise. I like surprises.” He drove on in silence for a few minutes. “It isn’t far now.”

      It was fifteen minutes before he pulled up at the side of his house in Cove. Flannigan unlocked the side door of the house, before he opened the rear passenger door, and unlocked the handcuffs from the armrest.

      “Come on my lovely girl,” he said as he gripped and pulled on Amy’s wrists. “Let’s get you downstairs.” Amy struggled and kicked at the pervert, but although sixty years of age, he was strong and held her. Gravel crunched underfoot behind him, and he turned.

      Jake was standing with a garden rake. He swung it at Flannigan’s legs.

      The older man turned and took the blow on one leg. Flannigan winced, but his eyes were blazing. “You’ve made a big mistake son.”

      Jake stepped back and aimed the rake at Flannigan’s face. The blow was fended off, but the metal caught the man’s head, which angered him more. While Jake tackled Flannigan, Rachel sneaked up to the car to remove Amy’s cuffs. Jake walked backwards to distract Flannigan, and jabbed at his face with the rake.

      The man ducked to one side and grabbed the long handle of the rake. He lashed out and punched Jake in the ribs, ignorant of how injured the lad already was. Jake collapsed to his knees.

      Flannigan turned the rake and raised it to bring the metal teeth down onto Jake’s unprotected head.

      “You fucking pussy,” Rachel said, and aimed a kick at Flannigan’s groin as he turned.

      Flannigan dropped to his knees and held onto the open door of the vehicle. He saw Rachel’s left boot coming at his face and reached out with one hand to grab her ankle. She was slowed in the biker leathers and lost her balance. While he held her ankle with his left hand, he reached in behind the driver’s seat and brought out the shotgun.

      “While we’re talking of pussy, where is my little blonde you fucking bitch?” He aimed the weapon at Rachel’s face from a few inches.

      “She’s gone you sick bastard.”

      Flannigan threw Rachel off balance by flicking her foot outwards. She stumbled, and as her head came forward, the sailor cracked her across the back of the head with the butt of the weapon.
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        * * *

      

      While the younger team members were fighting for their lives in Cove, their leader was stepping out of the forest at the back of Hartley’s mansion. A line of dirt was kicked up close to Phil’s feet as a machine gun was fired from an upstairs window. Phil dived to the ground and took cover behind the wreckage of the Transit van.

      Phil was kneeling behind the van and peered up at the shattered open window. It wasn’t a problem to tackle the man upstairs, because Phil had his Heckler and Koch MP5, a crossbow, and a Sig Sauer pistol, but he didn’t need a shoot out. By staying, it would give any other X-rays an opportunity to cover the open ground and surround him.

      All the windows on the rear of the house had shattered in the explosion. Lobbing a grenade accurately at an open window was okay, but gaining height at the same time would be dangerous to Phil. He had no covering fire.

      He pulled the pin and lobbed the grenade into the ground floor. As it landed, he lobbed another. Phil watched for the man in the window above. The grenades exploded in the ground floor room within seconds of each other.

      The gunman upstairs lost his hearing and balance because of the proximity of the explosions. He leant out blindly to spray bullets, but before Phil could take aim, the man’s head flicked sideways, and blood splattered the wall beside him. The gunman fell from the window, already dead. A small, neat hole showed above his ear.

      Phil recognised the man who’d fallen. To Phil’s reckoning, it left one sentry, and the top men. He wanted Hartley, Metcalfe, Davenport, and MacDonald, but he wasn’t interested in Davenport’s bed partner.

      Phil moved forward from the van, and a sentry appeared at the side of the house with an Uzi machine gun. The man raised the weapon, but never fired a shot. Like his friend in the window position, he was hit by a killer a long distance away. He slid down the wall with a hole in the side of his head. Phil dropped to one knee, confident he was safe.

      Davenport came to stand within the rear doorway. “I’m a senior police officer.” He walked out slowly. “If you stop now—”

      “Come out, and get on the fucking ground,” Phil said. “Face down, arms and legs outstretched.”

      Davenport’s right hand came up from behind his back, gripping a pistol. His right ankle exploded in a shower of red, and he screamed as his body was thrown by the power of the shot. Davenport dropped his gun and rolled around on the ground squealing.

      Phil glanced to his left. It couldn’t be Dave, because he was in the woods to the right, severely injured. The sniper was high among the trees to the left. Could it be Annabel? She was meant to be miles away on the west coast. Phil stayed in position and called out to the men in the building.

      “If you come out now, you live. If I come in after you—you’re all dead men!”

      William Hartley stepped out from the house with his hands behind his head. He walked forward confidently, looking Phil in the eye.

      “It’s me you want,” Hartley said, “but you’ve got fuck all on me, plus I’ve got a good solicitor.” He walked to within two metres of Phil and brought down his hands.

      “Hold it there,” Phil said and gritted his teeth. The man was older, but the face recognisable. William Hartley was without a doubt, Billy Harrison.

      Hartley had come into the open as a distraction, but he wouldn’t have been as cocky if he’d been aware his hit-man was with Rob Roy McGregor—in the spirit world. They were discussing mistakes they’d made in life. Armstrong’s errors were recent.

      “How much will it take?” Hartley said, sneering. “Name your price.”

      Phil had confidence in his guardian angel with the high-powered weapon, and a good eye. He stood, and slipped the Sig Sauer into the holster with his right hand. He continued two steps forward, and brought up his left fist, to punch Hartley on the nose. A loud crack resulted from the blow, and blood splattered over both men.

      Hartley stumbled backwards, shaking his head, but recovered. He dived forward and threw a punch. Phil dodged the blow and sent a right into Hartley’s gut. The gangster doubled over.

      Two shots ricocheted from the sidewall of the old building, but Phil ignored them. If they didn’t land near him, they weren’t aimed at him. He gripped Hartley by the hair and smashed a fist into his face. Hartley attempted to fight back, but this opponent wasn’t a punch-bag. The gangster landed a few blows, but was subjected to a beating few men could survive.

      Hartley was physically fit, and in a straight fight would have been competition, but this was no ordinary adversary. Phil’s first punches had been made with the raw power of hatred. Hartley was outmatched in skill and incredible malevolence.

      When Hartley fell to his knees, Phil pulled him to his feet, his strength fed by adrenalin. Hartley stumbled backwards to the wrecked van, both eyes swollen, and closing. Phil rained blows on him mercilessly. Hartley’s face was being pulped, and Phil stopped. He was breathing like a bull, and perspiration dripped from him.

      “You don’t remember me, Hartley. You murdered my parents.” Phil hammered a sequence of punches into the man’s ribcage, and a rib cracked. “You shot them in the street, you cowardly piece of shit.”

      As Hartley doubled up, he coughed blood, Phil held him by the blood-soaked, torn shirt, and punched him repeatedly in the ribs and face. Hartley slid down the side of the van, and as his face dropped level to Phil’s waist, the final punch shattered the gangster’s cheekbone.

      “You’ve fucking killed him,” MacDonald gasped.

      Phil turned like a wild man. His face was red with rage, and his hands and face were covered in blood splatter from his victim. He glared at the solicitor. Standing beside MacDonald was Lawrence Metcalfe, the MP. Neither man was armed.

      They were both cowards.

      From the tree-line one hundred metres away, behind the two trembling men, came Annabel with a Sako sniper rifle cradled across her arms. She was in a one-piece Gillie suit, and her hair was kept in place by a camouflaged hat. She pulled off the hat, stuffed it into her camouflaged outfit, and shook her hair free.

      The two suited men turned to see what had caught Phil’s interest. Metcalfe smiled.

      As Phil stood there, close to exhaustion, he assessed the two men to his front. Neither of them looked as if they belonged in the scene of carnage.

      “You’re the solicitor,” Phil said, looking at MacDonald. He turned to the other man. “Who are you?” Dave said he’d recognised this man, but Phil wanted to hear the name.

      “I’m the one person who could help you. I have a lot of clout.” Metcalfe said.

      “I asked what your fucking name was, arsehole.”

      “Well - now Chameleon has seen my face, maybe she could tell you who I am.” He turned and nodded towards Annabel before turning back to face Phil.

      Phil’s brow creased, and he squinted as he looked from Metcalfe to Annabel, and back.

      “I’m sorry,” Metcalfe said, grinning. “Didn’t you know who she was? Perhaps she doesn’t know my face, but she’ll recognise my voice.” He half-turned and addressed Annabel. “Well, do you know my voice, my dear?”

      Phil stared beyond the two men, to the woman he had trusted with his life—and who had saved it repeatedly within the past hour. He was confused and angry.

      Annabel was staring at Metcalfe, her eyes like slits, her jaw clenched.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel regained consciousness as Flannigan was securing her wrists to a metal shackle on the deck of his boat. Her head was bruised, and broad tape covered her mouth. She focused, brought a knee up, and caught the kidnapper in the ribcage.

      He gasped and fell backwards. When he got up onto his knees, he grinned at her as he saw her struggle to free her wrists. Flannigan was a sailor. She wouldn’t be undoing those knots without help. He crawled across the deck to kneel alongside her.

      “You’ve got such a pretty face,” he said as he traced a fingertip over her cheek. Without losing eye contact, he lifted his hand and swiped her hard with a backhand motion. Rachel’s head was thrown to the side by the power of the blow, and her face hit the deck. Tears flowed from her beautiful eyes as she stared up at him.

      “Those are tears produced by pain—not fear.” He stroked her body which was encased in her leathers. “Rest assured my feisty one, you will learn to cry through fear. I’ll teach you.” His gaze locked onto hers, as he moved his hand down the jacket towards her legs. He licked his lips as his fingers reached her waist.

      Flannigan stood up, and steered away from the mooring, causing the boat to vibrate as the power was applied. The vessel wasn’t built for speed and crept slowly out into the middle of the channel. At this point, the River Clyde became much broader, but several boats were in the area. As he had done with Amy in the car, Flannigan checked his bearings and spent time drinking in the sight of his captive.
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        * * *

      

      Phil heard the codename Chameleon, and his blood ran cold. When the cocky man forced Phil to connect the name with Annabel, it felt wrong. It was a pivotal moment, and when Phil saw Annabel’s expression, he wasn’t prepared to pursue the matter with her—yet.

      He gripped Metcalfe’s designer suit by the lapel and rammed a fist into the man’s solar plexus. Metcalfe doubled forward, his face pale, eyes bulging and mouth gaping as his core temperature rose and fell. For several seconds, he couldn’t breathe.

      Annabel remained silent and watched her hero continue to unleash his fury.

      Phil had released his grip when Metcalfe doubled over but moved in close for when the man straightened up, subdued. The politician’s mouth was working hard, opening and closing, as his brain and natural instincts reacted. Air reached his lungs, and he coughed before speaking.

      “Violence isn’t going to—”

      A strong and bloodied left hand gripped a lapel, and Phil’s right fist smashed into Metcalfe’s nose, which broke with a loud crack. Blood splashed over Phil’s fist and the man’s previously smart designer suit. The politician dropped to his knees, holding his face with both hands, sobbing.

      Phil said, “If an explanation isn’t the next words out of your fucking mouth, you are going to resemble Hartley in the next five minutes. Stand up like a man, and fucking talk.”

      “Okay, okay,” Metcalfe mumbled and staggered as he stood. “My name is Lawrence Metcalfe. I’m a Member of Parliament.” He touched his nose gingerly.

      “What’s your connection to Hartley?”

      Metcalfe turned sideways to look at the solicitor, MacDonald, who was staring and gasping like a worried child.

      “Before I became an MP, I worked for the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and served in Kentobi, Africa.”

      “What’s it got to do with Hartley?”

      “I met him while on a visit back to the UK. He was the most promising underworld contact in Scotland, and we planned a massive operation to import hashish.”

      “Why Scotland, when Amsterdam is the centre for routing drugs through Europe?”

      “The west coast of Scotland has hundreds of small inlets and islands. It’s ideal for smuggling anything into mainland Britain.”

      “Where was the hashish coming from?”

      “In the mountain region of Kentobi, we discovered an ideal climate for cultivating cannabis. The place was the size of an English county. General Meterenge wouldn’t hear of it, but his Second in Command, Joseph Umbeke, was prepared to do a deal with me.”

      “You made a deal with Umbeke, which meant you’d get rid of his leader, and he’d take over. You’d have the biggest hashish production in the world?”

      “Yes,” Metcalfe said. “I forged documents to discredit the General, and I initiated a trade embargo. I suggested we send in Special Forces to wipe out his escort helicopter if he tried to leave his remote mansion. He’d be assured his days were numbered, and hand over power.”

      “How does Chameleon fit into this?”

      Metcalfe turned towards Annabel and shook his head. “Her role was my idea.” He bowed his head. “I set up a fictitious mission. She was to hit the second helicopter. I told her department a Special Forces team would shoot down the General, and she was to ensure the other aircraft went down too.”

      “In other words, you used two British outfits to assassinate a foreign leader, and left us all out to dry?”

      “More or less,” Metcalfe mumbled.

      Annabel placed the muzzle of her automatic against Metcalfe’s ear. “Tell the man the second part of your plan.”

      Metcalfe’s breathing became ragged, and he looked down at Phil’s feet. “I gave a briefing the helicopter pilot was to pretend to have a problem with his aircraft.”

      “You knew an SAS team would aim to complete the task, and you wanted to leave us stranded. I gave the helicopter pilot a time limit, but we made it back in one piece. It’s why the fucking crew looked shocked when we returned.”

      “Yes,” Metcalfe said.

      Annabel took her automatic away from Metcalfe’s ear and slammed the pistol grip hard into the side of his head. Metcalfe howled and fell to his knees holding his damaged ear.

      Phil had no intention of interfering.

      Annabel pressed the muzzle of her automatic behind Metcalfe’s bleeding ear. “Get up and explain the rest, or I’ll shoot you, you fucking weasel.”

      Metcalfe sobbed and staggered to his feet, feeling the cold pistol pressed to his ear. This woman was capable. “The next part of Chameleon’s mission—”

      Phil’s phone buzzed, and he held a hand up to silence the blubbering MP. “Hello,” Phil said and looked directly at Annabel as he listened. “Right. Well done, Jake. You and Amy stay together. Check the house over for any captives, and gain access to the cellar.” He closed his eyes briefly. He dialled a number and listened. No dial tone. He shook his head.

      “Who are you calling?” Annabel asked.

      “Shark—”

      “Get back to Jake. He’ll have a better signal.”

      Phil called Jake and told him to relay, “Abort the call. A colleague is onboard.” Jake repeated the message, received confirmation from Phil, and hung up.

      As Phil slipped his phone away, he glared at Metcalfe. “The woman behind you suggested more information. Apart from using her to kill the General, and the helicopter crew to ditch us, what was the last part of your plan?”

      “Chameleon’s second task was to ... to—” He half-turned towards Annabel.

      Phil said, “To do what, you slimy bastard?”

      “She got a last minute call to say two of you were to be terminated. She was to shoot you, and another member of your team.”

      “The Kentobi soldiers would find two dead, catch the two survivors, and have somebody to blame?”

      “Yes, and she should’ve been captured too—”

      Phil punched Metcalfe on his recently broken nose. While Phil was considering hitting the politician again, there was another call from Jake. There were no bodies in the house, and the cellar was empty, but it had been lived in recently.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel’s body was rocking gently as the boat cruised slowly out into open water beyond the Clyde estuary. An occasional splash of seawater sprayed her leathers and bruised face. She waited until Flannigan was concentrating on steering the boat before taking a better look at her bindings.

      An opportunity would come. As the boat sailed into open water, it had a different motion. It brought back vivid memories of the trip with her Uncle Eric. Rachel kept her eyes open to prevent the memories from becoming too strong. She concentrated. The perverted sailor’s voice brought her back from her reverie.

      “I’m glad to see you’ve calmed down. For a minute, I thought you were in a trance.” He reached down and ripped the gaffer tape from her mouth. “Shout, and scream if you like.”

      The kidnapper knelt down and stroked the soft skin of Rachel’s face. As his fingers got close to her lips, he lifted his hand away. This one had spunk and might have his fingers.

      He licked his lips. “Yes my girl, you are going to be a sweet conquest. I might feed your predecessor to the fishes. She’s ended her usefulness.”

      Flannigan stood up to check his craft was on the correct bearing as it skipped gently over the low swells. A small blue and white pleasure cruiser caught up, sailing parallel on the same bearing, fifty metres to starboard. Three fishing rods were standing in brackets, in the back of the twenty-one-foot boat. The muscular young man at the helm waved. Flannigan waved back and reached for his binoculars.

      For the next few minutes, Rachel tried to see who her captor had been waving at. The boat rose and fell as it chugged along, and she caught glimpses of a blue and white boat with a small cabin. It sparked a memory. Flannigan was focusing his binoculars and didn’t notice Rachel straining to see the other craft.

      When she got a good look, she recalled seeing the distinctive colouring before but had no idea where. It wasn’t from the terrifying memories of her ordeal with Uncle Eric.

      Ironically, Flannigan’s constant need to talk provided the answer. As he focused on the other vessel, he muttered. “Who would call their boat, Per Mare, Per Terram?” He laughed.

      Tears rolled down Rachel’s face when she remembered where she’d seen the boat with the strange name. It had been a photo, on an office wall in a garage, beside a calendar showing Miss July, stretched out on a Kawasaki motorcycle. She had asked what the name meant.

      ‘By Sea, By Land,’ Mike had been proud to tell her—the motto of the Royal Marines.

      Flannigan put down his binoculars and unsheathed a sharp knife from his belt as he moved toward Rachel.

      “We’re on a nice steady course now, and our young friend is going fishing. It’s time to get a better look at my prize.” He knelt beside his victim. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. What a beautiful sight.

      It took Flannigan ten minutes of hard work to cut through the seams of Rachel’s leathers, and pull the material away from her. He gripped her ankles and pulled her body straight to appreciate her. Her hair was spread out around the deck under her head, and her white T-shirt was pulled tight and tucked into her close-fitting Daisy Dukes. Now minus her boots, her feet were encased in white socks.

      “You are gorgeous.” Flannigan licked his lips. As he looked her up and down, he rubbed his crotch. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to wait until we reach Ireland.” He squatted and undid the button on Rachel’s tiny denim shorts. When he saw the waistband of the white panties, he took a deep breath. “I’m on course ... but I’d better check the boat.”

      When he stood, he found himself distracted by the small cruiser. It should have been away ahead, but it was sitting in the water a few metres to starboard.

      “Ahoy,” the bare-chested young man called.

      “What do you want?” Flannigan said, moving along to hide his passenger from view. If his captive didn’t stay quiet, there would be at least one more body feeding the fishes.

      “My name is Colin. I came close by, to let you know I saw a periscope.”

      “The coastguard would send out a warning—it couldn’t have been a periscope.”

      “Nuclear submarines don’t report when they go to sea.”

      “Right,” Flannigan said. “Thanks, Colin. You go back to your fishing.” He heard a noise and turned to see a stocky figure in a dripping black wetsuit standing on the deck. The man’s goggles were raised up onto his forehead, and he had a Commando dagger in his right hand.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Flannigan said.

      “My name is Mike, and I’ve come to make a delivery.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Flannigan moved sideways, towards a stowed grappling hook. “What are you delivering?”

      “You, to the bottom of the sea ... you fucking lowlife.”

      Flannigan glanced to his left. His prisoner was freed, and standing with his knife in her hand. She wasn’t crying.

      Flannigan lunged for the hook, but the ex-Commando stepped forward and stabbed the sailor in the gut. Flannigan fell to his knees. Mike gripped the pervert’s hair and kneed his face.

      “Mike,” Rachel gasped. “I think there’s somebody below.”

      Mike let go of Flannigan, cut the engine, and went below. He returned one minute later, with a semi-naked blonde girl.

      Rachel was holding Flannigan’s large knife. She pushed Flannigan from his knees onto his back with her foot. He winced and pressed a hand to his wound. His beautiful prisoner knelt beside him.

      “Don’t forget this on your way to Hell.” She thrust the knife up between his legs, twisted it, and left it embedded there when she stood up.

      Flannigan’s scream was of an inhuman pitch. He couldn’t reach the knife. If he could, he would have been unable to remove it. He cried and screamed as he lay there.

      Colin brought the cruiser alongside. Mike helped the unknown girl, and Rachel onto his boat, and then he leapt aboard. He took the controls.

      Colin wrapped both girls in heavy blankets and sat them on the rear seat together. Rachel comforted the traumatised girl, who was whimpering in a European language.

      Mike applied power and steered a course away from the Margharita. “How are we looking Colin?”

      “Nearest car ferry is five miles away.” Colin scanned three-sixty degrees with the binoculars. “There’s nothing within two miles, mate.”

      Mike produced a mobile phone from beside the controls. “Okay?”

      Colin and Rachel nodded.

      Rachel urged the other girl to look toward the Margharita. It was half a mile away when Mike pressed the call button. Flannigan’s vessel exploded in a ball of flame. Thousands of fragments flew into the air.

      Phil had fitted the primary device to the fuel tank and attached a series of explosives along the underside of the false decking.

      As the pieces were landing on the water, Mike opened the phone, removed the card, and dropped each part into the water as they sailed toward the Clyde estuary.

      Mike accepted his personal phone from Colin and dialled. “Hello Hawk ... it’s Shark. Mission accomplished. I have your colleague, plus one unknown, teenage blonde. Out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30. Deliveries

          

        

      

    

    
      In American movies, it takes one gunshot, and police cars are swarming all over the place. In the hamlet of Balquhidder, there was an equivalent of such a scene. Constable Hamish Briar was parking outside the cottage-style, police station. A local farmer ran up to the car and beat on the window.

      “Calm down, Dennis,” Hamish said, as he got out of the car. “Has there been an accident somewhere?”

      “Gunshots ... Hamish.” Dennis, a seventy-year-old, was gasping for breath. “I heard ... gunshots ... and a bloody big explosion.”

      “Okay, calm yourself, Dennis. Come in and tell the sergeant and me about it.”

      “It was like a bloody battle.”

      Hamish led the distressed man into the station. “Sarge, Dennis is going on about gunshots—”

      “There have been a dozen calls,” Sgt Donaldson said. “It sounds like the big house—you know, Mr Hartley’s place. There’s been shooting, and an explosion.” Dennis had given an accurate report.

      Hamish said, “What do we do ... there are only two of us on shift?”

      “You stay here, and man the phone. I’ve called Divisional HQ and requested an armed response unit. I’ll take a drive up to the manor.”

      Andy Donaldson reached the driveway of Hartley Manor ten minutes later. He drove between the two large stone pillars near the entrance and kept his speed down—no sirens, no flashing blue lights. He covered two hundred metres of the driveway before he saw anything out of the ordinary. A burnt-out van stood at the rear of the main building, and at least two bodies lay on the ground.

      The slow-moving police car quietly made progress around the west wall of the building. A small group of people were standing near the van. One looked like a woman in camouflage gear. A rifle was hanging over her shoulder on a sling, and she was holding a handgun to a man’s head.

      Andy lifted his hand-held radio. “Hullo Hamish, it’s Sgt Donaldson, I’ve reached the back of the—”

      The woman in the camouflage outfit turned, dropped to one knee, and aimed the pistol at the car.

      Andy simultaneously dropped his radio and hit the brakes. He slammed the small car into reverse and floored the accelerator. The tyres screeched as they spun on the tarmac, and the vehicle skidded when it reached gravel. Long, dark, grooves were made in the turf of the front ornamental garden.

      Andy pulled on the handbrake and spun the steering wheel with the heel of his other hand. He rammed the gear stick forward and pressed the accelerator. A double wavy line of deeper furrows appeared as the patrol car skidded left and right across the lawn.

      It had been over fifteen years since Andy had used evasive driving techniques, but he was back in the zone. He spun the car to a halt across the entrance to the property and called Divisional HQ on the car radio. He upgraded the firearms team request—urgent.

      Andy brought Hamish up to date using his hand-held radio. He took the binoculars from the boot, his portable radio, and crept into the forest. He was determined to see and report as much as possible to the firearms team when they arrived.

      It took a while to find a vantage point. Andy peered at the wreckage and recognised the black van had been a Ford Transit. He called in the registration number. When he moved left with his binoculars, the camouflaged woman and one of the men were missing.
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        * * *

      

      All four of the surviving criminals were bound to the windowless doors of the wrecks in the burnt out garage. Hartley was unconscious and barely alive. MacDonald was a snivelling wreck. Metcalfe was mumbling about his political career. Davenport was praying for the young man upstairs to keep his mouth shut—for a change.

      Phil and Annabel made an improvised stretcher for Dave, using clothing, adapted with rake handles from the stables. It was a hard climb up through the forest to her car, but nobody would be rushing into the woods to find them.

      Annabel concentrated on keeping the journey back to Glasgow as smooth as possible for Dave, who was fully reclined on the front passenger seat. Phil followed them in the white Transit van.

      Using a hospital in a small town would produce too many questions. They headed to Glasgow’s Royal Infirmary. Annabel had changed into her tracksuit. She took Dave in and said he’d been to a fancy dress party, and a gang of youths had beaten him in the night. She said she’d found him lying in the street when she was jogging.

      Phil called the regiment at Hereford, pretending to be a doctor. He said the casualty would need a few days to rest before he could travel back to his unit.

      In the evening, Phil picked up Annabel to take her for a meal. He arranged a booth where they would have privacy to talk—and they had plenty to discuss. Recriminations were low on Phil’s list when he considered the pressure Annabel had been under, and how she had performed as his sidekick.

      As had happened to his team in Kentobi, she’d been hoodwinked by doing her duty. They agreed to work together to locate whoever else was corrupt in the decision-making, apart from Metcalfe. It might take months, but they’d get a result.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Sunday 28th July

      Three bikers went on a strange tour. They first rode to a heavily wooded area outside Glasgow, where they picked up several packages wrapped in cellophane. From there, they journeyed to a fancy house in Cumbernauld. The nameplate on the door said, ‘Davenport’. Nobody saw the young woman bury the packages near the back of the house.

      The trio rode to a smart house on the outskirts of Hamilton. It was 07:30 when they left. Kevin McDonald’s garage was easy to access, and the packages were hidden inside a toolbox and a cupboard.

      The bikers headed south for the long trip to Chatham on the other side of London. The third special delivery was made to a small shed in the back garden of Lawrence Metcalfe’s fancy home.

      When their mission was completed, the messengers booked into a motorway hotel overnight had an early breakfast and returned north to Glasgow. They already shared a bond of trust, and the strength of the relationship grew with their special task.

      Mike and Colin rode with Rachel until she was safely home in Scotstoun.

      Rachel called the number left for her by DI Griffiths. “Thank you for the merchandise. All packages have been delivered.”

      Phil received a call from the police to say the white Transit van he’d reported stolen on Saturday had been found. It had been re-sprayed black by the thieves and was apparently found in Balquhidder, but it was damaged beyond repair. He was given an incident number to send to his insurers.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 29th July

      Phil arrived at the lockup at 07:30, dressed in his preferred outfit of T-shirt and jeans. He removed and folded the maps, and other information from the back wall. He placed everything on the folding table, including three bulging manila envelopes. He opened the curtain door up to halfway.

      The throaty rumble of a motorbike engine approached, and a few seconds later, Rachel was parking in the lockup. The pair nodded to acknowledge each other, and Phil stepped outside. Annabel’s red VW was being parked, and she had a passenger.

      As Phil lowered the curtain door, he turned to appraise his small, special team.

      Jake was dressed in a dark blue tracksuit and stood as if a wooden board was attached to his back. His expression gave no indication of his injuries.

      Rachel’s hair was braided in pigtails, hanging to the front of her shoulders. When she removed her leathers, she was in her trademark T-shirt and Daisy Dukes. Her new black leathers were neatly folded on the saddle of her bike.

      Annabel was stunning as always. Her hair was immaculate, and she was wearing a light floral summer mini-dress with thin straps. Her stiletto heels enhanced her elegance.

      Phil surveyed his crew with a sense of pride. Since their arrival for debriefing, he had watched the interaction with interest. After Rachel had removed her leathers, she and Annabel embraced, and Rachel nodded to a whispered question. She wiped her eyes and turned to Jake. She stepped forward, and they hugged—carefully.

      Phil walked to the corner of the lockup, where he had prepared five mugs. He handed a brew to each of his people, who were all sitting on folding chairs, waiting expectantly.

      A light tapping sounded on the curtain door. Jake and Rachel exchanged a glance, and both turned to Annabel, their brows furrowed.

      Phil said, “Would you mind, Annabel?”

      “Got it.” She grinned as she went to the door. Before the side door was opened, it had the full attention of the younger operatives.

       Annabel swung the door open, and a man in suit and tie entered. He was in his mid-thirties, and six feet tall. His deep tan was accentuated by his blonde-streaked fair hair and the crisp white collar of his shirt.

      “Yes please,” Rachel whispered, which got a snigger from Jake.

      Annabel and the handsome stranger embraced and kissed each other on the cheeks like old friends. The man walked straight across to Phil.

      “I’m glad you could make it,” Phil said.

      “Great to see you mate,” the stranger said, taking Phil’s hand in both of his.

      “Rachel, Jake,” Phil said. “I’d like to introduce you to Sierra.” He turned and smiled at Stuart Fowler. “He’s the patron of our enterprise and our man in London.”

      Stuart took Rachel’s hand, they kissed each other’s cheeks, and their gaze locked on each other briefly.

      Jake eased himself to his feet and gave his firmest grip as he shook hands with this blonde version of Hawk. How was he ever to compete with these men?

      As the others had done, Stuart pulled up a chair and accepted a mug of coffee.

      Stuart said, “I spoke to Hawk last night by phone, and he invited me to this special meeting.” He turned to Jake and Rachel. “I already know Hawk and Annabel, and I’m honoured and delighted to meet you two. Well done on great results.”

      “Thank you to everybody for getting here early,” Phil said. He looked at each of them in turn. “Where do I start?” His gaze returned to Annabel. “Thank you.”

      Phil’s tone was softer than any of them had heard. “I want to thank all of you, for your efforts, taking chances, and believing in our purpose.”

      Jake swallowed hard, and Rachel made no effort to disguise the wiping of an uncharacteristic tear. Annabel smiled and gazed at Phil as she listened to every word.

      “This will be unlike our regular sessions,” Phil continued. “If you have a question today, please speak up.” He received nods of acknowledgement. “Before establishing our team, I had a meeting with a man in London.” He nodded to Stuart. “This is the man, and I’ll shut up in a minute and let him speak.”

      “My original intention was to return to Glasgow and tackle the scum on my own. Sierra heads up a clandestine department. He listened to my idea. We had a few drinks, and he agreed if I had the right team, my idea would work.”

      Rachel said, “Why didn’t you recruit other ex-soldiers instead of us?”

      “Good question,” Phil said. “All soldiers are trained to shoot, and given the opportunity, they will obtain a weapon if they think shit is going to fly. If you carry a firearm, the bad guys are going to take it as a sign to escalate their violence. A lot of innocent people could have been injured or killed.”

      “It’s one of the reasons the British police forces don’t carry guns,” Jake said. “Firearms officers are trained to deal with incidents.”

      Annabel said, “If you arm those in routine law enforcement, the crooks take it as an open invitation, to become armed.”

      Jake said, “Do you mind if I ask how you paid for all we’ve done?”

      “Part of my agreement with Sierra, was for his department to provide a percentage of funding.”

      “Why are there only four of us?” Jake asked.

      “The fewer people we had on the team, the more money could be spent on each one.”

      Rachel turned to Annabel. “How did you get involved if you weren’t military?”

      “Both Hawk and I were on the same operation a while back. I met him briefly a few years ago, and admired him from the first time I set eyes on him.”

      Rachel looked from one to the other and nodded slowly.

      Phil said, “I don’t want this to get boring. We’ll let Sierra have a word, and then the floor is open.”

      “Thank you, Hawk.” Stuart looked around the small group and smiled, showing teeth which belonged in a toothpaste commercial. “Your exploits have created a stir in high places. Some folk in London would like you all hunted down, and brought to justice.” He paused. “As long as I’m watching your back, it won’t happen. You guys are justice.”

      Rachel said, “Have you come to join us for a while?” Her tone didn’t mask her hopes.

      “Sadly ... no, Rachel.” He gave her a lingering look. “I flew up here this morning to meet you, thank you, and congratulate you.”

      Jake said, “Are you in a similar line of work to us?”

      “I was mate, but now I’m an organiser, rather than a player.” He smiled and nodded towards Phil. “I know this man won’t boast about it, but my life is one of many he’s saved, and I’d follow him into hellfire. Through his leadership, your team has produced amazing results.”

      Jake said, “Perhaps I’m a bit slow, but why are the results so impressive?”

      “It’s hard to explain the figures. In a nutshell, you take the number of villains, and illegal operations you’ve terminated, and work out how many police, and legal hours it would have taken to get the same result ....”

      Jake nodded as the impact struck home.

      Rachel said, “When do we find out if we go on?”

      Stuart turned to Phil. “Your question mate?”

      Phil said, “I’d like to know what each of you has taken from our project, and if you’d be interested in continuing.” He nodded to Jake.

      “Until I met you guys, I thought I lived dangerously.” Jake smiled and shook his head. “In the past few weeks, I’ve learned about teamwork, bravery, dedication, selflessness, confidence, and growing up.” He turned to Rachel. “And I learned those from Rachel.”

      The others all laughed, and Rachel laughed the loudest.

      Phil said, “Would you like to go on?”

      “I would love to go on, but I don’t make the grade,” Jake said. “I’m pleased to have been given the opportunity to work with you Hawk.” He turned to Annabel and Rachel. “I feel privileged to have worked with these two gorgeous and courageous women. I’ve thought long and hard, and I’m joining the Army.”

      “Well done mate,” Phil said. “Do you know which regiment?”

      “I was hoping while my body repairs, you might give me some pep talks.”

      “Count on it mate,” Phil said. “Rachel?”

      “I agree with Jake—it’s been a privilege to work with you guys.” She placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “I mean all of you.” She turned to Annabel. “I don’t know if it’s premature, after a few missions, but I think I’ve found my role model, and what I want to do for the foreseeable future.”

      Phil said, “If we continued, and you were a part of the operation, is there anything you’d change?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “I’d like to learn other skills, like how to shoot. I’d like to understudy you guys.”

      Annabel reached out and placed a hand on Rachel’s thigh.

      “As Hawk would say, ‘Count on it’ and I’ll help.” She let her hand linger, and a knowing look passed between them.

      Phil said, “I have no need to ask about Annabel’s intentions because as you’ve heard, she’ll help—and I will too.”

      Stuart said, “If I may interrupt for a moment. I know the intention is to take a short break. I’ve arranged financial backing, which means you’ll be stepping up from these humble surroundings. The final choice of an operational HQ will be left to your team.”

      “Congratulations,” Jake said. “Maybe if I make it, I’ll read about you guys when I’m in some foreign country fighting for people I don’t know.”

      “You’ll make the grade,” Rachel said, “or you’ll have me to answer to.”

      “What have I told you about teasing?”

      Phil and Annabel both laughed.

      “I’d give you a ride home,” Rachel said, “but you haven’t got your leathers. Besides, it would be too painful for you.”

      Jake opened the holdall he’d brought with him and lifted out his helmet and leathers. “If you help me get into these, I’ll handle the pain.”

      “Don’t try to impress me. You’re enlisting, and no man of mine is going away for months at a time.”

      Rachel and Jake got dressed, ready to ride.

      Annabel hugged them both. Phil shook Jake’s hand and kissed Rachel on the cheek.

      Stuart shook Jake’s hand. “I’ll be watching you, and expecting great things.”

      “You’ve got it,” Jake said.

      Stuart embraced Rachel, and they kissed each other on both cheeks.

      “I’ll be watching you too,” Stuart said.

      “I hope you like what you see,” she replied sincerely.

      Phil said, “One of us will be in touch with you guys. Hang on to your phones.” He handed the pair a thick manila envelope each.

      Jake and Rachel tucked the money inside their leathers, put on their helmets, and mounted the Norton. Annabel pressed the button for the curtain door, while Phil and Stuart stood to the side.

      Rachel touched her visor with her right forefinger, and Jake imitated her salute, before wrapping his arms around her. The bike revved and roared away.

      Stuart stepped outside, and a black 4 x 4 with tinted windows pulled up. Stuart shook Phil’s hand but looked from Phil to Annabel. “Take care of each other.”

      Annabel came forward and embraced her official boss. “Have a good trip back.”

      Stuart climbed into the front of the black car and mimicked Rachel’s salute. The gesture was copied by Phil and Annabel, the window closed silently, and the car pulled away to disappear among the myriad of buildings as it left the industrial estate.

      Annabel pressed the button, and the door slowly descended. She walked across to the back of the lockup and Phil followed her.

      He turned to face her. “I was wondering if you’d join me for dinner?”

      “Tell me more.”

      “I’ve provisionally booked a table for two at a Chinese restaurant in the city.”

      “Well, we shouldn’t disappoint them.”

      “No, I don’t suppose we should,” he said and gazed into her brown eyes. Phil didn’t understand nervousness, but he was ill at ease.

      “Would you mind if I made a suggestion?” Annabel moved closer.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Kiss me, Phil.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Tuesday 6th August

      Phil knelt by the graves of his parents. He reached into a pocket and removed the silver Parachute Regiment wings his father had worn proudly on his maroon beret. Phil dug a small hole with his fingers and buried the cap badge in the mound of the grave.

      “I’ll give you this back now, Dad. The fight will go on. I love you both.” He stood, and wiped away his tears. It was a strange sensation. Phil stood for a few minutes, reliving glimpses from his happy childhood.

      As he approached the red Golf GTi, Annabel turned without a word and got into the driver’s seat. Another emotional barrier had broken in her man.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 12th August

      At 07:55 Rachel parked her Norton behind a sizeable Georgian building in Blythswood Square. She walked around to the front.

      The door opened, and a smartly dressed man in his fifties stared down at her.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Rachel.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “Alpha,”

      “Come on up,” the suited man said and smiled as he stepped back inside the building. More than one high-class hotel was situated around the square, and this building was similar in appearance. The iron railings which bordered the sides of the steps were painted gloss black, and the Fleur de Lys tips were painted gold. The large windows were double-glazed and gave no indication of the interior.

      “My name is Arkwright,” the man said, as he stepped back and ushered his latest trainee inside. He was looking forward to her training. He’d heard great things about her, and she reminded him of somebody else. A woman he would always love.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Sunday 18th August

      At 14:00, DI Sam Griffiths opened his front door to find Phil standing there.

      “Hello mate,” Sam said. “I’m glad you could make it. Jane is looking forward to seeing you both.”

      “Thank you for the invitation,” Phil said. “By the way, this is Annabel.”

      

      
        
        **The end**

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Stevie Smith was released from hospital when his ankle was strong enough. He gave evidence in the prosecution of William Hartley and Martin Cameron, emptied his savings account and fled to Australia. He used his money to establish a sports and social club for underprivileged teenagers.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Martin Cameron was jailed for a total of eighteen years for extortion, kidnap, people trafficking, prostitution, possession with intent to supply drugs, and attempted murder.
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        * * *

      

      Following a tip-off, the Strathclyde Police raided the home and offices of Kevin MacDonald the solicitor. He was convicted for possession with intent to supply high-grade hashish. He was also convicted of procuring false identity documents and jailed for ten years.
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        * * *

      

      An anonymous caller contacted the Metropolitan Police. They raided the home of Lawrence Metcalfe MP. They found substantial quantities of high-grade hashish and a list of known drug pushers. Metcalfe was murdered in his first week in prison.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Chief Constable Robert Davenport was found hanging in his cell while awaiting trial on charges of corruption and perverting the course of justice.
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        * * *

      

      .

      William Hartley, aka Billy Harrison, never fully recovered from the sustained beating he received from Phil. He was placed in a secure clinical unit for the remainder of his life. He could observe, and understand what went on around him. He couldn’t move independently, or communicate effectively with the doctors or nurses of the institution. One day after his admittance, he was visited by a beautiful private nurse with brown eyes. She fitted a special hearing aid and winked at him, promising every word said to him would be recorded.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Constable Amy Hughes passed her Detective’s exam and became a member of DI Griffith’s team. She occasionally delivers information on behalf of her secret friend, Annabel.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Jake Carter got fit under Phil’s guidance, and joined the Royal Engineers. He is still serving.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Rachel Donoghue took shooting lessons with Phil and Annabel. She enrolled on parachuting lessons.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Phil McKenzie and Annabel Strong continued to go out together - one of them always carrying a weapon. They allowed things to calm down for a month before the team continued with missions. The pair moved into a house in a remote location found for them by Stella.
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      Thursday 26th February, 2004

      Riddrie, Glasgow

      Scotland

      A flurry of snow lifted from the ground and blew between the solid gates of Her Majesty’s Prison Barlinnie. The gates had been opened to allow the exit of a vehicle on a routine journey to the city. Temperatures were low across the country, so the courier driver tested his brakes gently before reaching the main road. There was no traction.

      The white courier van with blacked-out windows appeared to be armoured but was a sheep in wolf’s clothing. In the cab, protected by no more than toughened glass and the engine compartment sat the two-man crew, Barry Mane and Ned Atherton. The route was used by the men regularly and had been travelled many times over two years.

      To Barry and Ned, the passengers were merely human cargo. One day it might be two or three prisoners on the way to begin their sentences, and on another day it could be a single prisoner being taken to court from a police station holding cell. It was routine.

      Today there were two passengers. One was Martin Cameron, a high-security inmate. He sat silent, handcuffed in one of the five double seats in the box-body of the van. Prison Officer (PO) Brian Delaney was the other passenger. Being duty escort for the trip, Delaney sat in the designated seat at the rear, just inside the back doors.

      The private courier had departed the gates of Barlinnie Prison with no fuss. There had been no gaggle of photographers running alongside, pressing lenses against the blacked-out windows. Likewise, there was no police escort—it was a straightforward, unpublicised trip for one man to make a brief court appearance.

      After exiting the world-famous prison, the van turned left onto Cumbernauld Road and headed through the district of Riddrie towards the city centre. The journey would typically take around twenty minutes.

      A regular competition was going on in the confines of the cab. Barry whistled as he drove while Ned tried to name the song and the singer. They had some good laughs, no matter who was in the rear section.

      In the passenger section, Cameron gazed through the dark-tinted window. Skies were grey with cloud, but there were plenty of people around. Most pedestrians wore heavy coats, scarves and gloves. Delighted children were being pulled along on small sledges by their parents or friends. Millions of tiny white flakes floated on the breeze.

      PO Delaney pulled out his notebook, and his lips curled as he looked at the timings he’d listed. He nodded to himself as he considered being back at the prison in time for lunch. He would enjoy the meal, knowing he was one step closer to early retirement with a healthy bank balance. He had his future mapped out. It was early days in HMP Barlinnie for the forty-year-old prison officer, but he had no intention of completing his four-year tour of duty.

      PO Delaney had eyeballed Cameron in front of witnesses on more than one occasion. Colleagues and inmates alike had been impressed. Delaney had told Cameron he was merely another loud-mouthed gangster who had been caught. Cameron responded each time with a threat, which entertained the other inmates. The voicing of contempt openly between the two had been integral to a bigger picture.

      Five minutes after setting off, the courier van approached a set of traffic lights near Alexandra Park. A large truck pulled out from the kerbside without any indication.

      “For fuck’s sake!” Barry slammed the brake pedal and pressed the horn. Both he and Ned forgot the tune they’d been discussing as they felt the van slide out of control towards the back of the heavy truck. Pedestrians and other road users turned at the sound of the prolonged noise from the courier van’s horn.

      Ned said, “I think he’s got the point mate.” The van skidded slowly onwards and halted a hair’s breadth from the back of the truck. “Well done.”

      Both security men leant forward to look down at the tiny gap between their van and the truck.

      Martin Cameron fell forward, but he didn’t have to see what had happened. He took a long deep breath, lifted his feet up onto the bench, turned sideways and braced himself. Cameron was grateful for the absence of ankle chains as used in the American system. It would have meant his ankles tethered to the floor between his seat and the one in front. He glanced back at his escort, grinning.

      “Stop! Stop!” Barry screamed and pressed the horn again. Due to the design of the van, the windows were sealed closed. The two men in the cab exchanged a glance, both with a furrowed brow. There was a loud metallic crunch as the eighteen-ton truck continued reversing against the front of the prison van.

      Barry said, “He’ll push us back into the other vehicles.”

      Pedestrians and drivers in the immediate area were looking around, trying to work out who was sounding the intermittent horn.

      “Barry, we’re not fucking moving mate.” Ned looked out at a nearby streetlamp.

      “What?”

      “We should be moving backwards, but our van is standing still.”

      They both glanced into the wing mirrors. Another quarry truck immediately behind held the van in position.

      The short bonnet of the courier van burst from its hinges and flew into the air, and at the same time, the heavy front doors buckled. A crunching sound could be heard at the rear as the second truck advanced.

      “Lift your legs, Barry!” Ned did so himself and sat on his ankles on the large seat. He watched in frustration as his colleague tried in vain to lift his legs out from under the dashboard, but was unable.

      “No ... no ... no!” Barry screamed before the interior of the vehicle bodywork began crushing the lower part of both legs. He slumped unconscious over the wheel.

      The trucks crushed the courier from both front and rear for only a few seconds, but it was long enough. When the truck at the rear reversed away, the back doors of the van fell open, mangled, but continued to hang from their reinforced hinges.

      Pedestrians and drivers were rushing forward to help.

      Both truck drivers left their cabs and approached the crippled van. The truckers were wearing black heavy-duty overalls and ski-masks, but more worrying to any witnesses—both carrying sawn-off shotguns. The weapons would be low on accuracy, but high on threat, and damage.

      Horrified passers-by stopped to watch, unable to help. One brave man ran to the aid of the courier crew but stopped when a shotgun turned towards him. Cold blue eyes stared at the Samaritan through the slits of the ski mask and the gunman’s weapon raised into the horizontal. The pedestrian backed off with his hands held up. He ran to a doorway and pulled out his phone to call for help.

      Ned managed to reach the handset for the radio. He glanced at his unconscious colleague as he brought the microphone to his lips. A noise caught his attention, and he turned to find himself facing the business end of a shotgun. The gunman was shaking his head, and Ned dropped the handset. The disguised gunman nodded slowly.

      The second truck driver had gone to the back and found the prison officer kneeling on the floor of the van, dazed with blood oozing from a head injury. The gunman pointed the shotgun at PO Delaney’s face.

      “Release him.” The words were spoken with a Glasgow accent, muffled within the mask. Two words were sufficient.

      PO Delaney knew what to expect. He lifted his large keychain and complied before jumping down from the back of the damaged van. He stood injured but unfazed beside his unchained prisoner. Delaney raised his hands and remained silent, confident he would survive.

      From the line of stationary traffic behind the rear truck, three black motorbikes raced along and stopped at the rear offside of the immobilised van. None of the bikes had passengers, but all three riders had a spare helmet over their left forearm. Each bike had a leather jacket folded on top of the fuel tank.

      “What the fu—” PO Delaney reeled as Cameron head-butted him, and then repeatedly punched him. The prison officer lowered his hands as he stumbled back against the van.

      Cameron took the shotgun from the gunman beside him. “It’s time to settle accounts, PO Delaney?” Cameron paused and watched the man’s squinting eyes as his head rose up slowly, blood flowing from his nose. The prisoner sneered. “I’ve never been a big fan of loose ends.”

      “Hold on.” Delaney extended his hands, palms upward. “You said as long as I—” but his words trailed away when Cameron’s finger curled around the trigger. “We had a dea—” Delaney urinated when the other man slowly shook his head.

      Cameron aimed the weapon at arm’s length from the injured man’s wide-eyed stare and squeezed the trigger. The murderer handed the gun back to the trucker and turned to the first motorbike. He accepted a leather jacket and helmet, which he donned before mounting the bike.

      The gunman who’d been standing at the front of the van ran to the back, glanced down at the bloody mess that was the prison officer, donned a helmet and jacket, and jumped onto the back of the second motorbike.

      The masked gunman who’d accepted the shotgun back from Cameron was still staring at the uniformed man with no face, crumpled on the ground. Cameron was known to be volatile, but to kill an unarmed man in such a callous way was extreme.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Peter Henderson muttered. He blinked several times and shook his head. It took all of his self-control not to puke inside his ski-mask. He realised the first two bikes had departed, and his ride was right alongside with engine revving.

      The third rider raised his visor. “Come on!” Henderson rammed the shotgun inside his overalls before he grabbed and pulled on a jacket and helmet. He leapt aboard the bike.

      The three motorbikes crossed the road and raced through Alexandra Park, frightening children who were playing on the light layer of snow.

      Families, who’d been out for a stroll and stopped to watch the incident, had to leap aside in fear as the bikes roared and skidded across the park and a section of the golf course. All three machines pulled onto Provan Road before heading north towards the multiple junctions of the motorway.

      The lead bike turned north-east on the M80, fifteen minutes after the escape. The second headed west on the M8, and the third went east on the M8. Once they’d separated from each other, the bikes blended into the regular traffic. Individually, they were normal.

      Less than an hour after leaving the prison gates on his way to court, Martin Cameron was in the back of a red Range Rover changing into regular clothes. The man who had been riding the lead motorbike was now driving the car, bald head and scarred face uncovered.

      Norrie Simpson was a big man with a gravelly voice. “I’ve got a couple of cigars in the glove-box if you’d like one Mr Cameron.”

      “Now, that would be nice Norrie,” Cameron said. “I hope they’re Cuban.”

      “They are.” Simpson reached a container from the glove box and handed it back between the large front seats.

      “Thank you.” Cameron opened the wallet to find cigars and lighter.

      “Do you want me to stop somewhere and let you get into the front?”

      “No Norrie,” Cameron said, as he relaxed and lit the Cuban. “All in good time my friend.” The thick end of the cigar glowed as Cameron drew the air through the hand-picked leaves.

      “You carried out a fuckin’ brutal execution back there, Mr Cameron.”

      “Aye, it was, wasn’t it?” Cameron said and grinned. “It was the first of many, Norrie—the first of fucking many.” He took a long pull on the cigar and filled the car with acrid bluish-grey smoke.

      Simpson used the rear-view to check his passenger’s expression. He knew a nutcase when he saw one. There was one in the mirror every time he looked. Now there was one in his rear-view. He switched on the fan and drove on in silence, dimples appearing on his ruddy, scarred cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      Phil McKenzie stood at the large office window, gazing across the River Clyde at the south side of his hometown. The office suite on the top floor of a modern glass and steel block was at the junction of Bothwell Street and Douglas Street.

      On the television in the large office, the morning news team handed over to a local outside broadcast unit.

      ‘Good morning. I’m Sandra McVicar reporting for Glasgow Today, your local TV news programme.’ The dark-haired twenty-eight-year-old glanced over her right shoulder as her camera operator panned across the scene of destruction. Police officers were controlling traffic, and copious ribbons of blue and white police incident tape fluttered in the breeze. What had been a flurry of snow had increased to a steady, heavy fall.

      Phil, aka Hawk, turned from the window, sipped his coffee and stepped forward to check the background activity during the bulletin. Seated opposite each other across the large square table in the office were Annabel Strong and Rachel Donoghue. All three BTL associates watched the screen in silence. Annabel was making notes on a pad.

      The reporter continued, but while her tone was sympathetic, her eyes sparkled.

      ‘According to eye-witnesses, the escape was completed in less than five minutes.’ Sandra was working hard at sounding officious, but she was wide-eyed and breathless as she relayed her report. ‘The two large trucks used to crush the prison van had been carrying loads of concrete and other rubble.’ The camera focused on the front truck and then panned back to a large white tarpaulin, which shielded the white van. Apart from the escape, the stationary vehicles had caused traffic chaos.

      ‘As yet,’ Sandra continued as she turned back to the lens. ‘There is no confirmation about the condition of the security vehicle crew or the prison officer; we believe there is at least one fatality.’ The reporter pursed her lips and winced when a siren sounded close to her. An ambulance departed the scene with blue lights flashing and sirens blaring. Sandra took a breath and inclined her head towards the camera. She blinked as snowflakes landed on her lashes.

      ‘There has been no official confirmation of the escaped prisoner’s identity, but sources suggest Martin Cameron, the gangland enforcer, was due in court today. He was already serving a lengthy prison term and was expected to see it extended.’

      By the time the reporter had handed back to the newsroom, Phil had reduced the volume to a whisper. He dropped the remote onto the large central table.

      “At least one fatality,” he said. “I’ll be bloody amazed if either of those two guys survived the shunt by an eighteen-tonner.” He looked across the table. “Rachel, what’s being said online?”

      The thirty-year-old anticipated questions and already had her laptop powered up. “The most recent report suggests apart from the two trucks; three motorbikes were also used. According to an eye-witness, the bikes arrived after the trucks crushed the van. The truck drivers were both wearing ski-masks and carrying sawn-off shotguns. An onlooker said all three bikers were carrying spare helmets and jackets.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “Three bikes in use and there were no pillion riders when they arrived. It would suggest they knew there was only one prisoner in the van, or they were only interested in one. The first bike was to get him away, and the other two were to get the truck drivers away.” He turned to his partner, both in life and work. “What’s your assessment, Annabel?”

      “I believe it was Cameron, and I don’t think we’re going to see him for a long time. If he can organise this from inside Barlinnie Prison, then he’ll be out of the country within a few hours.” Before being a member of the BTL Enterprises team, Annabel had worked for both MI5 and MI6.

      She was a capable operative and regarding logical thinking was rarely far from the mark. At thirty-nine, she had seen and done things that would cause revulsion for many people. She was the most confident and competent woman Phil had ever met, and with her striking features and curvaceous figure—one of the most attractive.

      Rachel said, “Breaking online news, Boss.” She met Phil’s gaze. “Three motorbikes have been discovered in locations across Glasgow. They’re miles apart, and all torched when abandoned. There are no signs of helmets or weapons.”

      Annabel nodded. “The weapons will end up in a breaker’s yard, and the helmets will be burned in a private location to ensure there is no trace of DNA from the linings.”

      Rachel said, “The entire team were wearing gloves and ski masks.” She shook her head. “As we expected, both trucks and all three bikes were stolen in the last twenty-four hours, so the police have little to go on.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “Rachel, I’d like you to put out some feelers regarding the vehicles. You know the right people.” He paused as he considered missing links. “Didn’t Cameron’s wife stay on in their bungalow when he was sent down?”

      “She did at first,” Annabel said. “If you remember, after Cameron’s trial and incarceration in ’96, his wife stayed in the house a short time. She headed to their villa in Spain.”

      “The house was on the outskirts of Kirkintilloch wasn’t it?” Phil asked.

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “We know Mrs Cameron left, but she returned a couple of times to prepare the bungalow for sale.”

      Rachel was making notes on a pad and listening carefully.

      Phil said, “Would either of you expect Cameron to turn up in Spain?”

      “No,” Rachel said. “I reckon the wife will be aware of the escape plan, so she might already be on the move.” She looked from Phil to Annabel. “You know, so they can meet up somewhere else.”

      Annabel nodded. “Sound theory, but she might also be primed to do absolutely nothing and deny all knowledge. They’ll expect the British police to get officers over to Spain with a possible reunion in mind.” She paused. “Of course as we know, it can take days before the official wheels are in motion.”

      “Good thinking,” Phil agreed. “I think we’ll try to get a step ahead of the authorities on this one. We’ll trace the wife and then keep tabs on her movements.”

      “Sounds good,” Annabel said. “We’re not working on anything major right now,”

      Rachel said, “Unfortunately we don’t have any assets in Spain?”

      “Are you volunteering?” Phil grinned.

      “Well I’ve got a passport, I can read a map, and I know a few useful phrases.”

      Phil turned to Annabel, who smiled and nodded. He looked back to Rachel. “You’ve got half an hour to impress me with what you can find out about the Camerons in Spain, and then we’ll make a decision on how best to continue.”

      Annabel said, “Would you like me to deal with Cameron’s recent prison visitors so Rachel can concentrate on the Spanish connections?”

      “Yes, please.” Phil raised an eyebrow. “Before going anywhere else, Rachel, I’d like you to work your contacts on the street. We don’t need immediate answers on the vehicle thefts, but a few discreet enquiries will get the ball rolling.”

      Rachel had specific people in mind regarding the stolen vehicles, so there was no pressure there. The keys on her laptop were clacking away as she brought up all she could on Martin and Lorraine Cameron relating to Spain.

      Annabel said, “I’ll fix us all a fresh coffee.” She winked at Phil and looked back over her shoulder at her protégé.

      Phil returned to stand at the panoramic window. “I know you’ll come back, Cameron, but where would you go right now?” He stared across the river. “Who would you take into your confidence?”

      Rachel looked up, and her lips parted to respond, but Annabel raised a hand, half-closed her eyes and shook her head. Annabel understood Phil’s methods. In certain situations, he liked to voice his thoughts as if playing them back to himself for effect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. Going Abroad

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Fort William, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      The vast expanse of Loch Linnhe became an ever-present feature left of the A82 on the approach to Fort William. Across the rippling water, snow-capped hills spread from north to south. To the right of the road, a little further inland was the majesty of Ben Nevis. Snow covered the summit, and the peak was periodically hidden by cloud, as per usual.

      Cameron gazed left over the expanse of water. Two hardy souls were leaping around in a yacht fighting to catch a breeze while a tourist cruise was underway with foreign visitors clutching cameras and shooting at anything that moved.

      “Would you like a fish supper, Mr Cameron?”

      “Aye, Norrie.” Cameron turned briefly and smiled. “I’d like that very much. Thanks.” He sounded civil, for a heartless murderer.

      Simpson steered the Range Rover left, off the main road and down into the large public carpark overlooking the loch. He paid for a parking ticket and then headed to town to locate the nearest takeaway. Cameron climbed out of the rear and sat in the front passenger seat.

      Simpson returned ten minutes later. He opened the driver’s door, and the tantalising smell of freshly cooked fish and chips wafted through the 4 x 4, combined with the aroma of coffee. It was mid-afternoon. Simpson set the fan, and the two men eased the seats further back in the spacious vehicle to relax and enjoy their late lunch.

      “This is a better view than the one you had at the start of the day,” Simpson said.

      “Aye, it is indeed, mate,” Cameron said. “If everything goes to plan I’ll be back in the summer and have a different view again.” He tore himself a large piece of crispy golden battered cod and savoured the moment. “Freedom is the taste of fish and chips.”

      Simpson said, “I remember when you were banged-up, your right-hand man was one of the witnesses for the Crown. I bet he’s somewhere with a nice fuckin’ view.”

      “He might be Norrie, but he owes a debt, and it’s a debt I’ll collect on. No matter what Mr Smith calls himself now, he’ll be found.” Cameron stared out across the loch as he spoke. His gaze was as cold as the water to his front.

      Simpson was silent, except for the sound of him chomping on his fish and chips.

      “Norrie, have you ever been to Australia?” Cameron asked without turning.

      “No I haven’t Mr Cameron, but I’ve always wanted to go there.”

      “Why would you want to go there?”

      “My brother lives there.”

      “Is he anything like you?”

      “Well, he is in some ways.” Simpson laughed. “He’s happy to take payment to do things other people might not want to do if you get my meaning.”

      “Does he look like you?”

      “We’re the same build, and although we’re not twins, we could be mistaken for each other. Why do you ask?”

      “I’ll tell you during the next leg of our journey.” Cameron’s eyes sparkled and his lips twisted into a grin.

      “Have you got a new lieutenant for your operation, Mr Cameron?”

      Cameron swallowed the piece of cod he was savouring and then glanced at the man beside him. He nodded as he considered how calm and capable Simpson had been under pressure, and it was he who had arranged the team and transport for the escape.

      “I’ll tell you what we’ll do Norrie.” Cameron sipped his coffee. He gazed at the snow-covered hills across the loch. “When we continue our journey, we’ll have a wee chat about the qualifications and requirements of my right-hand man.”

      Simpson had a mouthful of food, so nodded as he continued chewing.

      Cameron continued, “I have high expectations of my people, but the rewards are commensurate with performance.”

      Simpson was about to ask if commensurate was a good thing, but swallowed his food and the word was forgotten. “It’ll be a couple of hours before we reach the port. Do you think it will be time enough to chat about your requirements?”

      “Aye, a couple of hours will be more than enough time, Norrie.”

      The two gangsters fell into a companionable silence as they continued with their lunch and looked out over the wintry landscape before them. Cameron smiled as he considered his relatively new habit of using the Scottish ‘aye’, as an affirmative.

      He’d started using the word in prison to mimic and irritate one of the prison officers, but had since found himself using the word all the time, instead of yes, or yeah.
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      .

      Glenbrittle, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      It was early evening and dark when the two men arrived on the south-west coast of Skye. They’d had a long and interesting conversation since setting off after their lunch break. Glenbrittle had the appearance of the coastal fishing villages featured in old movies.

      Simpson parked near to the small dockside and held up an open hand to his new employer.

      “Wait there for a minute, Boss.” Simpson opened the door to climb out, and a gust of wind blew snowflakes into the warm interior of the vehicle. Cameron shivered and pulled up his collar. He was looking forward to the different climate of his destination.

      Simpson opened the tailgate, rummaged around, and returned to the front of the vehicle. He opened the driver’s door and threw in a heavy duffle coat. At first, Cameron looked at the unflattering garment with its hood and wooden toggles but accepted it would be more beneficial than the leather jacket. He shuffled around on the seat to change coats and left the comfort of the Range Rover.

      Simpson was already wearing a duffle coat and woolly hat. He handed a similar hat to Cameron, who pulled it on immediately down over his ears. They both pulled up their hoods and squinted as tiny frozen flakes blasted into their eyes. There was little sign of life, which was just as the two gangsters would prefer.

      “Hey, Boss,” Simpson called against the chilling Atlantic breeze. “If you want to give your wife a call, this is the time.” He held out a mobile phone. “I’ve punched in the contact number in Spain.”

      “Could anybody trace this number?”

      “Make your call, and then take the phone with you and drop it over the side. I’ve put two other phones in your baggage.” The two men went to the rear of the vehicle and Simpson opened the tailgate. He pulled back a holdall that he’d prepared for the escape.

      Cameron stood at the tailgate out of the wind, unzipped the large bag and poked around inside. Apart from footwear and an assortment of clothing, there was a small plastic wallet. He opened the wallet to find a passport and American Express card in his new name. There was also a wad of banknotes for use in the destination country, and two phones. He nodded with satisfaction and re-zipped the holdall, then turned to Simpson and gave him a thumbs-up. Simpson nodded.

      As Cameron leant away from the increasing snowfall, he spotted a sheltered area. It was no more than a wooden partition at the end of a building, but he went there to make his single brief call.

      Simpson lifted the holdall from the back of the 4 x 4 and edged carefully down the slippery cobblestone path to the small dock. A fishing vessel of no more than twenty metres in length was rising and falling beside the jetty. Old tyres secured to the wooden panels squeaked as the boat’s hull rubbed against them.

      A short, swarthy man in yellow fisherman’s wet-weather garb crossed the deck and accepted a buff-coloured envelope from Simpson. The sailor gripped the envelope and made a quick appraisal of the contents. He nodded towards the man in the shadows making the phone call.

      “Is he our passenger?”

      “He is,” Simpson said. “Advise your crew to steer clear of him.”

      “They’ve already been told.”

      Cameron squinted as he observed his new employee and the sailor. He used his free hand to cover his left ear and held the small device to his right ear. The number rang only twice before his wife answered.

      “Hello,” Cameron shouted, without the use of a name, or emotion. “I only have a couple of minutes, and it’s fucking freezing here—listen.” He paused before continuing. “Everything has gone according to plan so far.” He stopped again when he heard his wife asking questions. He gritted his teeth and then interrupted.

      “Listen—tomorrow is the second stage. Get it done and get used to it. Get the third stage sorted by tomorrow afternoon. I’ll be in touch.” He ended the call and pocketed the phone.

      “Okay, Boss?” Simpson shouted into the wind. He held out the holdall as Cameron came down the cobblestones, slipping and cursing into the spray and snowflakes.

      He got his lips close to Simpson’s left ear. “Norrie, everything is fine. You call MacDonald from a public call box in the next twenty-four hours.” Simpson nodded. Cameron went on. “Tell him where you want the deposit paid. He’ll give you enough to pay the whole team for today.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Simpson paused. “Is there anything else?” The two men were forced to turn away from the sea breeze, taking turns shouting into each other’s ear.

      “Keep an eye on my interests, Norrie, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “How will you contact me?”

      “I’ll be in touch with the solicitor the first time. He’ll let you know when I’m calling you. When I make that call, we’ll sort out a new method.”

      “Okay, Boss, no problem.”

      The two men shook hands and blinked against the strengthening wind and snow. They looked into each other’s eyes with mutual respect—respect understood by hard men.

      Norrie Simpson watched as Cameron grabbed at the handrail. He knew his new boss wouldn’t be happy accepting help from the skipper. The boat was rolling around as the sea became lively, and the ride would get worse before Cameron reached his next transport—a freighter sitting one hundred miles off the west coast of Ireland.

      Simpson watched from the comfort of the Range Rover until the small vessel left the coast. “Rather you than me Mr Cameron.” He watched the craft rise and fall before setting off for a hotel on the east coast of Skye. A couple of beers and a night’s rest would be in order before heading back to Glasgow.

      He was eager to commence the tasks on which his new boss had already briefed him. The first would be to contact Kevin MacDonald, the bent lawyer. Another key person to check out was his new boss’s wife. Plus of course, there were a couple of business trips abroad.

      Yes, Norrie Simpson was a happy man.
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      .

      Saturday 28th February

      Madrid

      Spain

      Rachel grinned as she slid behind the wheel of her pre-booked rental car at Madrid Airport, Barajas. Even after seven years as a member of BTL Enterprises, she still preferred the thrill of taking a vehicle without permission. She had learned. However, there were times to keep things legal—like now.

      She was pleased to be getting away from the British winter for a couple of days, but uppermost in her thoughts, she was trusted by her two idols. Rachel steered out into the traffic and thrust her map into the centre console to accompany her phrasebook. Sat-nav devices were okay for some, but Rachel had more confidence in her map-reading.

      “To the A3, the south-east and Valencia,” she said, in a comic dramatic voice. Her grin widened as she depressed her right foot and felt the comfortable backrest of the BMW 5-Series against her back.
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      Wednesday 3rd March

      Jordanhill, Glasgow

      Scotland

      The powerful engine rumbled as the Triumph Tiger slowed and rolled down a snow-covered ramp. It was 8 am when Joe Bremner rode into the underground carpark. Joe removed a gauntlet and punched in the four-digit entry code. It was an upmarket apartment block.

      The elevator would have been silent on its ascent if it weren’t for the sole occupant humming the classic heavy metal number, Paranoid by Black Sabbath. The muscular, six-footer unzipped his leather jacket, removed his distinctive dark metallic blue helmet and ran a hand through his long, unkempt ginger hair. Joe’s beard bore no signs of trimming. The growth had a windswept look cultivated by many bikers through neglect.

      Even in his riding boots and leathers, Joe walked along the corridor on the fifth floor with stealth. If unseen, it would be hard to say he was there at all. By the time he arrived at the door with the gold number twenty in the centre, he was ready to make more than one rapid entry.

      He pressed a forefinger against the tiny doorbell and dimples parted his whiskers as he heard the multi-chiming bell within. Anticipation created intense heat deep inside as Joe’s body reacted to mental images. There was a pulse behind the zipper of his well-worn ‘originals’.

      The door opened after a second ring. Standing inside the apartment was a tall, blonde woman in her late twenties. Her right arm raised as she held the door open with slender fingers. Long golden tresses hung over her bare shoulders and contrasted with the diaphanous black baby-doll that barely reached her thighs.

      Joe sneered and lowered one hand to rub the front of his jeans before he spoke. “Are you Stephanie?” He appraised the beautiful body from head to toe.

      “Yes,” she whispered and arched an eyebrow. “What do you want?”

      “Are you alone?”

      Stephanie nodded and glanced down at the bulge in the biker’s jeans.

      In response, Joe’s whiskers parted. He licked his lips and grinned.

      Long dark lashes fluttered as the woman’s blue eyes scanned her visitor. Stephanie’s glittering, crimson lips trembled, and after a gasp, she worried her lower lip with her bright white teeth. Her breathing was rapid and shallow.

      Big Joe stepped forward, wrested the door from the beautiful creature, and then closed it quietly. Joe placed his hands under Stephanie’s arms and lifted her bodily from the plush carpet as he carried her into the apartment. In the centre of the spacious room he stopped and placed her down again.

      Stephanie teetered on the three-inch heels of her fur-trimmed slippers and lifted her hands up across her nightdress and ample breasts. Her eyelashes fluttered.

      “Take it off,” Joe growled and threw his riding gauntlets onto a nearby chair.

      “Please,” Stephanie pleaded, and her hair hung lower as she inclined her head forward a little.

      Joe’s massive hands played with the top section of the flimsy black garment. He looked into the young woman’s eyes for a few seconds as his strong fingers gripped the material. The delicate ribbon securing the baby-doll snapped, and the garment fell open to give a view of the magnificent body within.

      Joe cradled Stephanie’s pretty face in his large, rough hands. Stephanie’s lips felt the pressure of Joe’s as he sucked on her sweetness and molested her mouth with his tongue. The kiss ceased only to allow the assault to move to her slender neck. There were gasps as soft shoulder flesh was bitten deep.

      The blonde trembled with delight as Joe sucked hard on the succulent flesh of her neck, shoulders and breasts. He slurped and sucked at her, causing whimpers and moans. Joe lowered his right hand and caressed the tender body until his fingers reached the moist junction of her parting thighs.

      There was a squeal as one finger thrust inside and then slipped out. Stephanie found herself leave the floor as a strong hand cupped her between her thighs. Joe’s other hand went behind her, and he carried her into the bedroom.

      Stephanie landed on the large bed without ceremony. As she got up onto her elbows and looked at her assailant, she saw him undoing his broad leather belt and pushing his jeans down.

      There was no underwear to prolong the moment, so without further warning, the woman was looking at the biker’s engorged cock. It was throbbing and standing upright, ready for use. The dimensions of Joe’s manhood were of similar scale to the remainder of his body.

      Stephanie parted her thighs and sighed. She looked up wide-eyed at the whisker-covered mouth lowering to assault her lips once again. In a simultaneous motion, she felt the biker’s tongue invade her mouth as his massive tool thrust between her legs, burying itself to the hilt inside her, in one swift motion. She gasped.

      As Joe’s hips thrust back and forward in a steady rhythm, he gorged himself on Stephanie’s mouth, neck, shoulders and breasts. He held a nipple between his teeth and rolled his tongue across the firm bud of flesh.

      Stephanie whimpered and dug the fingers of both hands into the duvet. She let go the bedding to grip Joe’s leather jacket. She used her strong, slender fingers like talons and called out. “Fuck me, you big bastard!” She threw her head back, her mouth open in ecstasy. “Harder—fuck me harder—faster!”

      Joe knelt on the bed and lifted Stephanie by her buttocks. Her long legs wrapped around his waist and locked at the ankles. Soft, rounded buttocks were cupped and gripped by large, strong hands, and the two people joined in a ritual that went back to the earliest of their ancestors.

      The woman accepted the treatment as a special favour, and the man performed like an animal intent on enjoying every moment of the coupling. They both rose admirably to the challenge. One moaned and sighed while the other grunted and snarled.

      It was fifteen minutes later when Joe and Stephanie lay side by side on the bed. They were both enjoying a post-coital cigarette, but there was no conversation until Stephanie turned and dug a long red fingernail into Joe’s hairy chest.

      “Joe, you are fucking incredible.”

      “Yeah, I suppose I am.” He laughed. It was a sound like happy thunder.

      “As soon as we finish our smoke, I’ll undress you, and you can let me see how tender you can be.”

      “You know I don’t do fuckin’ tender,” he said and half-turned to look at her face.

      “Don’t worry—I enjoy it when you’re trying.”
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        * * *

      

      At 11:15am Joe threw his right leg over his bike and settled onto the saddle. There was a folded piece of paper jammed between the dials. Joe’s brow furrowed as he first looked around the underground carpark and then lifted the note.

      ‘If you want to save your brother’s life—meet me at the Balgray Reservoir south of Barrhead. At noon, he’s a dead man. You’re being watched. No phone calls and don’t try to get help at Byres Road.’

      Joe gritted his teeth as he crushed the note and thrust it into a jacket pocket. When the bike left the concrete ramp and skidded on the snow-covered roadway, it didn’t faze the rider. It struck Joe, his journey might not be as rapid as he would like—but it would be fucking rapid.

      Traffic in and around Glasgow was moving at a snail’s pace. In many places, there were drivers out arguing about blame for a collision. The southbound roads had a layer of fresh snow. Visibility decreased as the pretty, but treacherous flakes increased in number.

      It wasn’t good weather to be on two wheels, even if the rider was experienced and courageous. The M77 motorway southbound was hazardous; so one lane was in use. It remained the case until a lone motorbike rider appeared in everybody’s offside mirrors.

      At 11:30 am, after a hair-raising exit from the city centre, Joe found himself behind a line of vehicles. They were trailing a snowplough that made it dangerous for anybody to pass. Joe decided to take his chances on the minor roads, knowing they wouldn’t be clear.

      The exit down onto Nitshill Road had a breeze blowing that created a sloping white ramp along the length of one lane and forced all traffic to use the other lane. It became a ramp of deep slush.

      The bike did not ride well on several centimetres of snow, and a boot shot down regularly to keep rider and machine moving forward. At the Rouken Glen roundabout, Joe fought to stay upright. He took a right and headed south at a slow, but steady speed. He was moving and made no effort to check time.

      Joe negotiated the slippery road surface, fighting and countering every skid. His arms and legs ached, as strong as they were. When he tackled the next two roundabouts, he caught glimpses of the reservoir to his right. He stopped focussing on the road and the hazards, and started thinking about who would be hard enough, or stupid enough to threaten his brother Max.

      At the Newton Mearns roundabout, Joe felt his machine slip away from under him, but he got a strong leg out and steadied himself. When the bike was upright again, he kept the revs low and followed the short strip of the minor road towards the reservoir. He was on high alert, but there didn’t appear to be anyone around.

      Is this some sick joke by one of the guys, he wondered.

      “Over here!” a man shouted. “Over here, Joe!” A man in black leathers was waving frantically, one hundred metres ahead, near the water’s edge. There were groups of bushes around the area, but most of the foliage was white, thanks to the snowfall. It was a remote spot but overlooked from the motorway flyover, two hundred metres distant, now behind Joe.

      Joe kept the engine ticking over to avoid falling in the deeper snow. As he went forward, he could only see one person. The man in leathers wasn’t wearing a helmet, and it wasn’t his brother.

      Could another biker have found Max?

      As Joe concentrated on the deep white, slippery surface, he steered into a single track made by a bike recently. There were deeper; wider tyre marks made by a four-wheeled vehicle either side of the single bike track.

      When Joe was twenty metres from the stranger, he stopped his bike and dismounted. He turned away from the machine to flick the stand down. He removed his gauntlets and left them on the saddle. His right hand moved down and back, to undo the stud of his scabbard. Joe turned and walked forward, eyes narrowed, scanning the immediate area. The guy in leathers was wearing shoes, not boots.

      The broad back wheel of a bike was standing out from between the snow-covered bushes. It was a Triumph, just like Joe’s and bore Max’s number plate. The bike had a thick layer of snow covering saddle and rear mudguard.

      “Where’s Max?” Joe continued forward and moved his right hand around to his blade.

      “He’s just here.” The stranger moved his left hand. A rope appeared which had been held up behind him. It led into the bushes. The other end of the rope looped around the neck of a big dark-haired man in leathers who was lying on the snow in the bushes.

      He edged forward on his left arm and left leg. He had a gag stuffed into his mouth, held in place with his red neckerchief. His right hand pressed hard against a bleeding wound in his right thigh. His wrists were bound. His right eye was open and bulging, and his nostrils flared as he breathed. The left eye was purple and closed.

      Joe’s blood boiled when he looked at his older brother’s battered and bloodied face. Max’s mouth and nose had bled recently. Bruises coloured his jaw and cheekbone.

      “You’re a fuckin’ dead man,” Joe said to the man in black and unsheathed his knife as he advanced.

      “I don’t think so.” The stranger raised his right hand and aimed an old Army revolver at Joe’s head. “Do you remember a phone call a few days ago?”

      Joe kept walking. He had felt his feet slide, therefore running would serve little purpose. He focused on his enemy’s face and ignored the firearm. Joe was intent on murder, gun or no gun.

      The man said, “I told you to keep away from my wife you arsehole, but no, you’re too fucking hard aren’t you—well you’re not as hard as a fucking bullet.”

      “Ah, so you’re the dickhead that spoke to me on the phone.” Joe shook his head. “Steph is your ex-wife you prick.” Joe walked faster. “Don’t you know what that fuckin’ means?”

      “You don’t even know my name do you—fucking greaseball.”

      “I do know your name,” Joe said. “Your name is dickhead.” Only four metres to go, Joe thought, and then he’s fuckin’ mine. Joe lost his footing.

      “Well, respect should be considered for the man about to kill you, so maybe you should address me as Mr H.”

      “Maybe you should shove that old gun up your arse.” Joe continued trying to walk in the deep snow.

      Mr H, as he referred to himself, squeezed the trigger and his arm leapt upward.

      There was a loud ping, as the bullet ricocheted from Joe’s helmet. He ran, ducking left and right as he slipped on the snow. He got to within two metres of his target and raised his knife. The second bullet ripped through Joe’s throat at close range. The snow directly in front and behind him stained red.

      Joe’s features contorted, as he fell forward on his knees, grasping his torn throat with his left hand. Blood gushed between his fingers, chilling as it oozed over his hand. A fresh warm spray burst out between his fingers. As the final seconds of life drained from him, Joe turned to his brother, already severely injured and tethered.

      “He can’t help you, Big Joe.” Mr H drew back his right foot to kick his dying adversary.

      Joe threw the knife to Max with the last of his strength. He gazed at his brother’s face and mouthed the words, “Kill him.” Joe didn’t see what happened next. A black leather toecap connected with his face and he fell forward. The deep, fresh snow accepted Joe’s weight like a soft foam mattress.

      When he kicked Joe, the man in leather slipped and fell onto his back.

      Max’s head filled with a torrent of emotion as he watched his courageous brother fall. Max let go of his bleeding leg and dived forward to grab the knife from the snow. As he pulled his arms back together to throw, he saw the murderer lying in the snow aiming the pistol.

      “No witnesses big bad Max.” Mr H squeezed the trigger. There was a click from the old weapon. He looked at it in disbelief and tried to fire again. Another click came from the ageing Webley. The cowardly assassin scrambled to get to his feet and fell to his hands and knees. He was four metres away from the injured biker.

      Max the Knife was the biker leader’s name in the club. His skills with a blade would be severely affected by having the use of only one eye, and both his wrists bound, but he’d still try. When the handgun failed, Max made a lightning assessment. He took a quick breath and forced himself up to one knee for a few painful seconds.

      As Mr H fumbled with the gun, he ignored the threat of the knife for a second too long. He looked up and managed to turn away when he saw the blade fly towards him. The weapon missed his throat but sliced deep across his right cheek lifting a flap of skin.

      Blood poured from an open cheek and torn ear, and there were screams of pain. Mr H got up and ran forward to kick Max in the face. Max grabbed the man’s foot and pulled. The killer landed on his back and realised that even when tethered, the biker would win the fight.

      Max’s face took two hits as his desperate adversary kicked and shouted.

      “You’ll fucking freeze to death here you greasy bastard.” Mr H repeatedly kicked for his life. He clamped a cold hand to his bleeding, stinging face as he scrambled to his feet.

      Max managed to pull the gag from his mouth and gasped for a decent breath. He untied the neckerchief and retied it around his damaged and bleeding leg.

      “You’re a fuckin’ dead man,” Max shouted as Mr H crawled and scrambled through the bushes. Max had stared at the clean-shaven face and grey eyes during the brief struggle. He memorised his enemy for their next and final meeting.

      A black 4 x 4 came around the bushes and steered towards Max, but he rolled out of the vehicle’s path. Two wheels of the large car bumped over Joe’s dead body, pressing it deeper into the snow. Joe’s bike was hit next and fell over into the snow. The engine died.

      Max looked at his younger brother’s body again. For the first time since childhood, tears rolled down Max’s cheeks. “I swear it, Joe, I’ll find him and fuckin’ kill him.” Max’s vision was blurring, and he had difficulty breathing. “I swear on my life, Joe—”

      Loss of blood and extreme cold took over. Max’s good eye closed, and he lay down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. Hello and Goodbye

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, big fella!” the young woman’s voice shouted. “Wake up for me.”

      Max’s right eye flickered, but the left eye was purple and sealed by bruising. His face showed signs of severe punishment. The right eye opened fully. When Max moved, he winced and reached down to grip his right leg.

      A young woman with neatly trimmed brunette hair squatted beside him. Snowflakes glistened on her black leathers, as she continued winding a heavy bandage around the blood-soaked neckerchief on the biker’s wounded leg.

      “Joe,” Max gasped and moved his head side to side. He tried to look around the crouching woman.

      “If Joe is the other guy in Mental Riders colours, I’m sorry mate. You’ve lost him.”

      “Who the fuck, are you?” Max said and swallowed. He recalled Joe falling.

      “My name’s Rachel,” she said, ignoring the venom in his tone. “The most important thing now is to get you to a medic.”

      “No fuckin’ hospitals—”

      Rachel stopped working with the large dressing. She turned. “I didn’t say anything about a fucking hospital.” She held his gaze for a moment longer and then held up her gleaming blade before she leant forward to slice through the excess binding. “I said, fucking medic.”

      “Right.” Max gritted his teeth.

      “What’s your name?” she said, turning from the injury to the man’s face.

      “Max.”

      “Are you allergic to morphine, Max?” She held up a small ampoule of liquid.

      “Nah—the only things I’m allergic to are fuckin’ cops.”

      The ampoule was thrust down against Max’s thigh where Rachel had torn a hole in the jeans. The tiny needle pierced the skin, and the contents of the syringe jetted into Max’s system. Max looked from the injection to the woman. She was probably no more than 30, very good looking, and had spunk. Nobody responded to him the way she had, whether he was injured or not.

      “Lie back and try to rest,” she said.

      Max started to lie down. There were crunching and snapping sounds. He got up on one elbow and turned to see a thick layer of branches tucked between him and the snow. He looked from the insulation to the woman. It was at that point he realised all the rope bindings had been removed. The black leathers registered in Max’s brain, and he leant out to see around his saviour.

      “Who’s ridin’ the Kwaki?” One helmet was resting on the saddle.

      “Me.” Rachel glanced down at him as she produced a plastic bottle and a lint-free pad. She pressed and gently twisted the dressing against Max’s facial injuries. The excess dried blood washed away to give a clearer view of the injuries, and there were many.

      “Right,” Max said. “If your pillion, who’s the rider?”

      “Fucking pillion,” she said, raising her voice and her eyebrows. She looked him in the good eye. “Do you want me to fucking finish this or not?” She cursed, not because she was angry, but because she wanted to try some humour. Rachel smiled and shook her head as she completed the first aid. “I’m the rider; there’s nobody else.”

      The big biker looked at the machine again and then the girl in leathers.

      Rachel stood up, looked around and pulled out her mobile. She pressed two buttons, and it rang three times. “Hawk, it’s Rachel. I need our private medic.” She paused. “Yes, I’m fine, but we’ve got a man down.” She remained silent for a few seconds, listening, and then spoke rapidly.

      Max stared and listened, as Rachel gave a situation report. The details were provided in short, sharp statements, and included information about casualties and coordinates. She listened for a moment, checked her watch and looked at Max.

      “Okay, Boss, I’ll get on it now.” She listened again. “Yes, I’m carrying.” Rachel slapped her right hand against the left side of her leather jacket and nodded. “Okay, see you later.”

      “You’re carrying what?” Max leant up on one elbow, and the branches crunched under him.

      Rachel unzipped her jacket and half-turned to her left. Just visible, low under her left arm was the pistol grip of a black automatic. She raised her eyebrows and then re-zipped.

      Max wiped the fresh snow from his face. “Who the fuck do you work for?”

      “An extraordinary guy.” She winked before putting away her mobile. “You keep still and try to rest.” She turned and trudged through the snow to her Kawasaki. From one of the side panniers, she retrieved a small green canvas bag and a steel thermos.

      Rachel returned, knelt down and handed Max three pain-killers and poured a hot drink from the small flask. “Get them down your neck and try to relax. We’ve got help coming in about half an hour.”

      Max swallowed the pills and washed them down with the hot coffee. It wasn’t the textbook way to take medication, but these weren’t textbook circumstances.

      Rachel produced a small cellophane pack, and a few seconds later un-wrapped a foil blanket. She spread it over Max. “I didn’t want to give you fluids, but my main aim at the moment is to keep you alive.”

      Max took another gulp of the coffee, and it was topped up for him. He sipped the next cupful and looked across at where Joe had been. He couldn’t see a body. “Where’s Joe?”

      “I managed to drag him into the bushes.” Rachel glanced over her left shoulder. “I’ve covered him up so nobody will see him—yet.”

      “Did you check his pockets?”

      She reached into an inside pocket and produced, a brown leather wallet, two small cellophane packs of white powder, a bunch of keys, and a piece of notepaper. “This is all he had on him.” She held up the piece of paper. “Are you the brother that the gunman used as bait?”

      “How do you know—” Max accepted the note and read the message.

      “I guess Joe was the intended target,” Rachel said, “because you’re tied up, but injured and alive. For some reason whoever the guy was, he wanted Joe dead. I reckon you would have been next, but you’d have been collateral damage.”

      Max groaned as he reached into his pocket and produced an almost identical note. The only difference in the details was the time. “That bastard is a fuckin’ dead man walkin’.”

      “We’ll worry about him later. Will you be okay if I continue tidying up around here?”

      “Tidyin’?” He squinted his good eye.

      “I want to get your bike, and Joe’s bike camouflaged amongst the bushes, and then I want to cover some of the tracks.”

      Max’s brow furrowed.

      Rachel said, “I need to have this place prepared. We’ll get you out, and I’ll organise recovery of your bike.”

      Max shook his head. “What about Joe, and his bike and his—gear?”

      “We’ll have to leave Joe and his machine out here. The authorities will locate him and his bike.” She handed over Joe’s personal effects. “You take this stuff. I’ll make an anonymous call to the police once our team have recovered your bike and cleared your tracks.”

      Max slipped Joe’s wallet, keys and bags of cocaine into an inside pocket.
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        * * *

      

      It took Rachel fifteen minutes to roll her bike and the two Triumph Tigers deeper into the bushes. She covered the Triumphs with branches so the falling snow would layer and hide them.

      When asked, she lied and told Max she hadn’t spotted the registration number of the gunman’s car. It was during the many questions about the black 4 x 4 there was the sound of another vehicle arriving on the scene.

      A dark green Toyota Land Cruiser purred along through the snow, performed a smooth turn and reversed up close to the injured man. Two men in white overalls got out. While one man rearranged the seat layout in the back, the other one spoke quietly to Rachel.

      “Right, Max.” Rachel knelt beside him. “I need you to trust me, okay?”

      “Yeah, what’s goin’ on?”

      “These guys are taking you to a private clinic. We have to get the bullet out of your leg.” She held up a hand to halt the two guys when boots crunched in the snow behind her. She gazed into Max’s good eye. “I’ll get in touch with your guys at Byres Road.”

      “How do you know who to contact?”

      “Byres Road is in the note, and anybody would recognise your colours.”

      He nodded, realising she was right. “What are you gonna’ tell them?”

      “I’ll mention an accident, and you’ll call later. There will be no mention of Joe. As soon as you can stand up, you’ll be delivered to your house.” She glanced over her shoulder at the men with the Toyota and then turned to Max. “Do you know the shooter’s name?”

      He squinted. “Why do you want to know his name?”

      “I want to try to find him for you, but our people won’t be taking any action.”

      “You don’t need his name.” He turned away. “I’ll deal with him.”

      “Okay, but do me a favour. Don’t have your guys going after him, at least not yet.”

      “Why? What do you know about him?”

      “Nothing yet, but I want to find out if he’s connected. If I find out anything of interest, I’ll be in touch.”

      “Okay.” He nodded.

      “When the police work out who Joe is, they’ll investigate this area, and then they’ll come to question you,” she said. “By the time you get home, I want you to have a serious case of fucking amnesia.”

      Max nodded, and one corner of his lips twitched.

      Rachel said, “When you hear about Joe, you act shocked and angry.”

      “Deal.” Max nodded again. He accepted Rachel’s slender hand in his massive fist, holding it briefly with a gentle but firm grip.

      “I’m sorry about Joe.” Rachel covered their handshake with her other hand.

      “So am I, Rachel,” Max said. “So am I.” The use of her name softened his tone.

      “I’ll keep watch here until I know there is a response from the authorities.” There was a glistening in Max’s eye. Rachel looked away for a moment as if in thought. “Let’s get him out of here guys.” She took a business card from inside her jacket and showed it to Max.

      He had time to focus on the words BTL Enterprises and a phone number before Rachel slipped the card inside his jacket.

      The two men helped the injured biker up onto the tailboard and assisted him inside on a sliding seat so that he sat with his back against the back panels of the front seats.

      “Rachel,” Max called and waited until they made eye contact.

      “Yeah?” She waited.

      Max waved her over.

      She went around and opened a rear passenger door.

      Max whispered. “The shooter called himself Mr H. His ex-wife is called Steph. Joe was keen on her.”

      “Thanks, Max.” She winked.

      “Remember Rachel—he’s fuckin’ mine.”

      Rachel nodded. She pulled down the zipper on her jacket and produced an old black Webley revolver. It was still wet in some of the working parts where the snow had melted. “I found this where he’d parked. There are three rounds still in the chamber, but it will need a decent servicing.” She slipped it inside Max’s jacket.

      “I owe you,” Max said, and for a moment his features softened.

      “Call me if you find him first.” She stood back, lifted the forefinger of her right hand to her forehead and gave the salute that she usually used around her colleagues. She closed the door and waited until the vehicle had gone before she poured the remaining coffee from her thermos.

      She wiped the snow from a large boulder and sat down. From a pocket, she produced another piece of paper which she’d removed from Joe’s wallet.

      Three numbers scrawled on the crumpled corner of a magazine page were a lead. One was eleven-digits, so it was a mobile. Beneath it, the number twenty circled, and then a four-digit number. Rachel set her coffee down on the boulder beside her and pulled out her mobile.

      “Hi, Annabel. Everything is in hand. One package has been taken and one remaining. We also require the removal of two sets of wheels.” She paused. “I have some information.” She read the details from the piece of paper but didn’t mention the names given by Max, or the partial registration number of the 4 x 4.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. Specialists
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      Tuesday 22nd June

      Colombia

      South America

      Jake Carter focused straight ahead, through the long grass. Beads of perspiration teased his lashes and made his face itch. The stench of damp jungle foliage and undergrowth had an aroma all of its own, but it wasn’t Jake’s first time lying up in such terrain.

      A camouflaged wooden building was fifty metres to his front. It stood in a clearing, but with a dense canopy of overhanging greenery. Natural concealment might have been considered sufficient by some, but two armed sentries made regular patrols of the perimeter.

      The organisers must have watched movies about the US forces in Vietnam. There was no foliage around the building out to around ten metres. The clearance produced a wide boundary for any uninvited guests to attempt crossing without cover.

      It was a much narrower margin than had been used in Vietnam, but there was adequate prohibitive open space. In this case, the boundary area was small. A broad boundary could be spotted from overhead.

      Jake turned his left wrist. It was 16:15 local time. He would allow another fifteen minutes to ensure the other three members of his Special Air Service (SAS) team were in position. Moving in the tropical jungle was difficult enough, but doing so in the leopard crawl was a painstaking task, requiring stealth, patience and extreme fitness.

      For men of their calibre, there was no discomfort in the necessity to move on their bellies, but they each had a location to reach and a cut-off time to do so. Once in place, they would report in with a click on their respective throat mikes. When all were in place, Jake would transmit a double click. The team would synchronise watches.

      Ten metres to Jake’s left would be Colin Cairns. Jake and Colin were to the south of the target, and the other pair would be fifty metres to the west. Only two sides were covered to prevent the possibility of friendly fire. A strange notion—friendly fire.
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        * * *

      

      While Colin had worked as a mechanic in a motorbike workshop in the east end of Glasgow, Jake was a pickpocket who’d joined a small band of vigilantes. In the summer of ‘96, the two men met during one of the vigilante group’s missions.

      By then, Jake had already decided to join the Royal Engineers, but he had injuries and was unfit. As a regular at a gym, Colin suggested he could help Jake get into shape. He organised a training regime that was hard for Jake to accept at first, but he had deep-seated reasons that helped him drive on when the going got tough.

      In February ‘97, when it got close to Jake’s date for attending basic military training, he went for a farewell drink in Glasgow with his vigilante associates and Colin. It was during that evening when Colin admitted he had enlisted too. He had secretly signed up to join the same regiment.

      The pair became known throughout training as the Terrible Twins. Challenge one, and you challenged both. Four years after settling into trade, both as explosives specialists, Jake applied for selection for the legendary Special Air Service. He knew a man who had been in that select group of Special Forces, and he wanted to follow in his footsteps.

      Just as Colin had helped prepare Jake for joining the regular army, the pair trained together to take Jake’s physical fitness and military skills to a new, higher level. Instead of going for a run in vest and shorts, Jake wore combat suit and boots. Also, he carried a Bergen on his back, loaded with at least forty pounds of weight.

      Colin organised cross-country routes for the pair of them. The courses would involve hill work and long stretches across the sand within the woods. On most days, the two men would swim, run, and spend at least an hour in the gym working with weights.

      Sunday was always a rest day, but every other day was a training day.

      There would be more to proper preparation than physical fitness. Every week they booked an hour session in the armoury. Colin observed as Jake worked with the standard weapons; the two available variants of the SA-80 rifle, plus the Browning 9mm pistol.

      While blindfolded, Jake would strip an individual weapon down to its parts, ready for daily cleaning. He was allowed a brief pause before Colin suggested reassembly of the firearm—still blindfolded. When Jake was proficient with all of the weapons, the next stage was to go through the same routines but against the clock.

      Colin would go out in daylight with a map to a wooded area and hide a small item. Jake then had to locate the object using a ten-figure grid reference. At first, the things would be near to the edge of a track, but as Jake got faster, the hiding places used were deeper in the greenery.

      When Jake proved his proficiency, Colin would hide an item in daylight and then go along to observe Jake looking for it in darkness. Colin carried a flashlight, but only in case of emergency.

      On some of their evening training sessions indoors, Colin tested Jake’s knowledge of First Aid, and Nuclear, Biological and Chemical warfare (NBC). Both men already took a keen interest in current affairs.
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        * * *

      

      The failure rate on the bi-annual SAS selection courses was high, but Jake intended to make the grade. On occasion, he cursed Colin for pushing him almost to breaking point, but his friend reminded him to remain positive in the face of adversity. The right attitude was just as important as physical ability and military proficiency.

      Jake attended the summer selection course and was a successful candidate. He endured more pain and discomfort than he thought himself capable, and he remained positive and focused throughout the assessment. Mental attitude had been the key to success.

      The level Jake had aimed for ensured he made it through the rigorous and world-renowned selection process, and there were many occasions when he was close to missing the elusive goal. The successful candidates were awarded their coveted sandy-coloured berets with the winged-dagger cap-badge. Only seven men passed the selection course, and it had started with one hundred and eighty entrants.

      Six months later, Colin had prepared himself with the help of two other colleagues in the Royal Engineer unit. He attended and passed on the winter SAS selection course. There were only six men who made it through.

      During the four-day escape and evasion phase, one man had died in an accident. The casualty had slipped and fractured a leg. He was found dead in deep snow six hours later, following a massive search across the Brecon Beacons—the Welsh hills known for their unforgiving contours.

      On the summer selection, it was a regular occurrence for candidates to suffer from heat exhaustion, and in winter it was usually the extreme cold that claimed victims.

      Within a few months, following successful completion of selection, Colin was once again working alongside his friend from Glasgow. As members of the elite unit, the pair served together on clandestine operations across the world, in the desert, jungle and urban surroundings. They found themselves in life or death situations more than once, but they continued to reduce the number of bad guys in the world.
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        * * *

      

      Movement near Jake caused him to glance left, to move his eyes, but not his head. A giant snake rested its body on Jake’s forearm. The reptile moved forward slowly, and the rapidly flicking forked tongue caught the eye. The massive animal slithered over Jake’s arm and the body of his C8-SFW assault weapon. The weapon had been too close to the undergrowth for the snake to go underneath, so it had opted to slither over to maintain its route.

      For a moment, the large head turned towards Jake and tested the temperature of the obstruction. Jake remained perfectly still. They eyeballed each other. There was no danger of a poisonous bite because the arrowhead shape of the head and the dark markings declared it a boa constrictor. It was a large specimen, meaning it was a female.

      Winding itself around this human would condemn the reptile to a short and bleak future. Jake’s right hand had been moving as slowly as the snake, and he grasped the handle of the razor-sharp hunting knife in the left side of his lightweight webbing. The massive reptile continued its journey.

      For a given period, this mission was observation only, so it was imperative there was no movement. An offensive plan existed, however just for use if deemed necessary. The local gangsters had a daily distraction through the punishment of their local workforce. During such a window of opportunity, the team would rescue the men from the hut and ex-filtrate through the jungle.

      It was a deniable operation so there would be no apologies between diplomats. If these men were captured or killed, there was to be no official recognition. Black ops had many dangers, and the men who completed the missions recognised those dangers as part of the job.

      Jake listened intently for the faint clicks that would signal Daz and Mash were in position. Daz Wilson was an ex-Royal Signals radio operator whose speciality had naturally continued to be communications, although there was more done now with satellite communication than with manpacks and four-foot-whip antennas.

      Stan ‘Mash’ Miller had been a member of the Royal Army Medical Corps, so his decision to join an elite unit was unusual when considering his military background. Like the other team members, his physical fitness was at an incredible level.

      He gained the nickname ‘Mash’ from the acronym used for the US field units; Mobile Army Surgical Hospital. Mash took his speciality so seriously he often helped out as a volunteer at a local hospital whenever he was back at the peacetime base in Hereford.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. Jungle Animals

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Colombia

      South America

      A door swung open, and a man in a white suit and Panama hat stepped outside to the wooden porch. The surrounding greenery was an impenetrable curtain, but he was in an excellent position to see movement. He gazed from side to side. Eyes squinted and lips pursed, he stared at individual sections of the jungle.

      He was around five-foot-nine tall, and of average build. His reddened face glowed with perspiration. His dark beard was more like designer stubble than a prominent feature. He removed the hat, revealing dark hair. He next whipped the green silk scarf from his neck to wipe his face. He replaced the hat on his head and slipped the scarf loosely around his neck.

      The man lit up a cigar and took a long pull. He briefly closed his eyes, as he raised and moved his head side to side while he exhaled the bluish grey smoke. It was a ritual. It was a practised movement, and his hard features softened.

      Jake couldn’t place the man immediately and wondered if he was an international criminal, or possibly somebody from somewhere far off in his past. The beard looked wrong, but why? It was the way the man moved and his bearing that was bringing back memories to the soldier.

      Two more men exited the building. One of them had a mobile phone to his right ear, and when he responded to the caller, he raised his voice in brief, agitated statements. He was speaking in Spanish and continued the conversation, waving his free hand and turning his head left and right without focusing.

      The man with the phone was tall and heavily built, with a thick neck and broad shoulders. A shorter man of a similar muscular frame accompanied him. The phone call ended, and the two darker-skinned men began a conversation, still using their native tongue.

      Both had the natural tan of the Latin American, and long dark hair, tied back in a ponytail. They wore garish, multi-coloured shirts, stylish light trousers and expensive shoes. The outfits looked out of place in the jungle, and no doubt there were two matching jackets in the building. They dressed alike, including their shoulder holsters.

      The muscular pair fitted the descriptions of two of the Colombians the SAS team learned about during final briefing before the mission. Both men were smoking cigarettes. Apart from nodding towards the man in the white suit, they didn’t include him in the heated conversation.

      Birds in the vicinity squawked and fluttered around at the sound of an engine. The Colombians stepped down from the porch onto the lush grass. The taller one looked back at the bearded man and indicated to him with a nod and inclination of his head for him to join them.

      The bearded man did so but remained silent. He held the bannister as he came down to ground level. He took the steps one at a time, limping when he walked.

      The peacefulness disappeared as engine noise grew. A black SUV with tinted windows appeared from the narrow track on the west side and pulled up a few metres away from the porch. The driver and front seat passenger climbed out and went around to the tailgate. They were wearing black shirts, black Chinos and black shoes. Both wore a tan shoulder holster.

      There was a muffled groan as one of the men opened the tailgate. The sound of flesh on flesh emanated from behind the big vehicle, and then the two men in black reached inside. Two prisoners who were bound, gagged and blindfolded, were dragged from the car and allowed to fall to the floor. They had blindfolds removed, but not the gags.

      The prisoners blinked rapidly and looked around to take in their new surroundings. Blood stains covered their torn clothing, and they displayed an abundance of bruises. One prisoner was a teenager, and the other was a man in his forties. Both men wore the ragged clothes of Campesinos. The pair were local hillside farmers who cultivated the coca plantations.

      Both prisoners were roughly pulled to their feet and then dragged while being kicked and punched. The prisoners found themselves presented to the smartly dressed Colombians. The older prisoner emitted a muffled scream through his gag when a cigarette was stubbed out on his neck by the taller man.

      “I am Sal,” the big Colombian said. “My associate is Rico, and our boss likes us to teach people to be obedient, and to learn from their mistakes.” He grinned and looked at the older prisoner. “I understand your name is Carlos.”

      The older man nodded. One swollen eye was closed.

      “Well Carlos,” Sal said. “You are going to help us to send a message.”

      Sal nodded towards the bearded man in the white suit. “This gentleman is from Europe. He must witness how we deal with those who are disobedient. It is for his benefit I am speaking English, and I know you can both understand. This knowledge is good.”

      As Sal was talking, his colleague Rico stepped forward to the edge of a nearby pond. It was rectangular in shape - approximately five metres by four metres. A large bamboo frame stood across the width of the pond, and from the centre of the bamboo crossbar, hung a metal meat-hook.

      From the hook, a rope led to a pulley assembly at one corner, and down the upright post to a wooden stake with a shackle. Rico bent down and untied the rope. When he pulled the thin cord, the meat-hook slid along the beam to the upright post nearest to him.

      Sal stepped forward and gripped Carlos by the shirt collar.

      “You, Carlos, are going to pay the ultimate price for disobedience and treachery.” He glanced back at the other prisoner. “You, Santos, will observe your father’s punishment, and then you will be returned to the terraces. You will explain to your companions there about the need for obedience and loyalty.”

      Carlos stood with squinting, bruised eyes, shaking his head, Rico slammed his fist into the man’s gut. Carlos doubled over and fell face forward to a kneeling position. At a nod from Sal, Rico pulled the grappling hook down from the frame and hooked it onto the bindings on Carlos’s wrists.

      Rico pulled on the end of the rope, and as the strong cord attached to the hook strained, it held at an angle from the bar on the frame.

      Sal said, “Lift him.” He turned and nodded at the European visitor.

      There was a nod from the man before he took a long pull from his cigar. His expression was deadpan.

      Rico pulled on the rope, and the prisoner slid over the grass. His body lifted to an upright position. Carlos’s fingers were turning white, and his thin arms were almost straight. He resembled a goalkeeper reaching up with both hands to the crossbar.

      The man’s lean bodyweight pulled on the bindings of his wrists and arms, and his head turned rapidly from side to side. He muttered in Spanish and a sheen of moisture formed over his bruised and bloodied face. The language was unimportant, because his wide-eyed stare, shaking head and thrashing, suspended body suggested his mental state.

      From behind his back, Rico produced a large knife with a bone handle and gleaming silver blade. At a nod from Sal, Rico stepped forward and gouged a line deep into the prisoner’s lower right leg. The man muttered in his native tongue and cried openly for mercy. He squirmed, and his legs thrashed as blood flowed and began to stick to the torn clothing. It also pooled inside his canvas shoe, before dripping into the water with tiny splashes.

      There was a ripple on the surface of the pond, but more significant than would be caused by dripping blood.

      At another nod from Sal, Rico pulled on the thin cord. The dangling prisoner was eased out at a steady pace, to hang over the centre of the pond. From the moment Carlos had bled from his leg, there had been a ripple beneath the surface of the water. The ripples increased and followed his progress across the pond.

      When blood flowed freely from the gashed leg, there was a bubbling of the water. Carlos shook his head as he looked down, his damaged, squinting eyes staring. His chest heaved, and his breath came in loud gasps around the gag material.

      Carlos hung from the hook, and his teenage son continually murmured and pleaded in Spanish. One of the captors regularly silenced the teenager with a backhanded blow.

      Rico lowered the prisoner towards the water, and the suspended man kicked his legs and tried to curl them up. His body became limp for longer after each effort. There was a continuous muffled scream and moan through the blood-soaked gag as his head flicked from side to side. Beads of moisture dripped from his anguished face. Carlos’s legs fell straight, and his feet skimmed the surface of the pond. He gazed at his son and shook his head.

      The two men in black held the struggling teenager still, and one held the boy’s head up. Young eyes glistened with tears, and loud sobs came from within his gag. He strained against his guards and continued to scream and plead. He looked from one Columbian to the other, shaking his head, but smiles met his desperate gaze.

      Carlos found himself lowered slowly. Immediately his feet broke the surface of the pond his body had become much sought after by the ferocious creatures below. The tiny fish leapt and tore off chunks of flesh from the man’s lower limbs.

      Piranha fish are among those creatures surrounded by myth. Stories abound of humans and animals stripped to the bone in a matter of seconds, which is not the case. Most of the species are not more than 30cm in overall length, but the piranha does, however, have razor-sharp, interlocking, triangular teeth. Whatever they bite is severed.

      Certain species of piranha are omnivores and will feed on vegetation, or meat. They tend to live and feed as a group, which is related more to fending off predators than hunting prey.

      Like many omnivores, however, if the piranha species are kept hungry, they will eat anything, including each other. The fish under the unfortunate Colombian prisoner were in just such a condition. It wasn’t the dripping blood that attracted the small school of fish in the pond. It was the imminent offer of a meal.

      In his final desperate seconds of life, both Carlos’s eyes bulged, and his head jerked from side to side. The gag continued to reduce his screams to a muffled cry. Blood dripped from his lips as he bit through his tongue. His eyes rolled back, and he made a weak attempt at kicking his legs. All movements were slowing, and blood poured.

      The dying man was hoisted up long enough to let his sobbing, distraught son see his father no longer had legs below the knee. It was nerve endings and not the pain which caused Carlos’s body to tremble. A few fish hung to the flesh, before falling back into the water. Mercifully, Carlos’s eyes closed.

      Young Santos lost sight of his mortality, turned and head-butted one of his guards. The other guard struck the teenager on the back of the skull with a pistol butt.

      Rico lowered the remainder of the man, and Carlos’s remains submerged under the surface, forced by the combined efforts of the tiny carnivores. The water surface bubbled and foamed for no more than a few minutes before all was calm.

      The blow to the head was a blessing because as Santos lay unconscious in a pool of his puke and blood, he did not witness the feeding frenzy a few metres away.

      Even the European and the two escorts grimaced when the skeletal remains were hoisted up. The bearded man in the white suit stepped forward and took a long pull from his cigar before he spoke.

      “Gentlemen, that display was impressive. It was gross, but fucking impressive.” The Glasgow accent seemed out of place in such surroundings, but his tone demonstrated how much he’d admired the despicable execution.
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        * * *

      

      Apart from a few words, Jake had been lost when it came to the translation of the Colombian’s conversation with each other, but he was confident his sidekick Colin would be equal to the challenge. Colin was the patrol’s linguist and spoke Spanish and Arabic; apart from English. It was when Colin spoke foreign languages he was able to disguise his broad Glasgow accent.

      Jake watched the European go back up onto the wooden porch and lean on the wooden rail. Apart from the distinctive accent, the man favoured his right leg. When Jake’s brain processed all the details and considered the voice, it struck him like a bolt from the blue.

      “It can’t be—” Jake mouthed the words in disbelief. “Not out here.”
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      Wednesday 23rd June

      Drumchapel, Glasgow

      Scotland

      A gleaming black VW Golf GTi drove around the sprawling council estate driven by Tony Harrity. The short, wiry, twenty-two-year-old thug and drug dealer lived in a house paid for by the taxpayer, and from outside it looked like any other house in the street.

      Behind the regular windows and drapes was a home fitted with the latest high-tech entertainment, and the best in furnishings. Sheet steel reinforced the front door, and all of the windows were alarmed. Each room had CCTV fitted, and there were handguns in every room, including the bathroom and kitchen.

      Apart from his reputation for always being ‘armed and extremely dangerous’, Harrity also had a reputation for selling drugs to any person of any age. He had a zero-tolerance to bad debt, so those who crossed him only did so once. Two regular sidekicks of his generation were happy to break bones, cut, or hospitalise a bad debtor with minimal prompting.

      On this summer day, Harrity drove to the local filling station on Kinfauns Drive. Every time he topped up the tank of his pride and joy, he would take it through the carwash. It was mid-morning, and as always during mid-week, he wanted to get his drug deliveries done by noon. Two hours of personal effort a day was enough. He had his helpers, so why work?

      There was a deep rumbling noise, and Harrity glanced over his shoulder. He continued to squeeze the pump trigger as he watched the black motorbike pull up. Harrity smiled when he saw the rider and pillion were dressed in black from head to foot, including the helmet visors. They rode a powerful black Ducati. It was a cool look.

      “I’ll have a number four token please, darlin’,” Harrity said and handed over crisp banknotes for his fuel. “You must be new in here. Are you free later?”

      “Aye,” the pretty dark-haired attendant said. “I could be free after two o’clock.” She fluttered her lashes. “Why? Were you thinking about taking me somewhere nice?”

      “Nah,” he winked. “I thought you might like a good shaggin’.”

      The teenage girl’s eyes widened. “Fuck off,” she said, protected by the double-glazed kiosk.

      “Oh, I like your spirit. You don’t know me, do you?”

      “No, and I don’t want to know you. Go and play with yourself in the car-wash.”

      “I’ll definitely be fuckin’ you darlin’. You need to learn respect.” Harrity picked up the plastic disc for the car-wash and puckered his lips at the attendant. “I’ll be seeing you later—sweet cheeks.”

      There was a dull click as the token slipped into the slot. Harrity pressed the green button. A number four would ensure the bodywork and wire wheels would get a decent clean and shine. He drove onto the rollers, switched off the engine and released the handbrake. White suds were sprayed over the car as it moved forward. Harrity increased the volume of his music.

      Four minutes later, three sets of thin air vents jetted warm air across the car from above and both sides. The rinse water blasted away, and the sleek lines of the Golf shone before the vehicle was in sunlight.

      Appropriately, loud garage music boomed from the car’s multi-speaker system as the drying blades moved up and away from the vehicle. Harrity reached forward to turn the ignition key and realised there was something parked across the exit of the car wash. It was a biker.

      Harrity’s lips curled for a moment as he recalled the Clint Eastwood western, ‘Pale Rider’. The thought disappeared, and his lips parted when he realised it was the biker from a few minutes before, but there was no passenger on the back.

      The glove-box clicked as the drug dealer pressed the release button. He lifted out his Glock automatic and sat up, placing his left hand over the breech to cock the weapon. His hands froze as he turned slowly. A black visor faced him from outside his driver’s window.

      Fragments of glass and minuscule droplets of water drove into the entry holes in Harrity’s forehead. His face had been turned towards the window when the first two rounds fired. The door opened with a quality thunk, and then four extra rounds were fired into the dead man for good measure. Unlike some of his clients, Harrity had no time to register pain in his death. The black bike had gone by the time the car-wash dryer went quiet.

      Sammy Smart was the forty-year-old head of the local drug gang. He had no sons, so he looked upon Harrity as an unofficially adopted son. The young dealer was everything Smart would want in offspring. He was cocky, ruthless and successful.

      “I want the person responsible brought to me alive,” Smart said. The six men in front of him were armed and angry, but not as angry as their boss. “Injure the bastard, but keep him alive. I’ll make him beg to die.”

      Only when he was by himself once again did Smart allow a tear to fall. “Bastard!” he cried and punched a hole in the nearest door. Anger caused Smart’s tears—not sorrow.
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      Easterhouse, Glasgow

      Scotland

      In the same way, in which Drumchapel was situated seven miles to the west, Easterhouse was a similarly infamous estate several miles to the east of the city. Like many of Glasgow’s council estates, these two places were a hotbed for outlaws of every age. Reservations were the colloquialism for such areas. In certain respects, it was an accurate description—among the many peace-loving, hard-working people were many lowlifes.

      Drug dealers, pimps, money-lenders, burglars and car thieves all learned their trade at an early age, and a large number went on to bigger and more profitable villainy, in between prison terms. Knife crime was a speciality learned in the school years by most criminals.

      Denny Curran was one of those who had managed to reach the age of twenty-three, without ever having been arrested and charged. Questioning in the street, and invitations to the local police station always ended with Curran slithering out of the grasp of law enforcement.

      ‘They don’t call me ‘The Snake’ for fuck all,’ he would remind his followers.

      Curran was the leader of a small gang of thugs who pedalled drugs for him, beat people up, set fire to homes or cars, and did his bidding. He had learned early on in life not to get caught. From his teens, Curran had paid somebody else to take the fall.

      He worked directly for, Barry ‘the Bastard’ Brown. The two men lived in the centre of the estate, and Brown had a theory it was safer there than on the outskirts. Nobody could get in, cause damage, and then leave without being seen by somebody. It was an untested theory.

      News of the shooting in Drumchapel had just been on the radio, but Curran didn’t hear it because he was in a house with two of his mates beating a middle-aged family man senseless. The victim was left injured on the floor while the thugs took the meagre amount of cash available and then smashed up the furnishings as an extension to their lesson in keeping up repayments.

      The three hoodlums strolled down the path from the block of flats towards Curran’s Subaru Impreza. There was a strong smell of rotten eggs, and four damp patches on the concrete pathway.

      “Little bastards around here have been throwing fuckin’ stink bombs,” Curran said. “Get in quick lads, and we’ll get to our next client.” All three were still laughing as they got into the fancy car. Before Curran turned the key, he screwed up his nostrils.

      “Can I smell fuckin’ petrol, or what?”

      “Yeah,” his mates said in unison.

      Parked behind the Subaru was an old van, and behind the van was a black motorbike. The bike’s engine was purring quietly. The bike rider remained seated on his machine, but his passenger was standing with his back to the van. At a nod from the rider, the passenger stepped to one side and lit a match. He then dropped the match on the stream of fuel that was flowing under the van towards the fuel-soaked Subaru.

      Flames licked all around the bodywork of the car. The three men shouted at first and then screamed in desperation as they tried to operate the door handles, but they were missing.

      The black motorbike was fifty metres away taking the nearest street corner when the Subaru exploded in flame, with all three passengers inside. There were no other casualties. At either end of the short avenue were small groups of boys who quickly disappeared with the large wads of cash paid by the mysterious bikers.
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      Maryhill, Glasgow

      Scotland

      By 10 pm it was getting dark, which was a fitting condition following the deaths earlier in the day. Rory McEwan and his twin brother Malcolm had their foot soldiers out in force all around the area.

      While most people were either in their homes or the local pubs, twenty adult males were working in pairs, patrolling Maryhill’s streets. All were armed—ready and waiting.

      McEwan’s battle plan was simple and unequivocal. “If a black motorbike with two people on it comes into the area, shoot the fuckin’ rider and passenger.”

      The thirty-five-year-old McEwans of Maryhill would show the other gangs how to defend territory.

      At 10:30 pm Davy Sandford, a lifelong friend rushed into the bar where the brothers were having a pint and boasting of past exploits against other gangs on the streets.

      “Malcolm,” Davy said. “I’ve just seen the black bike.”

      “Are you sure?” He stood up. “Where is it?”

      “Five minutes up Maryhill Road, just across the railway bridge.”

      Malcolm grinned and nodded to his brother. “Let’s go, Rory.” Both brothers finished their pints and slammed the empty glasses down on the table.

      Davy said, “I left my brother up there in a parked car. He’s got his phone on him in case they come back to their machine.”

      Rory said, “So, where the fuck are the riders?” He grabbed his coat.

      Davey said, “They might have been in the trees at the edge of Maryhill Park taking a leak or something. The bike is in a little pathway, and the two black helmets are sitting on the saddle.”

      Malcolm sneered. “They’re probably in the park slippin’ each other a fuckin’ crippler.” The brothers laughed.

      Rory spoke to the barman. “Jackie, I want two carloads of our guys up there.”

      “Will do,” Jackie said and turned down the music to make an announcement.

      The McEwan brothers and Davey went outside and leapt into Rory’s silver Saab. The tyres screeched as the car made a u-turn, heading towards Maryhill Park. It took several minutes for the others to bundle aboard vehicles to follow.

      Three minutes after leaving the bar, the Saab’s headlights dimmed as it crept up behind a red Ford Mondeo. The big car pulled up to the kerbside. Parked fifty metres away, near some trees on the other side of the road was a black motorbike with two helmets on the saddle.

      Davey went to the passenger side of the red Ford and got in to talk to his brother. He closed the door quietly, watching the twins through the windscreen.

      The McEwan brothers drew their pistols and ran towards the bike. In typical fashion, they both wanted to boast of making the double-hit.

      “Boss!” Davey shouted as he got out of the Mondeo. “Wait ... don’t go in there.” What he should have shouted was, “Gerry is dead.” Unfortunately, he didn’t. The McEwan brothers were oblivious and ran on. As they reached the bike in the shadows, they slowed to a walk and aimed their guns forward.

      There were screeches of rubber on the tarmac as three carloads of gunmen pulled up on the main road, close to the red Ford. Davy was standing with his back against the car, shaking his head. He watched through silent tears as the other men spilt from the vehicles, all eager to take part in the bloodshed. Most of them would have their wish.

      As men do, the murderous, drug-dealing brothers reached the bike and stopped to look around. They paused for a moment, aiming their guns this way and that, into the darkness of the tree-lined pathway.

      Rory whispered, “This might be a fuckin’ trap, Malcolm. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Malcolm nodded and stepped forward. He reached out with his free hand and lifted one of the helmets from the saddle.

      The explosion killed the McEwan brothers instantly. It also killed three rabbits, while shrapnel from the disintegrated machine tore into the limbs and faces of the four men who were still running towards the pathway.

      Amidst all the screaming and mayhem, nobody noticed a black Ducati bearing two men, pulling onto the road fifty metres away. The rider switched on the lights after they’d covered one hundred metres.
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      Thursday 24th June

      Bearsden, Glasgow

      Scotland

      Anne Montgomery listened to the DJ rambling on the radio as she waited for the news. It was 8:55 am. She stood in her fancy kitchen, biting her lower lip as she inclined her head, admiring her new diamond ring. Anne was a tall, attractive thirty-five-year-old brunette, who didn’t care what her husband did as long as she had lots of money.

      Kenny Montgomery was one of the wealthiest gang bosses in Glasgow. He strolled into the kitchen wearing his black silk dressing gown. A fire-breathing dragon decorated the back, which Montgomery liked to think of as a personal symbol.

      “Turn that noise off love,” he said, as he lifted the remote and switched on the TV. “You know I’d rather see the news in the morning.” He shook his head. “You don’t get much on the radio.”

      Montgomery’s white BMW 7-Series resided in the double garage, but his wife liked her car in the driveway. She had a silver Mercedes-Benz sports coupe, and she wanted it seen. Unlike many of the gang bosses who preferred to live in the sprawling estates or rundown areas where they had been brought up, Montgomery had delusions of grandeur.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “What a fucking mess.” He shook his head as the outside broadcast unit panned around the destruction of the Maryhill bombing. “If those guys had two fucking brain cells between them, they’d be out of those areas.”

      “Perhaps they like their family to be around them,” Anne suggested. “There are thousands of decent people living in those areas too.”

      “Well, their fucking families will be around them now,” Montgomery said and laughed. “They’ll be around them as the burial party lower them into the fucking ground.” He turned and held his hands out. “When you have the money I’m making, you get away from shitholes like housing estates and similar areas. You buy a place like this.”

      “Do you have to curse so much Kenny, love?”

      “It’s no fucking wonder,” he said. “Those tossers make us all look like fucking amateurs.”

      A request not to curse would be like a red rag to a bull and result in more foul language, so Anne tried a different tactic to calm her man.

      She said, “Not everybody can organise and use business sense like you darling.” She walked across the room and placed her slender hands on his broad shoulders. “Besides, I don’t think those ruffians would fit well in a place like Bearsden—not the way we do.”

      “True enough love,” Montgomery said. “I’ve got a nice wife and friends who talk all proper. I couldn’t imagine living back in those sorts of places, surrounded by riff-raff.”

      His wife smiled and rubbed his shoulders before leaving him to go and finish her coffee. As she looked at all the lovely things around her, it was easy for Anne to forget the misery that her drug-dealing, money-lending husband caused. He fed on the rich or the poor so that he could be more prosperous. He was a selfish, rich, arrogant, heartless bastard.

      Montgomery noticed his wife’s outfit for the first time. “What’s with the summer dress and heels, are you heading out somewhere?”

      “It’s Thursday, my regular shopping morning in the city. I told Karen I’d meet her at 9:30 and then we’re visiting the new boutique on Buchanan Street.”

      “Who’s driving?”

      “I am—Karen gets a wee bit nervous in the city traffic.”

      “Be back by lunchtime,” he said. “Remember we’re playing golf this afternoon.”

      “I know. I might buy myself a new golfing outfit when I’m in Glasgow.” She finished her coffee, kissed her husband and then lifted her bag and car keys. Anne opened the front door and then stood still for a moment.

      “What have you forgotten?” Montgomery said, as his wife walked back into the lounge. His eyes opened wide, and he stepped forward clenching his fists. Two bikers in black leathers walked in. They wore black helmets with the visors down.

      Pressed firmly against Anne’s head was the business end of an automatic pistol. Down the inside of her thighs was the result of her reaction to the gun. It didn’t look or smell appropriate to her summer outfit.

      One man said, “Turn around now, and kneel—or she dies.”

      “You two are fucking dead men—”

      “Goodbye Mrs Montgomery,” the other gunman said. There was an audible click as he used his thumb to flick the safety catch. The second man aimed a similar weapon at Montgomery.

      Anne Montgomery screamed, “Kenny!” Tears were streaming down her face, and she started to sob. “For Christ’s sake—Kenny!”

      Montgomery stared at the two black visors but couldn’t see the faces within. He turned slowly. A heavy riding boot kicked behind his left knee, and he fell forward onto all fours. He started to get up and turn around, but the butt of a pistol cracked his skull.

      It was the sound of screaming which brought Montgomery around. He got up on his hands and knees, and his head throbbed. He was feeling groggy and focused on the bloodstains on the white deep-pile carpet. As he touched the back of his head and felt the sticky mess in his hair, he heard another scream.

      The gangster stood up but was compelled to grab onto the door frame. He smeared it with blood. When he gripped the bannister for support, it too received a blood donation. He forced himself to go up the stairs. On the landing, he paused and reached under the drawer of a small cabinet. He pulled away a Walther, which was taped there for emergencies.

      As Montgomery continued along the landing, he leant on the wall, spreading blood over the gold and white relief wallpaper. His vision was blurred, and his head ached. The screaming was almost continuous and only ceased to be punctuated by sobbing. It was his wife’s voice.

      When Montgomery reached the bedroom door, it was closed. He cocked his pistol and held it at the ready as he shouldered the door open, breaking the hinges. He landed on the bedroom floor. Immediately he was on his feet; he aimed the pistol around the room before he turned towards the four-poster bed.

      His wife was naked and tied out to the four corner posts, her face bright red and glistening with the tears from her constant crying. Anne Montgomery stared wide-eyed at the sight of her husband with a gun in his hand. She had been in denial for a long time.

      Montgomery ensured there was nobody around before he untied his hysterical wife.

      She sat up and used both hands to cover herself with her ruined, discarded dress. She continued to sob and wondered why her husband was looking everywhere except at her.

      His brow furrowed and nose wrinkled. “Did they do anything to you?” He turned to face her.

      “I was tied to a fucking bed stark naked,” she cried and stared at him.

      “Did they fucking do anything else?”

      “Oh you mean after threatening to fucking shoot me—did they fancy a quick shag?”

      Montgomery stood and paced around the room, tapping the handgun against his thigh.

      “No,” Anne said in a whisper. “They didn’t molest me, Kenny. They didn’t even squeeze my tits, because I’m fucking stinking. My legs and arse are covered in shit.” She was cursing as much as her husband did when in a bad mood. “It looks like they wanted to get your attention, and they seem to have done a fucking good job.”

      “They are fucking dead men,” he said, repeating his rant from earlier. He turned to his wife when he realised how he’d reacted. “I’m sorry Anne ... I—”

      “Oh fuck off Kenny,” she said and headed for the en-suite. She turned at the doorway. “Oh, by the way, one of our armed visitors said you’d be getting a fucking phone call.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. Allies and Enemies

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 25th June

      Alexandria, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      “I’ve come to visit William Hartley,” Peter Henderson said into the grille beside the door.

      “What’s your relationship to Mr Hartley?” a male voice asked.

      “He’s my uncle,” Henderson said. “I have a visitor’s pass.” He gave an exaggerated grin and held up his pass. The CCTV lens was situated immediately above the speaker grille.

      “Press the white button, Mr Henderson,” the voice said, and a low-frequency buzzer sounded.

      Henderson pressed the button at the base of the grille. There was a click from the door lock. Once indoors, Henderson stopped to sign the visitor’s register and complained. He said the place was run more like a prison than a private clinic. He had been told by more than one person to be careful about what he said on visits, but he didn’t take kindly to advice.

      Five minutes later, Henderson was shown into a small room. It resembled a well-decorated cell, because it was tidy, had a bed, table, armchair and a hard-backed chair. The walls were painted magnolia, and the window had floral drapes, but they didn’t disguise the crisscrossed bars. The room overlooked landscaped gardens. An adjoining door led to a tiny, but functional en-suite facility.

      Near the window a man was sitting in a wheelchair, facing the view. He didn’t move as his visitor closed the door and approached. There was no recognition when Henderson turned the wheelchair away from the view.

      “Hello Uncle William,” Henderson said as he pulled up the hard-backed chair. He looked into the glassy stare of his disabled relative. “I thought I’d drop by and bring you up to date.” Henderson boasted of his recent exploits. He cheerfully explained about being in direct contact with the person who had sanctioned and funded the tasks.

      He told his captive audience how he was bringing big names to heel in the city. The wheelchair-bound man remained impassive. He breathed, and, therefore, was alive and presumably listening.
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        * * *

      

      The Sycamore was a secluded and remote private clinic established to deal with a unique clientele. Two miles north of Alexandria in Dunbartonshire, the place was off the beaten track. The requirements of the guests were a consideration, but so too was security.

      The building had once been a wealthy landowner’s mansion. A conversion saw it become a clinic but fitted with elaborate monitoring arrangements. A network of CCTV cameras pointed outward as well as inward, creating security in depth.

      To any visitor, except those with inside knowledge, it was a home of critical care. Some of the patients were treated for psychological disorders while others had physical needs, but they had one thing in common—they were high-profile convicts. It was deemed necessary to keep them in a location that protected both them and the public.

      William Hartley had become a resident of The Sycamore in late ‘96.

      As a young man, Hartley had been known as Billy Henderson, one of the wayward sons of a criminal father. The final despicable act which this particular Henderson had committed was to shoot three people dead during an armed robbery in ‘77. The police captured the gang members soon afterwards, which included Billy’s brother, Lenny.

      At the time of his arrest, Billy Henderson struck a deal with the authorities. A reduced sentence was on offer, but the young robber-turned-murderer escaped during a hospital visit. He moved to London, where he maintained a low profile. It was there he worked for and studied masters of criminality.

      When he returned to Scotland some years later, it was with his new identity, William Hartley. It took the refocused and ruthless criminal only a few years to deal with the competition, and he soon became one of the top gang leaders in the country.

      In July ‘96, Hartley finally met his match. For several weeks, a variety of his gang’s activities had been thwarted by an unknown vigilante. Extortion, prostitution, people trafficking and drug smuggling were all making a fortune for Hartley, but the operation took a hit in every area.

      At the height of his powers, he found it hard to believe anybody would tackle him. He discovered his Nemesis was a man nicknamed Hawk. At first, Hartley thought the name was a sick joke. He organised a face-to-face meeting with his opposite number from the south side of the River Clyde; Mental Mickey McGinley.

      McGinley refuted the allegations, assuring Hartley he had no part in the activities north of the river. The word on the street was, the Hawk character was real. He was the secretive hero of the people and led a small but capable team. They were causing havoc in what had for years been a smooth running organisation.

      Life for Hartley changed drastically after a month of problems when he came face to face with Hawk. The vigilante was the son of two of the victims of Hartley’s vicious and unnecessary shooting all those years ago in Glasgow.

      On the fateful day back in ‘77, many people remembered the on-court battle between Bjorn Borg and Jimmy Connors at Wimbledon. For a teenager by the name of Phil McKenzie, it was remembered because his parents had both been gunned down by a heartless teenage armed robber.

      Phil had been at college working on a project with friends when the incident took place, and it changed the course of his life. A short while after the funerals of his parents, Phil joined the army and left Glasgow.

      The teenager was still mourning and vowed at his parents’ grave that he would find their killer. When the day of reckoning arrived in July ‘96, Phil McKenzie was older and wiser, but still carried the anger. He avenged the death of his parents, by using his fists to beat Hartley senseless.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 28th June

      Alexandria, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      “You’ve got a visitor Hartley,” the male orderly said. He grinned at the man who had been in a near-vegetative since admission seven years before. The orderly was a thirty-three-year-old who had worked at the establishment for over three years, so he had seen this particular visitor more than once.

      “Thank you Des,” the attractive woman said. She noted the man was still unable to disguise the lingering look he always gave her. “I’ll ring when I’m ready.”

      “No problem, Miss Smith,” Des Grant said and enjoyed another eyeful before leaving and closing the door. He was fairly certain the name Smith was a pseudonym, and he was equally sure the statuesque woman was not a private nurse.

      Once alone with the patient, the woman lifted the hard-backed chair and walked to the corner fitted with the CCTV lens. She kicked off her high heels and stepped onto the chair. Having draped her floral silk scarf over the camera, she stepped down again and slipped into her shoes again, before moving the chair to face Hartley.

      “Hello again, bastard,” Annabel Strong said as she removed her coat and draped it over the back of the chair. She sat and looked into the dim, now twitching eyes of the man in the wheelchair. Annabel learned previously, the only time Hartley showed recognition was when she paid him a visit. He was always agitated afterwards.

      At thirty-nine, Annabel looked several years younger. She was wearing a long copper-coloured wig over her natural auburn tresses. A pair of black-framed glasses disguised her long lashes and striking features. Her fuller figure and shapely legs captured the imagination of any warm-blooded male, but Hartley didn’t notice her assets.

      “Well,” she said to the now trembling man. “Judging from the information I’ve gathered, you’ve had some regular visits recently.” She leant forward and looked into the eyes of a man who had ordered and witnessed much suffering. “I bet you wish you could shut your visitors up sometimes, don’t you, eh?”

      Hartley’s head began to shake, and both of his eyes twitched. His eyes had been twitching since he became aware of this woman’s presence. Even her subtle perfume registered. He recognised little from life outside of this room, but Annabel knew how to push his buttons.

      She was aware Hartley would not be able to speak, but some of his senses would be active. Her presence and her voice would reach deep inside and trigger fear. It was well-known, before ending up here Hartley had feared no-one.

      “Hawk sends his regards,” she said and enjoyed the man’s violent spasm at the sound of the name. Annabel had discovered in one of her earliest visits several years before, the vigilante’s name still registered in Hartley’s subconscious. It almost caused the ex-villain to go into convulsions.

      Annabel pulled on a surgical glove before she leant forward and tugged at the hearing aid in Hartley’s right ear. It came free without effort, and she unclipped the battery housing. In less than a minute, the hearing aid was wiped clean and replaced with a fresh battery. The micro-transmitter seated inside beside the battery was in good condition.

      When Annabel had paid her first visit shortly after Hartley’s incarceration, she had been asked why he required a hearing aid. She explained the presence of the device was necessary for his recognition of visitors and acquaintances from his past.

      What she didn’t explain to the clinic director at the time, was the recognition was for analysis and covert crime-fighting purposes. Every word said within two metres of Hartley was transmitted, and recorded.
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        * * *

      

      .

      The Bungalow, Lennoxtown

      East Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      Phil arrived home from his regular five-mile run. He showered, dressed and lifted his mobile phone as he took his coffee to sit in the rear garden. For many years, he had never been able to relax, but Annabel had influenced his life in many respects.

      During July ‘96, Phil and Annabel had worked closely. After all they’d been involved in, as time passed they both recognised there was a mutual attraction; they had shared chemistry. When they decided to co-habit, Phil was thirty-six and Annabel thirty-two. Up until then, in their separate professions, they had learned to live without a close partner, except occasionally in work.

      Phil had difficulty putting his demons to rest, so had devoted his life to his job in the SAS. To his colleagues, when he was on operations, he had an almost detached reality. Nothing worried the man, but by the same token, nothing mattered to him; except his comrades and the mission of the moment. He was emotionless when in action.

      For her part, Annabel had worked for both MI5, and MI6, at separate times. In her operational role, she was as comfortable taking a life as she was taking a breath, but just like Phil; she had issues. The difference between the two people was, nobody in Annabel’s professional life knew the full extent of her personal demons.

      In essence, a task that brought them together for one month served to bring the disturbed, human killing machines to find comfort with each other. Neither would admit it aloud, but it was their individual backgrounds that allowed them to exist together.

      On completion of their month of fighting crime with means and methods beyond the law, it was Stella Kavanagh, an estate agent, and a trusted mutual friend who had found them a well-appointed house to rent.

      In August ‘96, Phil and Annabel moved into a beautiful rented house situated a mile from Cambuslang, outside Glasgow. They agreed to lie low for a short while to recharge their batteries and consider the future. One of the primary considerations was designing their place if they decided to continue the relationship.

      When the time came, it was agreed to build a few miles north of Glasgow, approximately half-way between Torrance and Lennoxtown. In one way, they were out of the city, but they could reach the main traffic route with ease.

      The Bungalow was the result of their venture. The track that led to the house stretched back one hundred metres from a narrow country road. It was a special house in many ways and not least because of the sizeable double garage attached to the side of the main building. A small armoury took up a basement room, and another was a mini-gym. Security sensors monitored the surrounding gardens and fields.
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        * * *

      

      Phil was sipping his hot black coffee when his phone burst into life. He checked the display and then held the device to his left ear.

      “Hi,” he said. “Is everything okay?”

      He listened as Annabel gave an ETA for her return. There were no frills in their phone conversations, which was one of the ways they managed to guard themselves against anyone eavesdropping on their communications, or trying to assess their attitude towards each other.

      “See you then. Ciao,” Phil said and smiled as he placed his phone on the garden table. Phil sipped his coffee and smiled. He respected and admired his partner’s many talents, but he knew she had also been responsible for converting an automaton into a human being.
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        * * *

      

      One of the team members from the experimental month of a few years before was Rachel Donoghue. She was young, pretty and a competent vehicle thief. When it reached August ‘96, Rachel too had ceased operating as a vigilante, for a short while, but in her case had been trained in the skills of safe-breaking and lock-picking.

      Rachel had been a twenty-three-year-old at the formation of the team. Like her two superiors, she had her share of personal demons. Although not heartless, she proved she was capable of personal detachment when required. She showed her mettle more than once.

      The fourth member of the original team had been Jake Carter, then a twenty-one-year-old, and a pickpocket. Jake had been the victim of more than one physical assault during the team’s introductory reign of summary justice, but he strived to give his best for the team.

      Apart from his physical injuries he had a serious crush on Rachel from the moment they met. She told him in no uncertain terms to forget any designs he had on a relationship. She liked him as a colleague, but she wasn’t looking for a man.

      The team experience had been a steep learning curve for Jake. It created a desire to show he could be much more than his associates had seen. He spent several weeks recuperating after the month-long operation against the criminal underworld, and then when he got physically fit, he joined the army. His dream had been to emulate Phil. He aspired to join the SAS after he’d gained sufficient military experience.
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        * * *

      

      The disappearance in ‘96, of Hartley and many others from the streets of Glasgow, left the way open for fresh criminal minds. It would take many months because there was a real and constant fear of the unknown vigilante group, led by the mysterious Hawk.
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      .

      Thursday 1st July

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “I’m looking forward to this session,” Phil said and sipped his coffee. He half-turned from the panoramic office window, lips parted and eyes sparkling.

      Annabel stopped work on the notice boards for a moment and looked across the room at Phil. It always warmed her heart to see her man smile. He was her dark-haired, handsome and enigmatic hero. It was some of the hidden aspects of the man that attracted the ex-intelligence officer.

      In the early 90’s the pair had met briefly at the SAS HQ in Hereford, and then in the summer of ‘96, they became crime-fighting partners. It was only at the end of the month of intense activity on Glasgow’s streets when they had taken solace in each other’s company.

      Given their individual courage, they were both apprehensive about relationships. They met for a meal or a cultural visit several times before Annabel broached a subject Phil would not suggest, even though they were prepared to put their lives on the line for each other.

      Phil didn’t admit it until much later, but he had been secretly pleased about Annabel’s notion of moving in together. Their relationship blossomed. Although never overtly romantic, the strength of their personal connection was stronger than anyone could imagine. They might not have taken vows in a ceremony, but in their case, ‘till death do us part’ was a genuine possibility. So too was the potential it would be a particularly violent death.

      “Our first associate has arrived,” Annabel said, nodding to the coloured monitor high in one corner of the briefing room.

      Phil glanced at the screen and then his watch—it was 9 am. The woman in black leathers carrying the black, full-face helmet was an hour early. A click sounded, followed by a short buzz, and then Rachel stepped into the cubicle known as the airlock.

      The first door to the BTL Enterprises unit had a digitised combination lock and a fingerprint recognition scanner for authorised users. Any other visitor could be seen and cleared from within, and then they’d arrive into a compartment measuring two metres square.

      The next door, being the entry to the main suite was solid steel and also had a combination lock. This door gave access to the heart of the operation.

      “Hi Rachel,” Phil said and smiled at how fresh the thirty-year-old always looked.

      “Good morning, Boss,” Rachel said, nodding to Phil. She had her safety helmet tucked under her left arm and a small backpack hanging from her right shoulder. “Good morning, gorgeous,” she said as she turned, smiling to approach Annabel.

      “Good morning Rachel.” Annabel stepped forward. Rachel placed her helmet on the table before she and Annabel embraced, kissing each other on both cheeks.

      It was a greeting that to some might have seemed unusual for people in their line of work, but as Annabel had once told Rachel, ‘It’s the small things that help us retain a degree of normality.’

      “I’ll go and make myself respectable.” Rachel lifted her helmet and headed to the back rooms. The door to the facilities area was at right angles to the entrance of the briefing room and led to the remainder of the suite.

      While Rachel was changing, Annabel continued to set up the room for the meeting, and Phil occasionally raised his powerful field glasses to look out over the city and along the River Clyde in both directions.

      Phil spoke as he slowly scanned the view. “It’s great to see cloudless blue skies and flags barely lifting from their masts.” He turned. “Those things and good company bode well for a good start to the day.”

      Annabel smiled at the thought of her warrior being philosophical.

      At 9:10 am, the intercom buzzed. Phil glanced up at the monitor, and his lips curled as he focused on the man standing downstairs at the main entrance. The visitor was wearing a light blue T-shirt and dark green biker leathers. Under his left arm was tucked a metallic dark green helmet with mirrored visor. His brown hair was cut short, and his complexion tanned.

      Annabel went to the inner door grinning and pressed the intercom button. “Top floor and then left.” She watched as the visitor nodded toward the camera and entered the building.

      It had taken five minutes before there was a buzz at the external door. Annabel pressed the second button that allowed entry to the airlock. Once the visitor was inside the confined space, Annabel opened the inner door.

      “Hello, Annabel.” Jake Carter dropped his holdall. He smiled and embraced the woman. “You are looking as radiant as ever.” As Rachel had done, Jake kissed Annabel on both cheeks and then went to say hello to the team leader.

      The two men met halfway across the room and shook hands before they embraced in a man-hug. There was genuine affection apparent in the length of time they held each other. These tough men had mutual respect and shared the bond of a special brotherhood.

      “Jake, my friend,” Phil said when they parted. “You are looking good.” The smile following the statement was warm and natural. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “It’s great to see you guys again,” Jake said. There was a strong sense of belonging, remembering in particular, his hero Phil was not known for displays of affection. Jake looked around the square briefing room and raised an eyebrow. “Where’s my heartthrob? Surely I haven’t got here before her.”

      “In your dreams.” Rachel closed the door that led from the inner corridor. “You’ve filled out since I last saw you, but in a good way.” She openly appraised her old teammate when he turned to face her.

      “You’re still stunning. I like the shorter hairstyle too; it suits you.” He also took in the yellow blouse and black and white tartan mini-skirt, which showed off her figure and shapely legs.

      After firing the opening salvos, the pair stepped forward, embraced, and held each other silently, like long-parted lovers.

      Phil and Annabel exchanged a knowing look as they walked towards the side table where the brew kit lived. The younger pair needed a moment.
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        * * *

      

      In the midst of the operation in ‘96, it had been brought to Rachel’s attention about Jake being smitten by her. Although flattered, she had her sights set on being a capable team member, which meant she wasn’t interested in romance.

      It was one evening back then after Jake had finished a long day on safe-breaking lessons when Rachel turned up on her yellow Norton. Rachel had taught Jake to ride, but until he gained experience, he had to be content with a less powerful machine than hers.

      She met Jake in the alleyway where he parked his 125cc Suzuki. Rachel approached him in the alley and without preamble, kissed him passionately. He had stood dumbstruck afterwards, staring at her.

      Rachel devastated him by saying it was the only time they would ever kiss because their relationship had to remain purely business. They continued as colleagues, and though there was no romance on the cards, Jake finished with his hairdresser girlfriend. He ached to be with Rachel, but he didn’t pester her. He’d seen her in action and was both pleased and proud to work with her.

      A few months later when Jake was heading off to basic military training, Rachel spoke to him confidentially. She assured him in other circumstances she would have been happy to be his girl. It was a small gesture but left Jake with his ego intact, his head held high—and an ongoing fantasy.

      Since his departure to join the army, Jake had only returned to Glasgow on a handful of brief visits. The last time he was in the city was to attend his mother’s funeral in 2002 when she died of cancer. In a message left for Jake, she reminded him of how proud she was of him but didn’t mention her condition, because it might have affected his work.

      On those few fleeting visits, Jake’s ex-associates had been out fighting crime, so the old team had never managed to get together. It had been seven years since the four friends were together in the same place.
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        * * *

      

      When Jake and Rachel released their grip, they stood apart and held each other’s gaze. One of them maintained a hint of hope while the other’s eyes sparkled with renewed interest. The spell faded, affected by a question from across the room.

      “Is it coffee for you two before we get started?” Annabel asked.

      “Chilled orange juice for me, please.” Rachel walked towards the table.

      “Black coffee, two sugars, please,” Jake said, recalling it was how Phil preferred his. Jake emulated his hero in many ways.

      As he waited for his coffee, Jake took the opportunity to assess the briefing room. It was square, and each wall had an operational function. Near the main door at the corner of the north wall was a door with a small gold sign that read ‘Facilities’.

      On the north wall, four large notice boards fixed in place laid out in a square format. The two on the left were corkboards, and the others were whiteboards. A television streaming twenty-four-hour news was mounted high in a corner.

      A massive black chalkboard made up the west wall. The wall opposite the chalkboard was neatly laid out with maps. Separate sheets for mainland Europe and the British Isles took up the left half, while a map of Scotland was next, followed by a large-scale Glasgow city street map. To the left side of each sheet was a legend consisting of numbered and coloured tags.

      Annabel said, “You can take your coffee through there, Jake, where you can get changed into something more comfortable.”

      “I will,” he said. “Thanks.” He used his free hand to lift his holdall and helmet to go through into the small corridor. On the left was a small, but functional kitchen, followed by a room containing four shelf units and four bunks. The bunk-beds were strapped flat against the walls—two on each side.

      On one of the units was a black helmet and leathers. On the base shelf were black leather boots and gauntlets. Jake grinned, remembering how seriously Rachel took her safety. It was a good thing she did because she usually rode like a racer.

      The last two doors in the short corridor were the washrooms. Jake went into the changing-cum-overnight room and peeled off his leathers. Following a quick wash and a change to T-shirt, jeans and training shoes, he re-joined the others.

      “This place is neat,” Jake said, nodding. “Please tell me the initials don’t mean what I think they mean.”

      Phil’s dimples showed as he nodded.

      Annabel grinned. “Yes, it’s an acronym for Beyond The Law, therefore; BTL Enterprises,” She added, “You won’t find it listed anywhere.”

      “Probably just as well.” Jake laughed as he shook his head. “Is the phone number on your card screened too?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “It operates through five relays, including a filtering channel at GCHQ in Cheltenham.”

      Jake smiled and nodded his approval.

      Although, in regular, not daily use, the other three had become accustomed to their new operational HQ, so it was good to see Jake impressed.

      Rachel enjoyed a long look at the guy whose ardour she had deflated long ago.

      His T-shirt stretched on his chest, and his shoulders and arms were filled-out from a self-imposed fitness regime. This man was not the guy who had left a few years before. This man was a new, improved version with a toned physique.

      Phil said, “Do we know when Ian will be able to make it up here?”

      “He has to finish off something in London today,” Jake said. “He said he’d call me as soon as he knew when he’d be free. He’s eager to meet you guys.”

      “How much does he know about our operation?” Annabel asked, studying Jake’s expression.

      “It was Stuart who told him about some of the team’s adventures, but he didn’t tell him in which city you operated.”

      Rachel asked, “Were you there when Stuart explained what we did?”

      “Yeah, we were in one of those elite clubs in London. You know the sort of place where it takes a nod, and you head to a cosy room for your meeting.”

      Rachel was genuinely interested. “Are those places like the movies, you know, all plush leather chairs, heavy furniture and bookshelves full of limited editions?”

      “Exactly like the movies.” Jake sipped his coffee.

      “Stuart said Ian was from Scotland,” Annabel said. “Do you know which part?”

      “Yeah, he’s originally from Edinburgh,”

      Phil said, “Why do you believe he would make a good addition to our team?”

      “I’ve seen the pressure he was under in the jungle. I reckon you could count on him in a tight situation.”

      “What are his other assets?” Annabel asked.

      “Well, apart from English, he speaks Spanish and German.” He paused. “Plus of course he has a background in chemistry. I found out he has a taste for blowing things up.”

      “He sounds good enough to me,” Phil said. “If you and Stuart rate him, and he’s a team player, we’ll bring him onboard.”

      “I think you’ll like him, and with his training and experience, he’ll fit in.”

      “Okay,” Phil said and nodded to Jake. He looked at each in turn, “If you would all like to take a seat we’ll get this session underway. Usual rules apply—don’t interrupt by leaving the table when somebody is in full flow.”

      Phil nodded towards the group of four square wooden tables, which were closed together to make one large table. Around this were situated six black, leather executive chairs. On the table in front of four of the chairs were pads, pens and printed briefing sheets with photographs.

      Jake and Rachel helped themselves to a fresh drink and sat together on the west side of the table layout while Phil and Annabel sat opposite.

      “Before we get started,” Jake said, nodding at Phil. “Thanks for keeping it quiet about my Uncle Dave.”

      Rachel looked from Jake to Phil and back again. “Is this something I don’t know about?”

      “It was a small detail that Phil didn’t tell me,” Jake said. “One of the team members in his final SAS assignment in Africa was Dave Carter, my father’s brother. Dave left home to join the army when he was seventeen, and never returned to Glasgow, so I’d never met him.”

      Annabel said, “It was through Dave we found out about Jake’s nimble fingers. While Jake thought his mother believed he had a regular job, she suspected he was up to no good. Jake’s dad wasn’t around, so she contacted Dave. When he got wind of what Phil was planning it seemed like an opportunity to pull Jake into something meaningful. Dave made a couple of calls, and I got wind of the situation.”

      Rachel said, “Your networking ability is incredible.”

      “The world of covert operatives and Special Forces are closer than many people think,” Annabel said. “It was simply a case of making contact with the right person.”

      Rachel was shaking her head. “So, Jake, when did you finally meet Dave?”

      “I transferred to the SAS from the Royal Engineers in 2002 and met him a few months later. We were sent out to the Middle East as part of an eight-man team. He didn’t tell me who he was until we were back in Hereford. He requested to take part in the operation to observe me.”

      “Is he still in the SAS Regiment?”

      “No,” Jake said. He turned to Phil. “I think your leader over there knows what he’s up to, though.”

      Phil smiled and nodded. “Dave is organising a group similar to ours, but I don’t know where.”

      “Wow,” Rachel said. “What do you think Dave will call his group?”

      “Knowing Dave’s vocabulary,” Jake said. “They’ll probably use the same initials as this one, but with the letter F in there. Maybe something like B.T.F.L. ...”

      Phil laughed heartily, which was still an unusual occurrence. Dave was renowned for dropping into the vernacular.

      The two women looked on as Phil and Jake shared the private joke.
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      Hyndland, Glasgow

      Scotland

      In the BTL briefing room, the meeting was about to get underway. A couple of miles west of the Bothwell Street office block, a member of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club cruised along the Great Western Road. Proudly emblazoned across the back of his jacket were the club colours.

      In a tongue-in-cheek design, the members of the gang got together to design their patch. They considered a version of the Glasgow coat of arms but came up with the idea of using St Mungo, the patron saint of the city.

      The official pose of the saint showed him facing forward, wearing a mitre and holy vestments. In his left hand a shepherd’s staff, his right hand raised, bent at the elbow, and two fingers extended facing forward.

      The Mental Riders version depicted the same man, wearing a biker’s helmet and a denim waistcoat. In his left hand a Samurai sword, and in his right, an automatic pistol. Below, the gang motto read, ‘Try your luck’.

      Above the patch, a scroll read, ‘Mental Riders’. A scroll below read ‘Glasgow’.

      Max was on his way to the clubhouse on Byres Road and observing the rules of the road for a change. He got a kick out of obeying traffic regulations because he knew most motorists were watching for an indiscretion. Up ahead with a backdrop of the Botanical Gardens the traffic lights changed in his favour.

      He glanced over his left shoulder before slowing to ease his bike into the left. A silver car sped up the filter lane, filling the view in the biker’s nearside mirror. Simultaneously came the sounds of a long blast of a car horn, and rubber screeching on the tarmac.

      Max swerved out of his intended lane, narrowly avoiding a collision—he had been in the correct position on the road. Upsetting a Mental Rider was never a good idea. Annoying such a rider who was playing by society’s rules—well, it was an invitation to violence.

      The biker’s lips formed a tight line, and his whiskers twitched. Having heaved his Triumph from the car’s path, Max glanced down at the driver’s face. Looking back from the vehicle was a dark-haired man with a full beard, and just above it, a livid scar across his right cheek. The injury continued across the man’s right ear.

      The rider and driver both turned away and then back to each other. There was another screech of rubber as the car dropped at the rear end and sped off. If the driver had intended to turn into Byres Road, his priorities had changed. He continued along the main road at speed.

      Max settled in the saddle and accelerated after the car. Five seconds later the angry biker was cruising behind the silver Vauxhall Astra. Although not a powerful car, it would be nimble in traffic and rapid on acceleration.

      However fast the car or skilled the driver, it was no match for a Triumph Tiger. The bike settled at a fifty-metre gap as if attached by an invisible elastic cord. The rider had a full tank and was confident. When the car ran out of juice, the bike would be good for many miles.

      Anniesland Cross was the next major junction and traffic dutifully followed the light sequence as vehicles from four directions crisscrossed the junction centre. The Astra arrived on the scene, lights flashing and horn blaring. Passers-by and motorists watched as the car weaved in and out between the other vehicles, causing many drivers to take evasive action.

      The traffic lights had not been in the Astra driver’s favour, but he continued to use his horn and somehow managed to negotiate the swerving cars, vans, and buses without making contact. The Astra reached the other side of the junction and accelerated once again.

      When the bike reached the junction it too went against the lights, but the rider found it easier, not least because most vehicles, including three double-decker buses, had stopped. Max cleared the junction and accelerated steadily. The Astra driver wouldn’t be getting away anytime soon.

      Five minutes later, the speeding car tackled the roundabout between Drumchapel and Clydebank. The bike was a few seconds behind, still in pursuit. Using a dual carriageway meant the car driver had little room for manoeuvre, but he was able to use speed. Within minutes, he was negotiating the roundabout at Hardgate and then continued west.

      The bike continued like a magnet, never far from the tail of the car. It was a foregone conclusion now. The biker would still be there whenever the car stopped. The pair sped along the A82, passing under the Erskine Bridge at Old Kilpatrick.

      At the Bowling junction, the Astra swerved into the filter lane with a few metres to spare. The car headed along the main route towards Dumbarton and Helensburgh. It remained on the road for a few minutes, before taking another turn at short notice. The vehicle leant over as it took a right at the roundabout in Dumbarton. This turn meant rejoining the A82, on the westbound carriageway.

      The next roundabout gave a choice of straight on or turning right. The Astra speeded up again, and once again leant hard over as it went around to the right.

      The bike approached each turn at a steady pace and negotiated all with ease. Once on a straight road, the rider lifted his right hand and pressed it against the item he carried under his leathers. He nodded to himself, sensing a particular debt would be settled soon.

      The Astra reached the small town of Balloch, miraculously negotiating several small junctions and passing through without killing any of the pedestrians who’d been using the crossing points. On the other side of Balloch, rubber screeched once again as the car spun sideways and headed down a narrow road. The next option was to turn at a junction two hundred metres ahead onto the Drymen road. The Astra took a left and accelerated.

      The car skidded and careered along the road causing others to take evasive action. The Astra braked hard before turning right up into a narrow track at short notice. The bike cruised up to the main junction at a safe distance. Max was close enough to see the car turning.

      Max looked left and noted where the silver car had turned off. When he reached the spot, thick black markings at the junction confirmed the location. There was a sign on either side of the narrow dirt track that Max now read clearly, ‘Private Road—No Entry’.

      “Not any fuckin’ more,” Max muttered. He glanced over his shoulder as he steered into the next section of the chase. He continued at a slower speed than before. Replacing tarmac was a winding dirt and gravel track. High hedgerows on either side prevented any view to the sides, and the many bends blocked a good view. There was nowhere to turn, so the Astra was somewhere up ahead.

      Max slowed after one hundred metres when the dirt track became more grass than gravel. The road became a wide footpath. Tyre marks appeared on the grass verges on both sides. Up ahead, seen over the hedgerows was an old building.

      There was silence when Max stopped and switched off the engine. He dismounted and advanced on foot until he saw a rear corner of the Astra. He removed his helmet, and walked forward, listening. A car door slammed up ahead.

      Max tugged down the zipper on his jacket and pulled out the revolver from inside. It was an old Army issue weapon, but it gleamed like new in the sunshine. As Max reached a point where he could see up ahead, he noted the Astra parked outside what looked like an old manor house.

      The place was big and might have been impressive if it still had window panes instead of gaping apertures. Max stood up straight, and his eyes narrowed. All he had to do was walk right up there and blow the bastard away. Out here in such a desolate place, nobody would ever know.

      He took a few more steps and then only one hundred metres away from the magnificent ruin he stopped. Something he’d heard in strange circumstances came to mind. Max stepped back a few paces and leant into the hedgerow, out of sight of the house, but he was still able to keep an eye on the car.

      There was an indistinct shout from the ruin. Max looked at the gun and relished the moment he’d be able to show the asshole with the Astra how efficient the weapon was now. He backed in close against the foliage. Several small birds took flight.

      The dark haired guy appeared near the back of the car, looked around and then opened the boot of the car. He lifted out a large green holdall and dumped it on the ground. From within the bag, there was a faint sound of metal on metal. A second bag was lifted out and landed beside the first. Two men came out and lifted a bag apiece before heading indoors. The Astra driver looked around and then went inside the building.

      Max wanted so badly to waste the guy, but something was holding him back. He kept his usually impulsive nature in check. He remembered a young woman saving his life. She’d given him a number and told him to use it if this day ever came. He felt the least he could do would be to give her a call.

      The branches and undergrowth crackled. Branches snapped as the Triumph broke through a gap in the hedgerow. The bike sat facing outwards, so if there were any more visitors, it would be easy for Max to slip out of sight. He could assess the situation from behind cover, or he could get the Hell out. He was in no mood for backing off, but then he never was.

      He’d been involved in enough gang warfare to know when a scene had developed too quickly. A call to his biker brothers at the clubhouse and he’d have a good team of trustworthy muscle and weaponry with him in a short time, but something wasn’t right.

      The birds cheeped and flew in and around the hedgerows. Rabbits ran around the area. A swishing sound occurred when the light breeze blew through the leaves and branches. Voices carried on the breeze and then there was a faint smell of smoke. Two men with machine guns slung over their arms stepped out from the building, both smoking cigarettes.

      Max lifted out his mobile as he observed the men standing not far from the ruin. Caution was not a word generally associated with Max, but the incident early in March had been a rude awakening. He was lucky to have survived.

      When he had skidded along the snow-covered track near the reservoir, he had done so in the belief his brother Joe was in trouble. Immediately Max had dismounted, the guy in black had shot him in the leg to weaken him, before laying into him with a baseball bat.

      Max recollected he’d regained consciousness just in time to see his brother dying in front of him. No, he thought, caution was the name of the game today. He looked down at his phone for a moment and scrolled to the desired contact.

      He looked along the track again at the men beside the car.

      Max pressed the call button.
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      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      Annabel opened the meeting by indicating the layout of the briefing room. She was aware a group of people such as this, had no need for such detail, but it was logical and professional. She made it quick and looked across the table.

      “Have you any immediate questions before we go on Jake?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “I must congratulate you guys on the graduation from the old lockup in the east end.” Jake was the only person new to the office suite, but he knew the other guys would have regularly amended the layout to fit their operational setup.

      Rachel said, “We worked hard to impress you.” She winked.

      Annabel lifted a remote control and flicked a switch. There was buzzing near the panoramic window, and a thick white screen rolled down blocking out the view. A small projector clicked. It operated wirelessly to a laptop on the desk.

      A bulleted list of possible tasks appeared on the white screen.

      Jake shook his head. “It looks like the same activities as years ago.” He turned to Phil. “Do they never learn?”

      “It is the same activities mate,” Phil said. “All it takes is some smart-arse to come up with a slightly new slant on the operation, and it spreads like wildfire.”

      Annabel highlighted the points one at a time. As they discussed each topic, the four members of the team provided observations and made personal notes. The target areas included: people trafficking, drug smuggling, weapon smuggling, armed robbery of whisky and cigarette deliveries, the slave trade, slave prostitution, luxury car theft, loan sharks and protection rackets.

      An hour later, the team stopped to replenish their drinks.

      “Does your Commanding Officer know you’re up here?” Annabel asked.

      “I’m on leave,” Jake said. “I promised you guys I’d drop in if I got the chance, and apart from The Regiment, you are like family.”

      “It’s a pleasure to have you back in the family,” Phil said.

      “There was one thing I wanted to mention,” Jake said and looked around at their faces. “When I was abroad recently, I’m sure I saw somebody who should still be doing time in Barlinnie.”

      “Please go on,” Annabel said.

      “You’ll all remember one of the guys we put away a few years ago,” Jake said. “Martin Cameron.”

      The other three had exchanged glances before they turned to Jake.

      Phil explained. “Cameron escaped from a prison van in February this year, and nothing has been seen or heard of him since. Where did you see him?”

      “Colombia,” Jake said. “It was in the middle of the bloody jungle.” His expression became serious. “I wanted to top the bastard right there and then, but it would have compromised the mission.”

      Phil said, “Was it a covert op?”

      “Yeah, we had to ex-filtrate a British asset. The task was meant to be completed with minimum collateral damage. Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple.” He was silent for a moment as he recalled the execution of the peasant in front of his son. “The guy we had to get out is the same person who wants to join your team.”

      “Ian,” Rachel asked, her brows raised.

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t like girls who ride motorbikes,” Jake said, using Rachel’s interest to lift the dark mood that threatened him. Rachel punched his arm, and after her fist made contact with his biceps her eyes widened.

      “To get back to Cameron,” Annabel said. “How recently did you see him in the jungle?”

      “Less than a month ago, and I’m convinced it was him,” Jake said and then turned to Phil. “Which of his legs did you put a bullet in, Boss?”

      “The right thigh,” Phil said.

      “It was him then, judging by the limp. Could we get a recent picture?”

      “Give me two minutes.” Rachel crossed the room to a laptop on a bench. The other three waited while she tapped keys and changed screens.

      “Bingo,” Rachel said, and hit one more key. The laser printer zipped out a colour photo, which Rachel handed to Jake.

      He nodded at her as she resumed her seat. “Nice work.” He lifted a black pen and started shading in the jawline and around the mouth on the mug-shot of Martin Cameron. He worked on the photo for a few seconds and then showed it to Rachel before passing it across the table to Annabel and Phil.

      Phil said, “I don’t suppose your intelligence report contained anything about his present or ongoing whereabouts?”

      “At the team debrief the other guys said he sounded European, so I went along with the story so nobody else would be looking for him. I know he’s back in Scotland, or he’s coming back soon.”

      “What makes you so sure he’s coming back to Scotland?” Annabel asked, looking up from the picture to Jake.

      Jake said, “He was a cocky bastard with his murderous hosts, probably because he felt safe so far from home.” Jake’s features froze as he remembered the scene in front of the jungle lab.

      Nobody else spoke, sensing there had been a disturbing incident during the operation.

      Jake went on, “According to Ian, one of the chemists asked Cameron in broken English about the phrase, ‘An Englishman’s home is his castle’.” Jake looked around the table. “Apparently, he said to the guy, ‘First of all I’m not English, I’m from Scotland—but my new home is a castle.’. It leads me to believe he’s here or coming back.”

      “Oh my God,” Rachel said in a whisper. “I remember his fancy house outside Kirkintilloch. It was full of expensive ornaments and furniture.”

      Jake nodded. “He still obviously fancies himself as the Lord of the Manor—”

      It was at this point Rachel’s mobile phone buzzed. She glanced across at Phil and Annabel and then lifted her phone from the table.

      “Max?” she said, and her brow furrowed. She was so focused on the Cameron issue, she had a momentary blank, and looked across the table.

      “Go ahead,” Phil nodded.

      “Hi Max,” Rachel said into the phone. “How are things, mate?” She listened for a moment and then stood to cross to the east wall. She studied the map of Scotland. As she ran a finger along Drymen Road, she used her other hand to flick the phone onto loudspeaker. The deep, gravelly voice of the biker boomed out of the small device.

      “I’ve got the bastard trapped, Rachel,” Max’s thick Glasgow accent exaggerated by the speaker. “I just wanted to let you know before I went in.”

      “Hold on, big man,” Rachel said. “Give me those directions again.” She lifted a coloured map pin and placed it at the location that Max had given her. “How many of your guys are with you?”

      “I’m on my own, but I’ve got the pistol you found in the snow. I’m gonna use his gun to settle the score. The difference is—it won’t jam this time.”

      “How easy was it to locate him, Max?” Rachel looked over her shoulder as Phil stood to join her at the map.

      Max said, “He drove right past me, and I tailed him here.” He was silent for a moment. “I’ve hidden my bike, and I’ve been watchin’ the place for ages, so I’m goin’ in. I just wanted to let you know.”

      While Max’s voice had been bellowing from Rachel’s phone, Phil had been whispering in her ear. She waited until Max finished speaking. Rachel knew how angry and volatile Max would be, and he was not a man to irritate.

      Rachel said, “How did you know it was him if he drove past you in a car?”

      “I was on my bike, and he raced up beside me when I was indicating to pull over. He nearly hit me, but hit his horn and sped off ….” the biker’s voice trailed off. “Why are you askin’?”

      “It’s a fucking ambush, Max.” Rachel used his kind of language.

      “Not another fuckin’ setup?”

      “Yeah. It’s another setup, Max. Were you wearing your colours?”

      “Yeah, of course, I was. I was ridin’ my bike.”

      “It wasn’t an accidental sighting.” She raised a forefinger to Phil, believing she would be able to save the situation. “Listen to me mate,” she said into the phone. “Do you remember I said I’d chase up the other death in your club?”

      “Yeah, it was Donny, in the hit and run after Joe’s murder,” he said. “Did you find out anything?”

      “Earlier today,” she lied. “I found a possible connection, Max, but I can’t tell you about it right now. We’ll meet up, and I’ll explain as best I can.”

      “What about me wastin’ this arsehole now?” he said. “I can’t see any other vehicles. It looks like there are only two other guys.”

      “If the others were already there, they’re waiting for you,” Rachel said. “Do me a favour mate. Give me five minutes and call me back. Okay?”

      “Okay. You’ve got five minutes, and if you don’t convince me, I’m goin’ in.”

      “Thanks, mate.” She clicked the phone off. Rachel had been watching as Phil placed coloured pins in various locations around the one showing Max’s position. She glanced at her watch. It showed precisely 11:30 am.

      “If we don’t do something, Boss, it’s going to be bloody High Noon,” she mumbled and shook her head. “The difference is, it won’t be one against one.”

      Phil briefed Rachel and pointed out the points where he’d placed pins.

      In the background, there was the sound of keys clacking, as Annabel studied street maps of the area online.

      Jake kept his counsel, prepared to take part as required.

      In less than four minutes, between them, they had formed an outline of a plan. It was sketchier than they would typically use, but time was of the essence.

      Annabel said, “It’s not a great plan, but it’s a good plan.”

      Phil looked at Jake and grinned as if sharing a private joke. “It’s better to have a good plan now, than a brilliant plan tomorrow.”

      Jake nodded, recognising the phrase, although he couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before.

      Rachel’s phone rang again, and she looked at Phil. “Do you want to explain it, Boss?”

      “No,” Phil said. “The guy trusts you, and you’ve got history. I think he’ll listen to you.” He paused. “Are you clear on the outline?”

      “I’m on it.” She flicked her phone to receive and then selected loudspeaker. “Hi, Max are you ready for this?”

      “Go ahead,” he whispered.

      “Are you okay mate?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” There was only the sound of breathing and birds chirping. “Four bastards are wanderin’ around with fuckin’ machine guns.”

      “Max, will you listen to my boss while I get changed.”

      “Okay—Put him on.”

      “Hi Max,” Phil said. “This is Hawk.”

      Rachel, Jake and Annabel were no longer in the ops room.

      “Hey Hawk—respect man,” Max whispered.

      “Likewise,” Phil said. “Are those guys still wandering around?”

      “Yeah—What’s my best option?”

      “I know it will go against the grain mate,” Phil said. “If you want to survive and get the arsehole, you have to sit tight.” He paused and glanced at the map, thinking about travelling time on country roads.

      “What should I do if any of them get close?”

      “First of all, don’t panic. Keep your body low by kneeling. If you have to shoot, wait until your target is within spitting distance.”

      “Right—kneel and wait until they’re close.”

      “Try to fire single, aimed shots.”

      “What should I do about back-up?”

      “I’ll call your guys as soon as I leave here. My team is already preparing.”

      “Hey, Hawk.” Another whisper.

      “Yes, mate?”

      “If I don’t make it—Thanks, man.”

      “We’ll see you shortly Max.” Phil grabbed his jacket and holdall from Annabel as they headed for the door. Annabel explained about Rachel and Jake taking a spare mobile phone and two radios.
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      11:45 am

      On the way to the underground carpark, Rachel and Jake discussed their best route out of the city.

      Jake said, “Should we use the M8 motorway south and make a fast loop?”

      “Well, we would normally, but there are roadworks in two different sections of the M8 south of the Clyde, and the Erskine Bridge is presently single lane use on either side of the carriageway.”

      “Right, so we exit the city via Anderston, head west and take Balshagray Avenue up to the A82?”

      “Yes—I see you haven’t lost your touch for route planning.”

      “I’ll still let you lead, and then if there’s a hitch, we’ll be good to keep moving.”

      “Thank you for your confidence.”

      Jake realised they’d be passing Drumchapel, the sprawling housing estate where he’d been brought up. He recalled the life he’d led before leaving Glasgow. He had to admit in some ways the place had helped prepare him to tackle situations head-on.

      They reached their bikes, and Rachel gave a nod of appreciation when she saw Jake’s Norton Commando 750cc. It was she who had taught him to ride his first bike in ’96—a 125cc Suzuki. She had ridden a Norton back then, but hers had been the limited edition Yellow Peril. She looked forward to seeing Jake handle a powerful machine.

      She said, “I suppose with your job these days it had to be a ‘Commando’ and in green.”

      “Well until one of the manufacturer’s produce a good bike called a Trooper,” Jake said and grinned as he looked at the big black Kawasaki. “I’ll see if I can keep up.”

      They donned helmets and tested the radios. There was the low rumble of two powerful bikes and then the high-pitched whine as the pair accelerated and were gone. Rachel led the way north along Douglas Street. On bikes, they were able to weave through traffic that would have slowed them in a car. They turned left onto St Vincent Street and headed west.

      In less than ten minutes from leaving the briefing, they were riding at speed on Pointhouse Road. Before leaving the carpark, Rachel had applied transfers over the number plates on the back of both bikes.

      She never went on a mission without a handful of false plates with adhesive backing. Sometimes speed was more important than honesty, and on this task, they’d be making haste. Rachel knew Max could take care of himself, but the odds were against him.
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      As Annabel steered her Audi along the same route the bikes had used, her mind was busy formulating backup plans. It was on occasions like this when she felt as if she was driving on autopilot. She handled the big car easily, and although she sometimes missed her Golf GTi, the Audi A6 Quattro was roomy and had a powerful 3-litre engine.

      Phil’s confidence in Annabel behind the wheel was evident because he rarely looked up from his map. As they turned onto Pointhouse Road, he turned to Annabel.

      “I’ve got a vantage point for us,” he said. “There’s a small copse north of the location.” He checked the grid lines and contours on the map to make a rapid measurement. He knew it would be the next question.

      “Range to targets?” Annabel asked as she dropped a gear and accelerated past four vehicles at high speed.

      “About three hundred metres and we’re slightly higher,” Phil said, with satisfaction. “It’s ideal for us and not so good for them.”

      “What was the response when you rang the biker’s clubhouse?”

      “A flat tone,” he said, and they gave each other a knowing look.

      “Do you want me to go via Byres Road?”

      “No point,” Phil said. “Max’s guys don’t know us. If their landline has been damaged maliciously and we pull up in this motor, they’ll be suspicious.”

      “You sound as if something is preying on your mind, which isn’t like you.”

      “I’m worried about Max. He’s the president of a biker gang, so he’s going to have guts. From what Rachel said, he also has a lot of anger to control.”

      “Radio our guys.” Annabel dropped a gear and once again sped past a line of vehicles that were travelling within the fifty-mph speed restriction. Horns sounded in their wake.

      “It might help,” Phil said. “We have to try and make him hold back. If he gets too impulsive, he’ll get himself killed.”

      “Ask Rachel to pair up with Max.” A smile passed over her lips. “She’ll enjoy the responsibility, and besides—Max will enjoy the company.”

      “You’re right—Jake will be fine on his own.” Phil turned up the volume on the handheld radio and unplugged the throat mike and earpiece. It clicked to the loudspeaker.

      “Hullo Juliet and Romeo, this is Zero,” Phil said in a clear, even tone checking the radios.

      “Juliet send.” Jake’s bike engine growling behind the voice.

      “Romeo send.” Rachel’s voice boomed from the small device. The engine noise of her bike roared in the background.

      Phil said, “I will co-locate with Alpha approximately three hundred metres north of Tango.” He paused. “Juliet, perform backstop one hundred metres east. Romeo, remain co-located with Max—one hundred metres west of Tango.”

      “Juliet, roger. Backstop to the east,” Jake responded.

      “Romeo, roger. Co-locate and remain west,” Rachel said.

      “Shit-head,” Annabel muttered and braked to avoid a slow inconsiderate driver who’d pulled out. “Sorry,” she said, as she dropped gear again. Backs and shoulders were forced into seats as the Audi set off, rapidly reaching eighty.

      Phil continued as if it was a casual drive. “Romeo this is Zero, what is your ETA?”

      “One-zero minutes,” Rachel said.

      “Zero roger.” Phil glanced at his watch and nodded his approval. “Our ETA is two-zero minutes. Avoid action if possible before my order.”

      “Juliet, roger.”

      “Romeo, roger.”

      Phil placed the radio on the centre console and gazed at the traffic ahead. As they approached the roundabout between Drumchapel and Clydebank, the Audi slowed and leant right, left, and right again as Annabel negotiated the island. The big engine roared as the car accelerated rapidly.
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      12:15 pm

      The two big bikes idled along the final one hundred metres, engines burbling.

      Max approached, putting away his pistol as he got close. He grinned when he recognised Rachel’s ‘Kwaki’.

      Rachel and Jake dismounted and removed their helmets to carry them underarm.

      “Max,” Rachel said. “This is Jake, one of my associates from BTL.” She turned to her companion. “Jake, this is Max the Knife.” She grinned as the two men reached out and gripped each other’s hand in a powerful, but brief handshake.

      Rachel observed the pair, pleased to see there was no macho bullshit. The steady mutual gaze demonstrated a rapid and silent assessment by both men. They would recognise strength in each other’s expression.

      Rachel said. “What’s been going on since we spoke earlier?”

      “Not much change.” Max glanced over his shoulder and then looked from one to the other. “At first there were two guys with machine guns, and then a different pair came out to patrol.”

      Rachel said, “Have you seen the guy with the beard since he went inside?”

      “He came out at first with others to grab a couple of big canvas bags.” He nodded at the building. “I noticed one guy leaning out of an upstairs window, and another came out and stood at the front door to have a smoke.”

      “So we’re looking at five X-rays at least,” Rachel said.

      Max squinted at the mention of X-rays but didn’t ask. He looked at the two bikes. “Did your boss get in touch with the guys in Byres Road?”

      “No,” Rachel said. “Hawk just told me on the radio. The phone at the clubhouse is out of commission.”

      “You were right then. The whole thing is a fuckin’ setup,” Max said, grimacing.

      “I’ll be off,” Jake said. “I’m in a different location Max, but I wanted to meet before the fireworks. Rachel will brief you on the plan. Okay, mate?”

      “Sure—thanks for comin’ mate.”

      “No problem—any fight of Rachel’s is a fight of mine.” Jake donned his helmet and gauntlets, turned his bike and set off quietly on the main track. It would take five minutes to reach his position. He used the narrow lanes so he could keep the revs low.
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      12:25 pm

      Annabel eased the car along a dirt track near the perimeter of the copse. Phil got out, checked the undergrowth and then waved her in. Annabel reversed the vehicle into position, out of sight, but ready to go if they had to bug out.

      While Annabel fetched the weapons bag and settled in her vantage point, Phil spent two minutes spreading a hessian cover over the car’s gleaming bodywork and windows. He stood for a moment just inside the tree-line, watching and listening. The birds sounded content, which meant Phil was too. Silence as often highlighted in movies is rarely good.

      Five minutes after parking, Annabel had set up her Sako rifle. It was an older style of weapon, but still her favourite for this type of work. There were a series of clicks as Annabel fitted a bipod and a large suppressor.

      Annabel fitted and adjusted the Zeiss telescopic sight. She liked three hundred metres. It gave good clearance to target, and only an outstanding shooter would be able to return effective fire. She set the crosshairs on an upstairs window where a shadow had moved within.

      Phil crawled into the undergrowth alongside his partner and placed his Heckler-Koch sub-machine gun on the grass. There was no intention of using the weapon from so far away, but Phil wanted something to use if he had to move within one hundred metres or closer.

      He pulled out his field glasses and focused on the old building. While not impregnable, there were no windows or doors; only holes. The stonework had substantial thickness. Where there should have been large ornate windows, there were eight gaping spaces on the rear and four on each of the two sides.

      As per S.O.P., the target building was named Tango, the opposition’s vehicle was X-ray-Victor, and the occupants known as X-rays.

      Phil panned right, and because of movement, he saw Max’s leather jacket with the club and personal patches. It took longer, but nearby in deeper cover was Rachel. Phil panned left, past the old house and looked for Jake. Even though he knew where to look, he didn’t expect to see him. He lifted his radio.

      “Hullo Juliet and Romeo, this is Zero. Now in location, with Alpha—send sitrep.”

      To the untrained, the call might have sounded better as Romeo and Juliet, but in radio procedure, the call-signs were used in alphabetic seniority from the first letter to the last.

      “Juliet, ready,” Jake said. “Clear view of Tango front, and X-ray-Victor.”

      “Romeo, ready,” Rachel said. “Four armed X-rays identified. Original X-ray not seen for thirty minutes.”

      “Zero roger. The party will start in five minutes. S.O.P. for engagement.”

      Rachel whispered the result of the conversation.

      Max said, “What the fuck does S.O.P. mean?”

      “It means Standard Operating Procedure. In our case, we don’t kill people for the sake of it, even if they are assholes.” She turned from him to glance towards the old house and then looked back to him.

      “I fuckin’ would,” he mumbled.

      “However,” Rachel said. “If somebody decides to play at Cowboys and Indians; they fucking die.” Rachel knew Max would respond better to a partner who could curse easily.

      “Well, I hope they want to fuckin’ play.” Max was gagging for a fight and revenge.

      Rachel stressed that until trained, only to fire single aimed shots. “Remember, holding a handgun sideways might look cool in a movie, but in reality, it’s totally useless unless you simply wanted to scare somebody.”

      Max’s brow furrowed at the news. How could such a well-known technique be wrong?

      “The weapon doesn’t know which way is up,” Rachel said. “In the case of most weapons with a level of recoil, when the gun fires the barrel will move. You should also squeeze the trigger—don’t pull it.

      Max’s brow furrowed as he tried to understand this enlightening mini-lecture.

      Rachel said, “Hold the weapon upright and aim low, you might hit the target high, but at least you’ll have a better chance of a hit.”

      Max’s bushy whiskers twitched as he nodded and smiled in understanding. “So in reality, if you hold the weapon sideways, there is a fair chance you’ll fuckin’ miss?”

      “Correct,” Rachel said. “There’s an even fairer chance the other bastard will kill you.”

      “You’ll do for me, Rachel.” Max was gaining a new perspective on firearms, and a healthy respect for his pretty companion. She was much more than a looker.
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        * * *

      

      .

      12:30 pm

      Due to the lack of glass, there was no reflection or glare, which made Annabel’s task easier than usual. She identified her first target in an upstairs room to the right. The semi-darkness of the room acted as the perfect background when there was movement.

      Annabel controlled her breathing and curled her right forefinger around the trigger.

      She whispered, “X-ray identified, top right window.” Her breathing was quiet and steady.

      “Seen,” Phil said quietly, as he scanned the back of the ruin through his field glasses.

      A man’s head and shoulders appeared slightly proud of the window ledge. He was leaning forward to look around, and then he ducked back inside. He stared across the open field to the copse and then turned to look left and right, nearer to the building.

      Cradled across his arms was an Uzi machine gun. It wasn’t ideal to use from a window due to being a close quarter weapon, but there might have been no choice.

      Annabel maintained her breathing rhythm and focused her cross-hairs on the target’s right eye. She adjusted her aim to the upper right arm.

      A loud “Phutt!” sounded from the undergrowth at the copse.

      “Bastard!” The cry carried across the fields, echoing from within the ruin. The bullet had torn into the gunman’s right biceps, and he fell back into the room. He dropped his weapon to grip his injury.

      “Nice shot,” Phil whispered. He was no slouch in marksmanship himself.

      “Thank you.” Annabel maintained her aim in case the injured man got brave, or stupid. Her features showed no emotion.

      Phil used his field glasses to scan the other window spaces across the back and right side of the house. He was ready to identify targets.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay Max,” Rachel said when she heard the injured man’s shouted curse. “We’re on, but please take it easy, okay?”

      “You can trust me.” Max gazed at the old revolver in his hand.

      “Remember, ten metres at a time, and get down following each move.” She glanced at him. “Wherever you look is where your fucking weapon should be pointing.”

      “Got it.” Max smiled. He liked Rachel’s no-nonsense attitude, and he was beginning to understand the basics. “No time for fuckin’ around. If I see a target, I’m ready to fire.”

      Rachel winked, treating the big guy to the flutter of her long lashes. “Fire and manoeuvre ... I move; you cover. You move; I cover.” Before they set off on the first leg, Rachel used her radio.

      “Hullo Zero, this is Romeo.” She paused and glanced in the direction of the trees. “Would it be possible to immobilise X-ray-Victor?”

      “Zero roger,” Phil said. “Watch and wait.” There was a light crack in the air, and the rear left tyre of the silver Astra exploded with a pop. The tyre was flat within a few seconds.

      “Zero, clear,” Phil said over the radio.

      “Romeo, roger.” Rachel made the first dash. It was five metres, but the most explicit way of demonstrating how to run and zig-zag. She got down low and waved her left hand without looking back.

      Max would cover ten metres in his bound. He was big but agile. As he passed Rachel, he whispered, “Easy ... fuckin’ ... peasy.”

      The pair worked together and got to within twenty-five metres of the old mansion house as two gunmen came out to patrol. The men were practically side-by-side, and both carried their weapons in the right hand, pointing at the ground. They were no immediate threat and would be responsible for their fates.

      The two gunmen sauntered towards the hedgerow.

      Rachel stood up, holding her 9mm pistol in a double-handed grip.

      Max stood up and imitated her with his gleaming black service revolver.

      Rachel said, “Put the weapons down, and you can walk away from this.”

      The man who was a little further in front smiled and started nodding before he spoke. “Calamity fucking Jane are we, love?” He began to raise the butt of his weapon towards his shoulder, but it was a move too far.

      A light crack sounded in the air, and a small hole appeared on the side of the man’s head. A larger hole appeared on the other side, from which, blood and bone fragments sprayed out over his colleague.

      The second gunman glanced at Rachel and turned to see where the shot had come from. He hesitated before dropping to one knee. As he got down, he began to raise his machine gun, but his forefinger never reached the trigger. Before the weapon became a threat, a small hole appeared in his head, with a similar result to the first casualty. Rachel lifted both machine guns by their barrels and threw them into the edge of the bushes.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Max said. “You’ve got some serious friends.”

      “Let’s go, mate,” she said, lowering her weapon. “We’re on next.”

      Rachel and Max recommenced their alternating sprints. They reached Tango and stood side by side with their backs against the thick granite wall. They held their weapons double-handed, pointing upward a few inches away from the face.

      “Ready?” Rachel asked.

      “Yeah—I start on this side of the door, and you start on the other side.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13. All for One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy Nairn was tall, slim and fair. The only dark aspect of him was on the inside. He had killed many men during his thirty-five years, and the first was when only eighteen years old himself. He had no regard for others, and later in life when taking part in any enterprise with weapons, he had little respect for superior firepower or strength in numbers.

      Due to his criminal record, he was refused the chance to enlist in the British Army. Not to be denied the right to some excitement, Nairn learned to use a variety of firearms and then went to the Middle East as a mercenary. While there, he learned to use a few more. As long as he received some cash in hand, he would do anything to anybody, including torture and killing. For Nairn, there were two states; alive and making money, or dead.

      Harry ‘Redhead’ Renton was also tall but of average build. He enjoyed nothing more than beating a victim to a pulp. He had been a bully at school, so gang warfare as a teenager was the natural progression. His devil-may-care attitude had allowed his early admission into the adult gangland scene.

      A mop of ginger curls on his twenty-two-year-old head gave Renton a boyish look, but he was no less a thug. He’d witnessed death close up when he had helped beat a victim to death for a phone, a wristwatch and some loose change, but he had never actually shot anybody. He was eager to see the effects close up. Strange wishes can sometimes come true.
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        * * *

      

      .

      12:50 pm

      Raised male voices echoed from within the ruin. Rachel and Max stood side by side behind the wide stone archway, listening and waiting. The chance for one of them to get to the other side of the entrance had passed.

      When two of the voices got more apparent, Rachel raised her left forefinger to her lips and nodded. Max pressed his back flat against the wall as Rachel was doing. The pair remained with weapons at the ready.

      Two men stepped out to the edge of the doorway. Following no more than a glance to the left, they turned right and saw their two colleagues lying in pools of blood.

      Nairn said, “Now you’ll get your chance to waste some of them fucking bikers Redhead.” Nairn raised his Uzi into an upright position, checked the magazine was secure and stepped forward with the younger man at his side. Renton had a Remington pump-action carried low across his body.

      The average gunman has many lessons to learn, and if not learned early enough it can be costly. One technique is if carrying anything larger than a handgun, to have the butt in the shoulder or under the arm if preparing to meet an adversary.

      Another lesson is never to carry a large weapon in such a way it becomes an obstacle to yourself or a companion, especially if heading into a patrol situation or fire-fight. Whatever were the experiences of the two men who stepped away from the doorway, neither remembered crucial lessons in weapon handling. It was unfortunate, but such is life and death.

      “Stand still,” Rachel said quietly.

      As the two gangland gunmen stopped and slowly turned, one found the business end of a 9mm pistol pointing at his forehead from less than a metre distance. The other man was staring in disbelief down the barrel of a Webley service revolver.

      Five seconds later, the man facing the automatic experienced a warm, wet flow down the inside of his trousers. For the merest hint of time, Renton considered doing something other than wetting himself, but he managed to fight the urge. The fear of imminent death affects men in different ways.

      In those same five seconds, the older man, either through stupidity or sheer pig-headedness attempted to raise his machine gun, but the old revolver gave a satisfying loud report, and a small hole appeared in Nairn’s forehead. There was a metallic clatter as the Uzi landed on a one-hundred-year-old flagstone, and a dull thud as the lifeless body crumpled and fell beside the weapon.

      Max hardly flinched at the man’s death. He raised his right eyebrow as he slowly turned to Renton, the pistol barrel still smoking, and held at arm’s length. “Do you want to die too, dickhead?”

      The gangster had stared wide-eyed as his colleague fell but realised he now had two handguns pointing at his head. Renton swallowed hard.

      “No,” Renton said, in a hoarse whisper. “No, I don’t.” His eyes were still wide. His lips trembled, and he started to perspire. His head was still, but his gaze flicked from Max to Rachel and back again. Renton had always been reckless, but it was mainly down to being a member of a gang. He wasn’t a gladiator, and he wasn’t brave.

      “Well,” Max said. “Drop the fuckin’ gun, or I’ll fuckin’ drop you ... dickhead.”

      The large shotgun clattered when it landed on the old paving stones. As soon as Renton’s hands were empty, Max stepped forward, drew back the pistol and crashed the butt hard and rapid against the young gangster’s jaw, and forehead. Renton dropped like a stone from the blow to the head. Both his head and mouth were bleeding.

      Rachel nodded in appreciation at the speed of Max’s movements.

      Max slipped his pistol inside the back of his jeans and squatted down to lift the Remington. In his hands, the shotgun looked fit for purpose, and it looked good. He held it close to his body, gripped the sliding wooden stock and then pulled back in a sharp motion. There was a satisfying ‘clunk’ and Max turned to a grinning Rachel.

      He said, “Now we’re fuckin’ ready.”

      Rachel had remained silent while Max took centre stage. She had listened to his tone throughout, and he sounded as if he was in control. They were indeed both ready. She nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Geordie Lavery at forty years old was the oldest and wisest of the crew hired for the job. Without having to go outside, he knew things were not looking good.

      He’d heard at least three light cracks, possibly from a high-velocity weapon fired at a distance. More recently there was a loud bang, from an unsuppressed handgun. He had yet to recognise the sound of an Uzi or a shotgun, which wasn’t good news. Lavery stood in what had been the main hallway of the manor. The whole operation had become a cluster-fuck.

      Lavery considered the circumstances. He was one of a team of six gunmen who had been called together at short notice, and he recalled a severe lack of preparation or adequate briefing. Anybody can pick up a weapon and volunteer to take part in a fire-fight, but only those prepared will survive.

      There was continual moaning and swearing from upstairs, so although injured, it meant somebody else was still alive. Four others had gone outside, and the only feedback had been gunshots. Lavery had been a soldier in his younger days and knew how quickly things could turn sour.

      “Fuck it,” he said and pulled the butt of his Uzi tight into the hollow of his right shoulder. He gripped the stock with his left hand and curled his right forefinger around the trigger. In a rapid search, he checked the ground floor. He scoured every room. There was one man upstairs he knew, but the paymaster of the operation was conspicuous by his absence.

      As Lavery made his way toward the stone staircase, he noticed the two holdalls that had been used to transport the weapons. Part of the canvas handle of a holdall had become trapped in the old flooring, which should have been impossible.

      On closer inspection when Lavery tugged the handle hard, there was a slight draught from the flagstone floor. “Cowardly bastard,” Lavery muttered. He considered going after the man but remembered he had somebody upstairs depending on him.

      He headed to the staircase once again, the muzzle of the weapon aiming wherever his gaze fell. This technique was not an instinctive action; it was sound military training that had stayed with him. It was one of the reasons he was still alive.

      Freddie Ryan sat in the corner of a large, cold upstairs room. His breathing was deep and rapid, and silent tears poured down his cheeks. Clasped tightly in his left hand was a wad of his torn shirt which he’d formed into a dressing. His right biceps were damaged, so the best he could do was try to prevent excessive loss of blood.

      Like his mate Lavery, Ryan had served in the Middle East and further afield, so had witnessed death close up. He understood the difference between bravery and stupidity, and he wasn’t an idiot.

      There was the slightest squeaking sound of rubber on stone. It happened again, and it was coming from the staircase. Ryan had survived battles in Iraq and Afghanistan and reached his fortieth birthday. He wanted to achieve the next one.

      He lifted another piece of torn shirt material he’d prepared, and using his teeth and free hand, he knotted the cloth around his blood-soaked dressing. He gritted his teeth and winced but pulled tight to ensure the bound material stayed firm.

      Ryan lifted his weapon and held it as best he could with his left hand. He tried to wedge himself into the corner. There was no cover. He lifted the weapon onto his thighs, checked the safety catch was off and then aimed roughly at the doorway. He might die, but he’d empty the magazine into the fucking doorway first.

      “It’s me, Freddie,” Lavery called from the wide corridor. “Don’t shoot, mate.”

      “Okay,” Ryan gasped. He waited until his old comrade appeared alone before he rested his weapon across his thighs. “Geordie, what the fuck is happening, man?”

      “I don’t know, mate,” Lavery said as he crossed the room. “It’s all gone to ratshit downstairs.” He looked at Ryan’s upper arm and smiled as he shook his head. “I couldn’t leave you alone for five fucking minutes.” Humour had been the saviour in many modern battlefield incidents. Lavery leant forward to inspect the area of the injury.

      Above the improvised bandage on his upper arm, Ryan had tied a narrow band of his shirt and trapped a ballpoint pen into the knot. It was basic, but it was a simple tourniquet. There were a variety of shades of red on the shirt sleeve from when the pressure had been released to allow blood flow. It had saved the rest of his arm, so far.

      “What are we going to do, Geordie?” Ryan was blinking rapidly and shaking his head as he dealt with the pain. “Do we go out fighting?” Perspiration poured down his face, and the remnants of his shirt were already soaking.

      “I think we might still get out of this, mate,” Lavery said.

      “Don’t leave me, Geordie, please.”

      “Hey, stop talking like a fucking pussy,” Lavery said, laughing. “I’m staying with you, mate.” The sense of dread from his old friend was palpable.

      “Thanks,” Ryan said and wiped his eyes. It was embarrassing having his old mate see him in such a condition, but he was in extreme pain, and he was getting weak.

      “I’ll tell you something for nothing,” Lavery said and nodded toward the outside. “Whoever is out there, it is not a bunch of fucking long-haired tossers on bikes.”

      Ryan almost laughed, but he hurt too much. He shook his head. “It might be bikers, but they’re not fucking tossers.” He screwed his eyes up in thought. “Where is the lying shit?”

      “He’s disappeared,” Lavery said. “I’ve checked every room in this fucking place, and he’s vanished, but I think I know how he got away.”

      “We should have had the bike closer, or taken the keys to his car—”

      “He didn’t leave by car. His car is outside. One of those fuckers out there has blown out a rear tyre.”

      “How the fuck did he get away then?”

      “There’s a fucking trapdoor in one of the corners of the hallway—” Lavery stopped talking and held a forefinger to his lips. He got to his feet and crept towards the corridor. He returned and crouched down beside Ryan.

      Ryan whispered, “What did you hear?”

      “There are a couple of people coming up the stairs. They’ve cleared the ground floor room by room, and they’re coming up here next. These fuckers are pro’s.” Lavery tapped his friend’s weapon with his finger and winked. “Get ready for the last stand, mate.”

      Ryan lifted the Uzi with his left hand and tried to aim at the doorway.

      From the corridor, there was the occasional light creak. Leather was stretching.

      Lavery moved to the opposite corner and sat down, lifting the butt of his weapon into his shoulder. He crossed his legs to rest his elbows on his knees, and then aimed at the doorway. He shook his head and thought, what a fucking shit way to go.

      “Just like Helmand Province, Freddie,” Lavery whispered. “All for one, mate.”

      “All for one.” Ryan wiped his eyes again and gripped his machine gun. “Thanks for staying, Geordie.”

      Geordie winked at his friend. They’d fought in real battles alongside each other.
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        * * *

      

      .

      1:00 pm

      A mere thirty minutes had passed since the first shot had been fired.

      Rachel and Max cleared the entire ground floor, and Rachel radioed Phil to let him know they were heading upstairs. Phil accepted the sitrep, and much to Rachel’s delight, he didn’t remind her to be careful. His confidence in her was reassuring.

      By the time, they’d dealt with the ground floor Max had become quite the professional, in hand signals and stealth. There were six rooms upstairs, and five were empty, so it was reasonably sure there would be opposition in the final room.

      The approach would be critical because there would be at least one, possibly two adversaries still able to fight. Knowing they would be going into a room at the back of the building, Rachel contacted Phil.

      “Hullo Zero, this is Romeo,” she whispered. “Inform Alpha we are about to show in upstairs, far right room from your viewpoint.”

      “Zero roger,” Phil whispered on the radio. “We are observing. Go ahead.”

      When she was confident about not being taken down by her side, Rachel reminded Max she would handle any negotiations. There was a strong possibility of Max wishing to enter into discussion with a few rounds from the Remington and then maybe his fists.

      “Listen up, guys,” Rachel called from the corridor. “You have one opportunity to come out of this alive.” She paused, knowing the sound of a young female voice would surprise them.

      “We’re listening,” Lavery said.

      “Have you heard of a character called Hawk?”

      Lavery and Ryan exchanged a glance, both with a furrowed brow. They nodded to each other and then Lavery continued the conversation.

      “Yeah,” he said, maintaining his aim at the doorway. “We’ve heard of him.”

      “He’s running the show. If you know anything about his methods, you’ll know you have a chance to live, or you can die needlessly.”

      “Why has he fucked off then?”

      Rachel and Max exchanged a glance. Rachel shook her head. “If you want to live, you tell me right now.”

      “Oh, we simply trust each other,” Lavery said. “How is that supposed to work?”

      “You stand with your backs to the window and your hands clasped behind your heads. You then move to the middle of the room and tell me when you’re there.”

      “What if we decide we don’t want to stand with our backs to the window?”

      “Well, I’ll just lob a couple of grenades in there and rip your fucking bodies to pieces.” She almost laughed when Max bit his lip.

      Lavery said, “What do we do if one of us has an injured arm?”

      “Improvise,” Rachel said. “The person covering the window is competent, so there will be a need to see empty hands.”

      Scuffling sounds and groaning echoed from within the room.

      Lavery said, “Okay, we’re on our feet, and we’re unarmed.”

      “Hullo Romeo, this is Zero, you’re covered and good to go.”

      “Romeo roger,” Rachel said and nodded to Max.

      The two gangsters stared wide-eyed at the pretty young woman accompanied by the big hairy biker—both in full leathers.

      Rachel stood forward of the two men and held up her left hand displaying a thumbs up signal. A flashlight operated twice from the distant undergrowth.

      “Where’s the bearded guy with the scar?” Rachel said.

      “We don’t know,” Lavery replied.

      Max took a pace forward, but a gentle touch by Rachel halted his advance. He moved away from the two men and used his right boot to kick the machine guns into a corner. He walked back around to stand beside Rachel.

      She said, “You guys will have noticed my friend here is looking for answers and he doesn’t much care how he gets them.” She looked from one man to the other. “What’s your boss’s name?”

      “Henson, or Henderson. It was something like one of those,” Lavery said. “I only heard it once when somebody else was talking to him. He got touchy about people using his name.” He paused. “He told us he was the Hawk, which is why we took another job with him.”

      “Well,” Rachel said, ignoring the mention of ‘another job’. “We found a trapdoor on the ground floor, so he left you guys for dead.”

      “Are your people going after him?”

      “The tunnel is collapsed. He could have gone anywhere. Now that he’s deserted you, I don’t suppose you’ll have any reason to save his arse.”

      “His name is Henderson,” Ryan murmured. “I only heard the bastard’s name once, but I heard it clearly. We don’t know anything else about him, except he’s a liar and a cowardly shit. If we walk away from this, one of us will tear him a new arse.”

      “No, you fuckin’ won’t.” Max stepped forward. “The bastard is mine.”

      Rachel could sense a rise in testosterone levels. “What was your briefing today?”

      Lavery shook his head and looked at Ryan. “Briefing?” he said, before turning to face Rachel. “We were pulled together at short notice, yesterday afternoon. The organiser told six of us we would be well-paid to deal with the target.”

      “What was the target?” Rachel asked, feeling she knew the answer.

      “A bunch of tossers on bikes,” Lavery said and then caught Max’s blazing eyes. “No offence mate. It was Henderson’s description, not fucking mine.”

      “So,” Rachel said. “Six of you were going to lean out of the windows and gun down a bunch of guys in cold blood.”

      “Fuck no!” Ryan said. “I don’t know about the other bastards, but we’re not like them.” He coughed and winced at the pain in his arm. “We came along for the money, and because the bikers would be mob-handed and coming for a shoot-out.”

      Rachel turned to look at Lavery. He nodded his agreement.

      “I’m sorry man,” Lavery said to Max. “Henderson has set us all up.”

      Max was still unimpressed. He wanted his man, but at least now he had a name.

      Rachel said, “Max, would you go downstairs and check the ginger asshole hasn’t died. You might have fractured his skull when you smacked him.”

      Max grinned. “Will you be okay, there are—”

      “I’ll be fine mate,” she said. “I want to have a chat with these guys. I have cover from out there, but I’ll stand to one side for good measure.”

      Max stepped forward and gave the two men a malevolent stare. “If she gets hurt, I’ll peel the skin from you two bastards and then pour fuckin’ vinegar on you.” He turned, winked at Rachel and left.

      Lavery and Ryan exchanged a glance, grimaced and shook their heads. They both recognised a nutcase when they met one.

      “Right,” Rachel said. “Before I go on I want some answers.”

      “Go on,” Lavery said.

      “What are your names?”

      “I’m Geordie Lavery.”

      “Freddie Ryan,” the injured man said.

      “Are you ex-soldiers?”

      “How the fuck did you know?” Ryan asked.

      “If you acted like the dead men outside, you would have sprayed rounds at the doorway when you had no target. My guess is, you waited to take your chances.”

      Lavery said, “Are you ex-military?”

      “No,” Rachel said and grinned. “However, I’ve been trained by the best.” She nodded to Ryan. “You can lower your injured arm, and I’d ease off the tourniquet for a while.”

      “Thanks.” Ryan did as suggested. He cried out as the blood flowed and there was a massive blast of pins and needles in his arm.

      “Now what happens?” Lavery asked.

      “What I’m going to suggest is unofficial,” Rachel said. “I can tell you, if you play straight with us, you’ll walk away from this. Understood?”

      Both men nodded without referring to each other.

      “Before I go on,” Rachel said, “I can tell you that I work for Hawk—the real one.”

      For five minutes, she asked questions, and the two men gave answers without hesitation. They both recognised a lifeline.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. Scene of Crime

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 2nd July

      Balloch, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      7:30 am

      Police HQ at Pitt Street in Glasgow had an anonymous tip-off. The duty officer received a codeword in the Communications Room but passed on the details as requested to Dunbartonshire, and promptly dismissed the call as a hoax.

      Why would anybody call the Glasgow Police HQ with something happening in a distant, picturesque spot like Balloch? The same duty officer was to find out before 8 am that the call had been genuine, so a monotonous shift ended on something interesting.

      The discovery of dead bodies tended to ruin breakfast for police officers wherever they worked, but dead bodies with bullet holes in their heads had a tendency to cause more interest than revulsion. The personnel involved came from differing departments of the Serious Crime and Drug Enforcement Agency (SCDEA).

      First on the scene was Detective Chief Inspector (DCI) Eddie Monroe of Drug Enforcement. He’d been on his way to work and responded to say he’d meet the local patrol. He parked on a narrow track and lifted an overall and shoe covers from the boot of his car.

      Before he set off along the adjacent dirt track, he heard another vehicle approach. It was the local patrol car, driven by a young female police officer.

      “It’s Constable Fleming, isn’t it?” Eddie said.

      “Yes, Sir,” the woman said, pleased to have been recognised by a senior officer.

      “Wait here for a few minutes, and I’ll give you a call.”

      “Right ... I’m Zulu One-Four, Sir.”

      Eddie nodded his thanks and thought back to the days when he was so eager.

      Ten minutes later, the DCI stood on the edge of the track, looking forward to where it cut through a grassy field. He was five metres from the side of the field, and glad he’d slipped into his protective gear. This location was indeed a crime scene.

      A few metres to his front were two male corpses that had been providing sustenance to wildlife through the night and the carrion-feeding birds in the dawn. Ahead and to the left, there was an old ruin with a burnt out car sitting outside. All the tyres had exploded during the blaze, and each was now a black mess at one of the four corners.

      Not far from the car was what looked like another body, which was still providing a meal to a variety of carrion bird species. The main track passed the ruin and the car wreck and led to a narrow path with another high hedgerow.

      Eddie lifted his handset to his lips. “Hullo Zulu One-Four, this is Monroe.”

      “Zulu One-Four.” Fleming’s voice was loud and clear.

      “We have a major crime scene here. Tie off incident tape across the track where you are, and then drive back to the main road and stop anything coming in unless it’s our guys.”

      “Got it, Sir,” Fleming said.

      Eddie made a call to the local Communications Room. He informed them the original call was genuine, and an officer should pay a visit to the dog-walking pensioner who’d called after arriving back home.

      He requested the Scene of Crime Officer (SOCO) and his team. DCI Monroe assessed the scene from where he stood, and pulled out his phone. He spoke briefly to an officer who worked out of Pitt Street.
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        * * *

      

      .

      8:45 am

      At various places, small, numbered yellow stakes were hammered into the ground, and separate areas were taped off for detailed forensic examination. The grass area to the front, behind and around the ruin was taped off but appeared mostly undisturbed.

      Apart from the bodies, there was little physical evidence of a fire-fight. The forensic team would have their work cut out for them, but this was the type of scene most of them lived for, and rarely investigated.

      Eddie stood at the edge of the track and looked at the ruin. A few paces away were the markings to show where the first two bodies had lain. Eddie noted the entry wounds had been on the right side of the heads. He gazed across the field towards the small copse to the north.

      “Okay,” he said aloud. “Maybe it wasn’t all done up close.” He started to cross the field but stopped when he heard a familiar voice calling to him. He turned. “Well, hello Detective Inspector Hughes,” Eddie said as the smiling woman approached. He noted she was wearing covers and white overall.

      “Hi Eddie.” The DI stepped closer, and the pair embraced briefly. They accepted that they would be seen by the local team.

      “Congratulations on your promotion, Amy.”

      “Thank you. It still feels strange. I’ve only held the rank for a couple of months, and I’ve been away, as you probably know.”

      “Yeah, I know. I wondered if you’d be changing departments or staying within Organised Crime. It was why I said in my call; I’d appreciate you coming up here personally. I didn’t want to discuss this with anybody else.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Shall we walk, and I’ll listen?”

      “Good idea,” he said, and they set off across the field.

      “While we’re walking you can explain the involvement of drug enforcement.”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” he said. “There was an anonymous call about this ruin. I think the call was intended to do a couple of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “First of all, it was intended to draw in the wrong department, to cause confusion and delay.”

      “You mean whoever called knew there was going to be a shooting incident, but they wanted you to arrive thinking it was a drug-related, shooting incident.”

      “That’s pretty much what it looks like at first.”

      “At first ...?” Amy said. “You sound very cryptic.”

      As they headed toward the copse, Eddie explained the first call was considered a hoax. It was sometime later when an elderly man called after walking his dog. Eddie told Amy his initial thoughts about the scene of the incident, and the lack of any drugs.

      By the time they reached the tiny patch of woodland with its nearby grassy track, Amy was fully appraised, and looking around the general area.

      She said, “It strikes me you already have a perpetrator or perpetrators in mind.”

      Eddie glanced down as Amy reached into her black shoulder bag and produced a cylindrical object of about fifteen centimetres in length. A quick tug, a click, and it became a miniature telescope of around thirty centimetres.

      She didn’t speak, but held the device up to her right eye and looked down across the field towards the back of the old building. Her lips curled as she panned across the area.

      “Aye Cap’n,” Eddie said, grinning. “I do indeed have perpetrators in mind.” He looked towards the distant building and then at his SOCO team who were searching the area. “When did you start carrying a telescope?”

      “Since our old boss Sam gave a talk at Tullieallen,” she said, handing Eddie the instrument, which he lifted to his eye. Amy reached into her bag again.

      “Christ, Amy,” Eddie said as he lowered the telescope and looked down at the map Amy was unfolding. “You might become Sam Griffiths.” They both laughed.

      “About three hundred metres,” Amy said, orientating the map to the view directly ahead. “The distance makes it close enough for a good sharpshooter to hit the target, but too great distance for the target to return accurate fire.”

      “You have become Sam,” Eddie said. “Is the quiet, industrious young woman I used to know still in there somewhere?” He was pretending to joke, but he was impressed. It made him feel sorry about the way he used to look at her as a sex object. Those things happened when they had both worked in Strathclyde Police HQ in Pitt Street.

      Amy smiled and glanced at Eddie. She too thought back for a moment to the same period in her career. Eddie had been a detective sergeant, and she had been a constable, content to help the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) whenever she could.

      It had been evident to Amy back then; she would have to work twice as hard for recognition. Being fit in more than one sense was a bonus, but it didn’t give the young police officer credibility. Only hard work and results would achieve the result she wanted—she strived to reach them and did.

      Eddie said, “If I was to come right out and ask for an honest opinion, would you humour me?”

      “Try me?”

      “Before I say too much,” Eddie said and used the telescope again briefly. “I know you were a big fan of a small team of vigilantes back in ’96.”

      “Go on,” she said, “I’m not recording our conversation.” They both laughed.

      “Okay,” he said. “From what I’ve told you, would you say it could be them?”

      “Yes,” she said instantly, accepting her telescope to take another look at the main track where it cut across the view to their front.

      “Yes,” Eddie said. “No explanation?”

      “It was a closed question. You asked if I thought it could be them, and I do.” The telescope collapsed with a click, and it slipped into the bag with the folded map. Amy turned to face her old friend. She looked him in the eye. “Now Eddie, you tell me why you thought it might be them, and if you’re anywhere close, I’ll tell you why I agree.”

      “Before I do,” Eddie said and pursed his lips as he turned away. “I owe you a big apology.”

      “An apology, for what?” she said.

      “Before I got my promotion and posted out, I acted like shit towards you, and I’m sorry.” His eyes became slits as he met her gaze and then turned away. He was at her mercy.

      Amy waited for him to face her before she spoke in quiet, even tones. “Do you mean for all those times you stared at my chest, my legs, or made lewd remarks without giving a toss about my feelings?”

      “All of the above,” he said. “I was trying to be all macho, but until Sam pulled me up, I had never considered how hurtful it was. After the kidnapping incident and your counselling programme, I never got to see you again before my posting.”

      “Hey,” she said and winked. “Don’t punish yourself. I’m a big girl now. It might not be the right way to behave at work, but I know how you Neanderthals think.”

      “If there is ever a way I can make it up to you, just tell me. Okay?”

      “I will,” Amy said, and her lips parted, producing dimples in her cheeks. “In the meantime, I want to hear why you think this was a vigilante hit.”

      Eddie sighed. “I know since ’96 there have been occasional crimes that we believe are down to the vigilantes, but I distinctly remember when I worked with Sam, he pointed something out to me.” He turned to face Amy. “Sam told me he knew when it was Hawk and his team. Their modus operandi was not to kill needlessly—they only killed if it was necessary.”

      “You’ve answered your question then and confirmed your theory.”

      “Is there anything else?” Eddie said. “I’m puzzled by the number of motorbike tracks we’ve found down on the main track. I wondered if it could have been a gang of bikers.”

      “There may have been one or two bikers, but I don’t think it was a gang hit,” Amy said. “If it were angry bikers there would be more by way of bike evidence. The building exterior has no signs of a shoot-out, and it appears that some gangsters have survived.”

      “What makes you think any of them survived?”

      “Down at the track I overheard one of your forensic guys saying there were fresh blood stains upstairs. Unless one of the corpses got up and walked out here, there were others.”

      “You don’t think the blood stains could belong to one of the perpetrators?”

      “No,” she said and gazed around. “I also imagine if it were bikers, they would have sprayed their calling card on inner and outer walls of the building as a warning—not to fuck with them.”

      “Yes, I’d have to agree with you there. If somebody angered those guys, it would be like slapping a hornet’s nest. Restrained they would not be.”

      “Let’s put it this way,” Amy said. “If it were bikers and they ran out of ammunition they would have fought with their fists, heads, feet, and teeth. Not too many of today’s gangsters do.”

      Amy walked towards an area near the tree-line, and Eddie walked alongside. They stopped at the area about three hundred metres away from the building. Amy squatted down and gazed at the old manor house. “This is a bloody perfect position.”

      “Amy.” Eddie was a few metres away. “Check this out.”

      She stood, and walked across to the area between some trees. As she watched, Eddie held up some dead branches and then pointed at where there was a parallel trail of flattened grass. Both stretches of grass were only a few inches wide.

      Eddie said, “It looks like there’s been an attempt to hide these tyre marks.”

      “A weak attempt,” Amy said. “If this was who we think it was, they’re giving us clues.”

      “Which sort of clue did you find over there?”

      Amy held out her hand. In her palm were several blades of grass which had black and brown specks spread over them. She smiled and nodded towards the area.

      “Two bodies were laid there for a while, and just like the tyre marks, the area was lightly brushed with branches. These blades of grass were in the area where the muzzle of a rifle would have been, so the shooter was in a prone position, probably with a bipod.”

      Eddie laughed. “Okay Hiawatha, I think I’ll just send the forensic team home.”

      Amy raised an eyebrow at his sarcasm. “Would you do me a favour and leave this with me?” She threw the blades of powder-stained grass into the breeze, and they floated away.

      “Have you still got a contact?” Eddie raised an eyebrow.

      Amy held a slender forefinger against her lips. “The less you know, the less you have to lie.” She nodded and gazed around the area. “When we get back across the field would you put your best man up here, but ask him to keep this part of his report for you.”

      “It will be easy—Mac and I go back a long way.”

      “I know Mac. Would you ask him to tell your team there was nothing special up here? If you can, I’ll keep you in the loop if the operation gets bigger than what we see here.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I will do, complete with my new found respect my fellow DI.”

      They started to cross the field towards Eddie’s team.

      Eddie said, “If we agree it was your old friend Hawk and his team, why do you think they’ve intimated drug involvement?”

      “I might be wrong, but those guys are smart. I think they know you’re in charge of the Drug Enforcement team and they might have been bringing us together on the case. Perhaps they believe there is something much bigger going on, and this is so we’ll get in touch.”

      “Well,” Eddie said. “If they wanted to bring us together, they’ve got my vote.”

      Amy shook her head and gave him a dazzling smile. “What happened between you and the nurse?”

      “Oh we split about a year ago,” he said and shrugged. “We were like ships passing in the night, and sometimes the day. I’ve learned to throw myself into the job.”

      “Well, if you’re not attached, you could throw yourself into booking a table for two some evening.”

      “Do you know The Dumbuck House Hotel,” he said, unable to contain his excitement. “It isn’t far from Dumbarton.”

      Amy lifted a business card from her jacket pocket and handed it to him. “My number is on there, but I’ll be in touch anyway if I should hear anything, drugs, or no drugs.”

      They walked down the field in silence and Eddie grinned as he slipped the card into an inside pocket. He was walking taller than usual and felt his chest expanding. At the edge of the track, a man in white overalls with blue gloves and blue overshoes approached.

      “Excuse me, Sir ... Ma’am,” he said.

      The two detectives nodded and looked at the clear bags the man was holding.

      Mac said, “We recovered these from right outside the doorway.” He held up the two small transparent bags. One contained a curly thread of orange while the other contained a tiny piece of gold.

      “What’s your opinion, Mac?” Eddie said.

      “One is a ginger hair with blood on it. The other looks like a gold filling from a tooth,” Mac said and smiled. “We have DNA, so if the person has a record, we’ll get a name.”

      Amy said, “What’s the body count so far Mac?”

      “Three Ma’am,” he said and nodded towards the fluttering ribbons of tape. “The two along near the hedgerow were both hit from the same direction, probably a long-range shot.” He turned to face the ruin. “The guy out front was shot at close range with a handgun.”

      Amy said, “You’re giving me the impression there’s more to tell.”

      Mac held up the evidence bags. “These items don’t belong to the dead guy, so there was a ginger-haired person assaulted in the same location.” He shook his head. “There are also bloodstains upstairs, but there isn’t a casualty.”

      Eddie said, “I got a call earlier from the hospital. There was a ginger-haired guy found lying on the pavement not far from here. He was walking into Balloch, and collapsed. One of my officers is with him, but he refuses to say how he received his injuries.”

      “Interesting,” Amy said and turned to the forensic man. “Thank you, Mac.”

      “No problem Ma’am,” Mac said and started to leave with the evidence bags.

      “Good work Mac,” Eddie said. “Wait there for one minute—I’ve got a task for you, mate.”

      “Okay,” Amy said. “Have we got a deal?”

      “I’ll message you privately with any details,” he said. “What do we do when the brass start asking questions?”

      “Leave it with me. I know I can trust Sam Griffiths, and he carries influence in certain circles.” She winked. “Thanks, Eddie. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Thank you,” Eddie said and tapped his left palm against his jacket pocket. He headed over to brief his SOCO on how he’d like the report handled.

      Amy was dialling a number on her mobile before she reached the hedgerow. She stopped outside the taped area to peel off her protective gear. “Hi,” Amy said on receiving an answer. “Would I be right in thinking you’d like a meeting?” She grinned when she heard a pleasant voice from the past. “Yes, no problem, thanks. Bye.”
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      Friday 2nd July

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      9:15 am

      “Lest I forget,” Phil said. “Thank you all for your efforts yesterday, especially Jake, who shouldn’t be here.”

      Jake lifted his right forefinger to his lips and grinned.

      Phil turned to Rachel. “Well done on your restraint and the ability to control your demon companion.”

      Rachel said, “If we could convince Max to contain his anger, I reckon his guys would be an incredible ghost asset for the team.”

      “I only met Max for a couple of minutes,” Jake said. “I’d agree. Bikers get a bad press, but they’re a brotherhood. When you strip away the violence and blatant disregard for rules, those guys have honour and integrity—apart from guts.”

      Phil turned to Annabel, who nodded.

      “Okay Rachel,” Phil said. “We’ll have a chat after this session, and if you’d like to arrange a meeting, I’ll have a word with Max.”

      “Thank you,” Rachel said and gave a sideways glance to Jake, who winked at her.

      “Let’s get underway,” Phil said. “Think of the six P’s.” He had grinned before he reminded his small audience of the meaning of the acronym. “Preparation and Planning Prevents Piss-Poor Performance.” He looked around at the three smiling faces and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if it’s our team, the bad guys, or the police—those six P’s have the same importance.”

      Phil lifted the remote control and pressed a button. The window blind lowered, and the projector was ready. A list appeared on the white screen. Unlike records of actions, each of the items had a question mark to follow—each being a suggestion.

      Annabel said, “Jake before we get too deep into our next moves, have we any word from Ian?”

      “He texted me earlier,” Jake said. “He’s aiming to be here tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m going to let you all look at the list for a moment,” Phil said. “If there are no immediate questions we’re going to work as individuals for half an hour. We’ll see what evolves from our efforts and then we’ll decide which way to break up the responsibilities.”

      Rachel placed a laptop in front of Jake, opened it and powered up.

      “Okay,” Phil said. “There’s a laptop each.” He fixed the timer they used for such occasions and set it in the centre of the table.

      The keys on the four computers clacked away as the associates followed different leads and ideas. Ink flowed. Notes filled sheets on A4 pads. At various times, members of the team would stand to check a location on the map, but nobody talked.

      The timer on the table buzzed for a few seconds and went silent. Within two minutes of the deadline, the four people were once again seated at the main table facing inwards.

      “Worthwhile?” Phil asked and looked around to acknowledge the three nods. “Right, what I’d like to—”

      Rachel’s mobile rang, and she glanced at Phil before checking the caller. “Hello there.” She avoided the use of a name. “Yes, that would be good.” She paused and held her phone up to show Phil.

      He nodded.

      Rachel said, “I’m free this evening. The square at 7 pm? Okay, see you there. Bye.” She placed her phone on the table and grinned back at Phil and Annabel.

      Jake said, “I take it you’re not meeting whoever it is at a square?”

      “No,” Rachel said. “When I say the square when I’m talking to Amy, she knows I mean Central Station.”

      “Amy?” Jake said. “Wasn’t she the young police constable who was kidnapped in ’96?”

      “The very same, and now she’s Detective Inspector Hughes. It looks like our anonymous tip-off and clues were recognised.”
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      Glenbrittle, Isle of Skye

      Scotland

      10:30 am

      A bearded man stepped down onto the small wooden jetty from the fishing boat that was gently bobbing up and down in the water. The man stood still. His knees twitched, and his legs trembled. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths.

      He was wearing an open duffle-coat, jeans and fisherman’s boots with the tops turned over. Over his left shoulder, he carried a large black holdall, and as he limped away from the landing area, he pulled a pair of sunglasses from inside the coat and put them on.

      “It’s so fucking good to be back,” he said aloud and made his way slowly up the cobbled ramp. A Jaguar was parked two hundred metres along the road. It was the latest model in his favourite finish—British Racing Green.

      He walked past the vehicle on the other side of the road, glancing at the driver without making it obvious. He was desperate for a smoke, but decided to savour the thought for a few more minutes, and walked on to leave the small coastal village.

      Five minutes later and a short distance away, the green Jaguar pulled up at the roadside. The bearded man looked over his shoulder before opening the rear door and throwing his holdall inside. He removed his duffle coat, and it joined the holdall before he jumped into the front passenger seat.

      “Welcome to Scotland, Mr Fitzpatrick,” the woman said as she checked her rear-view and pulled onto the road again.

      “Thank you, Mrs Fitzpatrick,” the man said and briefly looked his wife up and down. “It’s good to be back where I belong.”

      “We’re not going far,” his wife said. “I’ve booked us into a hotel in Portree on the other side of the island. It won’t take long to get there, and you’ll have the chance to get cleaned up.” She attempted a smile, but her lips quivered.

      In less than an hour and a half, the Jaguar was parked outside a small hotel, and the couple were in a room. They embraced briefly, but it was a cold gesture, and neither spoke. During the journey across the island, they’d indulged in sporadic conversation, but the woman initiated any chat. The dynamics didn’t change when they arrived at the hotel.

      Mrs F lowered her head slightly as she placed her hands on his shoulders. “Would you like to get these clothes off and I’ll help you to relax?”

      “No thank you, dear,” Fitzpatrick said. “I’m going to have a shower, and when I come out, I’d like a coffee and some peace and quiet for a while.” He looked at his wife as dispassionately as if she were a hired help. “I’m going to need a while to adjust. You do appreciate my position, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Mart—” she paused when she saw his eyes narrowing. “Sorry, I mean yes, Gordon.” Her face burned at her mistake. “I’ll fix you a coffee before I go for a walk.”

      “We can’t afford slip-ups from here on in,” Fitzpatrick said, glaring at her as he unbuttoned his shirt. “Understood?”

      “Understood love,” she said. “I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.” She hesitated and tried changing the subject. “Will you be keeping the beard?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” he said in the same abrupt tone. He continued to undress.
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      The gangster’s wife strolled along the main street of Portree in the early afternoon sun. She walked in a daze, thinking back to a time when they had both been happy. He had been Martin Cameron, and she, Lorraine. They had plenty of money, a beautiful home in Scotland and their villa in Spain.

      Her husband had set his sights on being much more than an enforcer for William Hartley, the Glasgow Godfather. Martin had wanted to be the Godfather, so he had started making lots of personal contacts, stashing money and drugs, and becoming very secretive. He began to increase his power as he prepared for a takeover bid, but it all went wrong.

      Back in ‘96, Martin Cameron had been targeted by a bloody vigilante gang. Lorraine knew they’d been after William Hartley, but they were taking down anybody who worked for him, and so Martin was set up. His car was spot-checked, and somebody had stashed a load of hash throughout the vehicle. A connection to the Hartley case saw Cameron charged and imprisoned.

      On her husband’s instructions, Lorraine had visited him twice in HMP Barlinnie, and they discussed the code they would use to communicate. Whether by letter or phone, Lorraine would memorise her instructions. She had become sick of the darker side of her life, but she knew it would go badly for her if she failed her husband.

      While Cameron was in prison, Lorraine had remained in Spain for several months at a time, occasionally returning to the fancy house outside Kirkintilloch. There had been a lot of preparation done, alone. Before starting, it meant waiting until the authorities had ceased to observe the house in the UK.

      It had taken Lorraine several sessions to dig up all the cash buried in the landscaped gardens of the large property. Only then was she able to prepare the house for sale. Her brief had been simple enough, and her husband had given her a timetable. She was expected to do his bidding, so she worked tirelessly.

      “I don’t want to be fucking Helen Fitzpatrick,” she said aloud as she walked. “I want to be me. I want to be Lorraine Cameron.” A tear rolled down her cheek. There was a cafe up ahead, so she decided to get inside and have a coffee. She had plenty on her mind.

      While sitting waiting for her drink, the woman now known as Helen Fitzpatrick, opened her bag and retouched her makeup. She was unaware of the warm summer day, or the sound of the birds or the fresh sweet smell of nature when outside.

      Now as she looked at herself in her compact mirror, Helen’s mind became occupied with the things she had during the years of her husband’s incarceration and time abroad.
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      While his wife headed into the picturesque town of Portree, Gordon Fitzpatrick spent fifteen minutes in a hot shower in the hotel. As he tried to wash away the stench lingering from his forced trip on a fishing boat, his mind was buzzing with all he wanted to achieve.

      There was an empire to build and several scores to settle along the way. Martin Cameron may be a familiar name to the police; he thought, but Gordon Fitzpatrick was an unknown. He would be able to establish himself off the radar—invisible to law-enforcement.

      Fitzpatrick was eager to get underway with his plans. One of the areas to check was how Peter Henderson had managed with his latest tasks. It was important for Henderson to stick to the jobs, and not start getting involved in unsanctioned activities. There would lay the road to discovery, and ultimately failure.

      Yes, Fitzpatrick thought, young Peter will be a useful man, just as long as I keep him under control. There is no place for a free-thinking or trigger-happy enforcer in the new organisation.
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      Saturday 3rd July

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      8:15 am

      Ian Andrews arrived at Queen Street station in Glasgow city centre, but he already knew he had an issue to deal with before attending the BTL office. During the train journey, he made a coded call to explain his problem.

      When Ian arrived, he left the station and walked out to George Square. He stopped at the nearest pedestrian crossing and gazed around, referring to the city map. He set off and took twenty minutes to wander around all four sides of the square to end up back in Queen Street. His suspicions were confirmed.

      A fair-haired man with glasses was tailing him. Through habit, when Ian first boarded the train at Edinburgh, he’d gone into a carriage walked straight through, got out, and then went back to the previous carriage. The tail had stayed onboard, observed and continued through the carriages, to take a seat a few back from Ian.

      Jake was leaning against a bus shelter with a newspaper held open in both hands. He was a few metres from the taxi rank exit in Queen Street Station. He was wearing a black baseball cap, a lightweight jacket and jeans.

      As Ian crossed the road, he gave an imperceptible nod as he passed. He turned to look at the line of taxis, hesitated, shook his head and made his way along West George Street. Jake stayed in position, occasionally looking up from the newspaper.

      When Ian reached the broad pedestrian area, he paused and looked up and down Buchanan Street, but didn’t look back. Ian turned left and opened up his pace. A few minutes later he turned right onto St Vincent Street. At the corner, he stopped, glanced down at his map and set off.

      Where St Vincent Street crossed West Nile Street, Ian stopped to cross at the pedestrian crossing, and then turned right and set off at a rapid pace once again. The man following Ian missed the green light, before running to dodge the traffic. He had become so intent on his quarry; he allowed his counter-surveillance drills to suffer.

      Ian walked into the narrow confines of St Mary’s Lane before he paused and stepped back. He looked along the pavement, and then glanced across the road. The fair-haired man stopped and looked into a store window. For good measure, Ian hesitated before he entered the lane again. He ran for a few metres to make some distance, before walking.

      When Ian was within a few metres of the far end of the narrow lane, he paused and looked over his shoulder. The tail was walking rapidly along the narrow pathway, closely followed by a man wearing a baseball cap. Ian left the alley, turned left and stepped into a doorway.

      Phil winked at Ian and passed him on his way along St Mary’s Lane. A baseball cap and shades completed a sufficient disguise for Phil. He wore a T-shirt and jeans, and over his left arm, he carried a denim jacket. When the covert agent started running towards the end of the lane to catch up with Ian, Phil pulled out a 9mm pistol.

      “I’d stop right there.” Phil levelled the automatic at the man’s head.

      The agent stopped and felt something cold and metallic touch the nape of his neck.

      “Lift both hands away from your body.” Jake pressed his gun’s muzzle hard into the man’s neck. “Do it slowly, and I won’t kill you.”

      Phil continued from the other direction, and when he was a few metres away, he nodded.

      “Welcome to Glasgow,” Jake said and punched the fair-haired man in the kidneys. The agent grunted and dropped to his knees. The two BTL operatives hauled him into a doorway behind a large dump bin.

      “Name?” Jake asked as he pushed the man face down onto the ground.

      “I work for the government,” the man said.

      “Congratulations,” Jake said and knelt on the agent’s back. “Fucking name?”

      “Bradshaw,” the man said.

      “Which department do you work for?” The gun pressed the neck. “Don’t fuck with us. You’re not worth the time.”

      “MI5—I have a handler, so there are no contact names.”

      Phil and Jake exchanged shook their heads in disbelief. Bradshaw was getting into the wrong line of work. Phil would make sure he made a call to Stuart in London later in the day.

      A black canvas hood came down over the agent’s head. His hands were pulled back and secured behind him with a plastic cable tie. Hands rifled through his pockets. He felt both his wallet and weapon go from inside his jacket. The magazine was emptied before the gun and wallet were stuffed under his body.

      There was a whispered conversation above the prisoner.

      Jake knelt down and leant close to Bradshaw. He spoke in a broad Glasgow accent. “Get on a train and fuck off, or you’ll be dead within the hour.”
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      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “These are the ladies I told you about,” Jake said and made the introductions.

      Ian felt welcome, receiving a warm smile and a handshake from Annabel. As Ian took Rachel’s hand, his positive appraisal was clear to see. She responded with a raised eyebrow as she took in the sight of the swarthy complexion, black hair and designer stubble.

      Apart from the dark look, at five-foot-nine tall, he was the same height as Jake, although he would be better described as athletic, rather than muscular.

      While introductions were still underway, Phil arrived. He nodded as he closed the door and then slipped off his denim jacket. “Welcome, Ian.”

      Ian turned and shook Phil’s hand. “Thanks for the reception.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Phil said. “Grab a brew, and we’ll get to business.”

      “I like the setup,” Ian said as he poured himself a strong coffee. “The crew are also more pleasant to look at than my recent colleagues.”

      Jake asked, “Did you know the guy who was tailing you?”

      “I don’t know his name, but I’m pretty sure he’s one of MI5’s people.” Ian smiled. “It’s sad to think how paranoid our intelligence services are in practice. We end up following each other.”

      The other four laughed, both at the absurdity and the truth of the statement.

      “Right people,” Phil said. “We have lots to cover, so if you’ll all take your seats.”

      Ian waited to let the regular team get settled before he took a seat. “I appreciate the chance to work with you guys. I’ve read the unofficial cuttings.”

      There was a nod of acknowledgement from each of the team.

      Phil said, “Before we get underway, Ian, I take it Stuart and Jake have filled you in on our formation and progress.”

      “Yes,” Ian said. “I have a pretty good grasp of the team’s history and success. I understand Rachel is the only one not to have had official training in any government department, apart from the safe-cracking course.”

      Annabel nodded. “That’s true, but over the last few years she’s taken a lot on board and is a highly effective operative.” She smiled at her protégé. “Both Phil and I have trained Rachel on covert operation techniques, weapon training, and a host of other skills. She’s adept at making a judgement call when needed.”

      Rachel sipped her latte to hide her smirk, and she was glowing inside.

      Ian turned from Annabel to Rachel and back again. “Looks and ability,” he said. “You two ladies have a lot in common.”

      Phil and Jake exchanged a glance, and they both rolled their eyes to the ceiling.

      “Now,” Phil said. “I think we’ll get up to date with a report from Annabel.

      Annabel said, “Since Hartley’s admission to the clinic I’ve paid regular visits. He’s had a hearing aid fitted since admission, and it transmits every conversation in his presence.”

      Ian said, “I assume his only part in these conversations is his prolonged existence?”

      “Yes,” Annabel confirmed. “He’s spent his time in an almost vegetative state since capture, but certain people enjoy visiting and boasting to him of their successes.” She sipped her coffee. “In recent times one particular visitor has caught our attention.”

      Annabel flicked the remote. A full-colour image appeared on the wall screen. “This is Peter Henderson.” There was a click and a second photograph appeared alongside the first. “There we have our best picture of William Hartley, originally known as—”

      “Billy Henderson,” Jake whispered. “The likeness is uncanny, apart from the younger guy having a beard.”

      Annabel nodded. “Peter Henderson refers to Hartley as ‘Uncle’, but it isn’t a term of endearment; Hartley is Peter Henderson’s Uncle Billy.”

      Ian said. “Who is the connecting relative?”

      Phil explained the aftermath of the jewellery raid in Glasgow in ‘77. “When the police arrested the robbers, Billy Henderson as Hartley was known then, said it was his brother Lenny who had shot the bystanders. Lenny was prepared to do the extra time. He was a big man in comparison to Billy, and he knew he could handle a prison term.”

      “So where does Peter Henderson fit into all this?” Ian asked.

      “Lenny went into prison not knowing his eighteen-year-old wife was pregnant—”

      “With Peter,” Ian nodded his understanding. “So he comes from a long line of crazy bastards?”

      Annabel nodded. “Lenny’s wife had twins; Peter and Nadia.”

      “Don’t tell me the sister is involved in the family business too?”

      “She was as bad as him apparently, but she disappeared from the face of the Earth a few years ago,” Annabel said. “Hopefully she made a new life in another country.”

      “Right,” Ian said. “Let me see if I’ve got my head around this. At some stage in the late ’80s and early ’90s Glasgow’s underworld was ruled over by Henderson, aka Hartley in the north, and by McGinley in the south.” He paused. The north fell apart when you removed Hartley, but McGinley was content to maintain his hold on the south?”

      “In a nutshell,” Annabel said. “Rachel will now bring us right up to date with Peter Henderson’s activities.”
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      “Okay.” Rachel turned to address Ian. “Peter Henderson is the new boy on the block and is out to make a name.” She nodded towards the two faces on the screen. “It looks like he believes he has the bad blood of the family.”

      Ian asked, “What has he been up to?”

      “I first saw him as he was leaving the scene of a shooting in March this year.”

      “Was the target anybody special?”

      “He was special to the rest of the guys in the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club.”

      “Well, it tells me Henderson has a death-wish.”

      “He shot Joe Bremner in front of Joe’s older brother, Max. He then turned the gun on Max, but it jammed. It was then I turned up on my bike, but Henderson wouldn’t have known who was riding towards him. He got away in a 4 x 4, so I couldn’t tackle him.”

      “He’s still a dead man walking if the other biker survived,” Ian said.

      “The plot thickens,” Rachel said. “Last week we prevented an ambush intended to take out Max and some of his gang. Henderson escaped again, but we learned from two survivors he has contacts and serious funds.”

      “Those ‘bikers in black’ reported on the news—are they part of the biker gang?”

      “No. It was those two I had a chat with,” Rachel said. “They’re a pair of ex-soldiers who were hired by Henderson and paid well. They thought they were working for us because they were wiping out drug dealers.”

      “What made them think they were working for you guys?” Ian glanced across at the impassive expressions on Phil and Annabel’s faces.

      Rachel said, “Henderson said he was the elusive Hawk.”

      “I see. I suppose if nobody outside this room knows what Hawk looks like, those guys would have been none the wiser.”

      “Correct,” Rachel said. “Henderson had the killings and other incidents to put the squeeze on successful independent dealers.” She glanced across at Phil and Annabel. “We don’t think Henderson is a planner, so he’s probably a puppet for somebody who is a planner. Whoever it is, wants a much bigger slice of the action.”

      Ian said, “Are the guys in the motorcycle club part of your organisation?”

      Rachel smiled and caught Phil grinning. “Not yet.”

      Phil said, “I’ve yet to arrange a meeting with Max.”

      Jake agreed. “They would be a formidable asset, and for so many reasons.”

      Rachel said, “A biker’s allegiance is to his brethren, but we might have an edge.”

      Ian said, “I know bikers have a strong sense of honour, so you’re probably right.”

      “It was Max’s life Rachel saved in March,” Annabel said, “and a few days ago it was pure luck for Max to call Rachel first. If he’d called the gang, there would have been a slaughter. The clubhouse landline had been cut, but he would have used his mobile.”

      Ian was nodding slowly. “You’re pretty certain about Max being the bait?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “Henderson bears all the hallmarks of somebody out to show he’s capable of greater things.” She paused. “The bikers would have turned up for a fight and been cut to ribbons by machine-guns.”

      “I haven’t seen many police statements about this stuff.”

      Phil said, “We have a rather special contact in the Police HQ.”

      Rachel said, “I could fill in about my meeting at the end of the session.”

      “Sounds good,” Phil said.

      “You couldn’t write this stuff,” Ian said. “I know Glasgow has a big reputation regarding everything from teenage gang culture to vigilantism, but this whole scene is beyond the reports. You guys are awesome.”

      “It’s all very real,” Annabel said.

      “Jake,” Phil said. “Could you remind us of your recent mission, please?”
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      “First of all,” Jake said, “I’ll relate what you guys need to know.” He looked around at the others, and as he expected, he received nods of understanding.

      “There were several aspects to the task, but the main one was to extricate this guy here from a hairy situation.” He indicated Ian by jerking a thumb in his direction. “My team had a specific date and time to make our move because three operations were going down across Colombia.”

      Rachel’s brow furrowed. “How did you manage to get Ian out at an exact time?”

      “The three teams were hitting locations simultaneously, within a one-hour window. Whichever team struck first had to call in. My team were in a lying-up position close to the jungle lab for forty-eight hours, and then we moved closer on the target day.” He paused for a moment. “We saw some horrendous things in the time we were there, but we couldn’t intervene. It would have compromised the overall mission.” He glanced towards Ian on his right. “It would also have endangered Ian’s life.”

      Rachel had gained a lot of experience on Glasgow’s streets. She had seen plenty of action movies and read books about Special Forces, but as she listened to Jake, it brought it home to her how the films and books didn’t exaggerate.  Questions were consuming her.

      She said, “I don’t want to sound heartless Jake, but could you give us any examples?”  She looked around the table. “I’m sorry, I’m the only one here not experienced in those conditions.”

      “I’ll give you two examples,” Jake said. “Then you might understand why I’m here unofficially to lend a hand.” He continued. “Shortly after moving closer to the lab, we witnessed a father being made to choose which of his teenage sons were to die. The father denied the accusation, but the two gunmen said he’d passed information to the authorities about the coca plantation and shipments.”

      “Oh my God,” Rachel said.

      “The man volunteered to die, but he was told to choose one son, or they would both die. He chose one, but the gangsters shot both anyway.” Jake paused. “Shortly before we got Ian out; we saw a man fed to piranha fish.”

      Rachel closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.” She dashed to the facilities corridor covering her mouth with a hand. Even before the door swung shut the others heard her puking. Nobody spoke in her absence. When she returned, she sat again and reached out to touch Jake’s hand.

      Jake’s face lost all expression for a moment as he stared at the table and murmured. “It was during the exfiltration phase when we lost Colin.”

      A few seconds passed where there was no sound but people breathing.

      Jake continued, “As I mentioned previously, one of the people at the lab was our old enemy, Martin Cameron. I didn’t recognise him at first because of the beard, but Phil gave him a limp a few years ago, and I was suspicious.”

      “Did he have anything to do with the atrocities?” Rachel asked, now angry and no longer upset.

      “It was at his suggestion the Colombian’s made the father choose which son to die.”

      “Bastard,” Rachel said and took several deep and rapid breaths.

      Jake said, “Cameron’s true identity became a concern when I got chatting to Ian later. I’ll let Ian tell you what he knows.” Jake looked across at Phil. “Cameron killed Colin.”

      Phil nodded slowly, his expression grim.
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      Ian turned from Jake and looked across to Phil, who nodded for him to continue.

      “I owe my life to this man and his team,” Ian said and nodded to Jake. “I know the SAS put their actions down to doing their job, but it’s different to what people hear about publicly.” He sipped his coffee. “Colin will not have died in vain—I promise you.”

      “Before I arrived at Stuart’s department on my return, I worked for MI6. As much as we handle the training and preparation, there is a deep-seated fear when you find yourself out on a limb with bloody nutcases like the drug cartels.” He looked around at the others and knew at least three of them understood.

      “My primary task was to infiltrate their team. Once accepted, I had to monitor their international operation. If I were uncovered, they would have killed me—end of story.”

      Rachel said, “How long did it take to get integrated with them?”

      “From my arrival into the country to being offered the job took about two months. I had to build up a brief history working in the trade, but I had help with it of course. There was a fake file set up about me in the US and with the European authorities.”

      It took Ian ten minutes to give a rapid rundown of his early time in South America, and how he managed to work his way into the drug processing team as a chemist in the jungle. His dark hair and complexion helped him to pass as a Spaniard, but his linguistic skills, chemistry qualifications and supposed greed for money, were the factors providing his ideal cover.

      He managed to learn a lot in one month in the jungle and then found out the lab was to be closed down. The production tended to move on regularly. He got his final opportunity to send a message on 20th June. In the evening, the gangsters conducted one of their search and scan routines.

      Again, Rachel asked a question. “How did you manage to communicate, but avoid getting caught?”

      “Those of us working as chemists were expected to spend our time in the jungle, but the gangsters still searched us; trusting nobody completely. They used an airport-style wand that emitted a signal to deactivate any electrical device.”

      “I had a homing device in one of my dental fillings, so it only had to work until I was in my working location. Our people knew if it went dead, it either meant I was caught, or the device had been electronically disabled. Two days after I arrived at the lab, I found a mark on a nearby tree that let me know I had a phone buried there.”

      “A mark on a tree,” Rachel said, raising her eyebrows, “in a jungle?”

      Ian laughed. “I knew it would be to the north of my location, and within ten metres. I just had to hope the local asset making the delivery could navigate.”

      Rachel shook her head, stunned by the measures and the level of trust.

      As Ian recalled his mission, the BTL team could see it was with great relief it was only two days after his message when he was ‘captured’ by the SAS team. For the benefit of Ian’s cover, all four chemists on the shift had been taken away. Ian briefly mentioned the tragic loss of Colin but didn’t elaborate. Jake had asked him not to detail the topic.

      “How did Cameron become involved?” Rachel asked.

      “The guests like him were reckoned to become big-time buyers of the product, but from their first contact they travelled from one location to another blindfolded.” He toyed with his pen. “When you see them up close, those guys are all crazy. Life means nothing.”

      “Each week a different person toured the coca plantation. They would be brought to the lab to oversee the process, but never shown how the product was transported to the docks or the airport.” He paused. “The frightening aspect of the whole affair was the number of nationalities involved.”

      “How many British criminals were visiting?” Rachel asked.

      “I was only watching out for British clients, and out of all the people I saw, there was one Brit.” He turned to Rachel. “It was Gordon Fitzpatrick—the man you guys know as Martin Cameron. Now, of course, we know he could be calling himself anything.”

      Phil intervened at this point. “Which is where we came into it?”

      “Yes,” Ian said. “Jake gave me an unofficial debrief before my session back in London. He told me there were friends of his who’d be keen to hear more. During my debriefing, I was introduced to Stuart Fowler. He slipped a card in my pocket; we chatted later, and here I am, at your service.”

      Annabel said, “Did you pass on the name Fitzpatrick to your superiors in MI6?”

      Ian shook his head. “No. As you will know better than anybody else here, if you work with intelligence it’s never a good idea to hand over all your information, even to your superiors.”

      Rachel looked from one to the other. “Am I missing something?”

      Ian said, “When Jake told me about his interest in the bearded guy back in the jungle, I agreed to have selective amnesia on my official debrief. I told my superiors there was a British guy, but he was a Londoner, and I told them I never heard a name.”

      Annabel nodded. “Do you know why Stuart asked to speak to you?”

      “Yes. He knew I was withholding information, which he confirmed later. He told me about Jake leaving your team a few years ago to join the army. Stuart has kept a close eye on Jake’s career. When Stuart heard about Jake’s mission he realised, I was the package.”

      “It’s a small world,” Rachel murmured, causing smiles around the table.

      Phil and Annabel both knew Stuart very well since it was his department that bankrolled the BTL operations. In the distant past, Stuart had partnered Annabel on covert operations, and he’d been rescued by Phil.

      Phil said, “When Jake first met up with us on his return he told us about Cameron ... or Fitzpatrick, mentioning a castle. Did you ever hear Fitzpatrick talk about a castle?”

      “Yes,” Ian said and grinned. “He was in the lab, chatting to the four of us who worked in there. He didn’t think any of us could speak much English, and he boasted to us about going back to his homeland; to his castle. As he was laughing at us labouring with processing the coke, he told us he was going to be the new Godfather.”

      “It all fits,” Phil said. “He had those ambitions before being jailed.”

      Jake said, “I seem to remember when I paid my visit to the house in Kirkintilloch a few years ago our man had a wife.” He looked at his colleagues. “Does anybody have any information on her?”

      “She left the country,” Annabel said. “I checked at the time of Cameron’s sentencing. His wife set off to their villa in Spain within days.” She nodded to her protégé.

      Rachel said, “I’ve already been over and made some enquiries, but we could do with a follow-up.”

      Annabel said, “Ian, your cover story was that you were Spanish. How do you fancy a trip abroad?”

      “I’ll be happy to get involved in any way I can.” He met their gazes. “I’d like to prove my worth to the team.”

      Rachel said, “It might work in our favour since I already know the immediate area, and with Ian’s linguistic skills, we’d be fine.”

      Annabel smiled. “I’d be happier if there were two of you over there?”

      Phil said, “I suppose it would give us a foothold as we try to trace them over here, just in case they meet in Spain before returning.”

      Jake asked, “What do we know about the wife?”

      “As a teenager, she was a nasty piece of work,” Annabel said. “She had been a member of a gang of girls before she managed to get a job in a casino, which was where she met her man. Lorraine, as the wife was known back then, had left the gang behind and became a gold-digger. She was a hard bitch but attractive, so she hit it off with Cameron.”

      “Right then,” Phil said. “Before anybody goes anywhere, I need you to set me up a couple of meetings Rachel.”

      “I will,” she said. “On the subject of meetings, I found out something interesting when I had dinner with our contact from Pitt Street. She was invited out to Balloch to be asked her opinion at the scene of recent multiple shootings.” She grinned. “She said she’s going to soften up any inquiries that bring our group into focus.”

      “Good,” Phil said. “Okay, we’ll look at tasks. Ian will accompany Rachel on her follow-up visit to Spain. Jake will meet up with one of the two ex-soldiers who were at the manor house. I’ll meet with Max, and if you would Annabel, you could go and have a chat with Stella.”

      Annabel smiled. “I’ll ask her to check out the expensive property sales over the last couple of years.”

      “Why check only expensive property sales?” Ian asked.

      “Castles,” Annabel said. “Stella might not sell them, but she’s worked in the property game for a few years, and she’ll have contacts.” She paused. “We’re pretty sure when Fitzpatrick says he’s coming back to his castle—he means it.”
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      Monday 5th July

      Isle of Skye

      Scotland

      At 8 am, Gordon Fitzpatrick was in his Jaguar looking out across the passing, rugged landscape towards the wild expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. His wife was driving them west across the Isle of Skye. Fitzpatrick had remained unusually quiet since his return to Scotland.

      “Gordon,” his wife said, still trying to get accustomed to saying his new name. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What do you need to know?”

      “Tell me anything for crying out loud. We’ve been back together since Friday, but you’ve spent more time alone than with me.”

      “I didn’t ask what you want to know my dear,” he said. “I asked what you need to know.” He turned to look at the ocean again. “I’ve got plans to execute,” he said and turned to look at her again. “There’s a lot to deal with, so the whole operation works smoothly.”

      Helen Fitzpatrick concentrated on her driving for fifteen minutes, powering the large car around winding bends, braking to avoid the sheep that were wandering the remote roads in the hills. She looked sideways at her husband several times without speaking, but she too had things on her mind, and she was worried.

      She said, “I don’t think you appreciate all I had to do when you were away.”

      “I’m well aware of what you did when I was away.” Again he turned, and there was the faintest sign of dimples as he looked at her.

      “Pull over there,” Fitzpatrick said, pointing to a wide grass verge. The car slowed and eased onto the high viewpoint. Fitzpatrick got out, and from the car boot, he lifted a pair of powerful binoculars. He focused on the small port of Glenbrittle far below. It was where he’d come ashore three days earlier.

      “You can cut the engine for a while,” he called to his wife without turning. “While we wait, you could also get out the thermos, and we’ll have a brew.”

      “For God’s sake,” Helen said. “I put all your plans in place and found you the big house you wanted, and we’re living in a bloody hotel, so we can drive to this cliff every day.” She unscrewed the cup from the thermos. “I should know what’s bloody going on.”

      “Helen,” Fitzpatrick said as he lowered his binoculars and looked back over his shoulder.

      “Yes, Gordon,” she said, sighing and slumping her shoulders.

      “Shut the fuck up.” He turned away again and lifted his binoculars to gaze down at Glenbrittle.
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      Glasgow Airport

      Scotland

      Annabel drove along the M8, happy to provide the transport for the team members who were heading to Spain. She winked at Ian, who was in the front passenger seat and then she turned to address Rachel who was in the back studying a map.

      “I don’t want you falling for any of those young men when you’re over there Rachel.”

      Rachel shook her head when she caught Annabel’s sparkling hazel eyes in the rear-view. “I’m not going to be interested in anybody else when I’m on the arm of Inigo, my lovely boyfriend.”

      Ian laughed. “You say the sweetest things.”

      Annabel asked, “Why have you chosen Inigo as your name?”

      “A couple of reasons but both are related to the overall mission,” Ian said. “I used Inigo when I infiltrated the gang in South America, so if by chance I was to meet anybody who knows me, I’ll be covered. If I’ve escaped the authorities in South America, it would be natural for me to return to my homeland to hide. As we discussed at the briefing yesterday, it means I can maintain the same identity.”

      “There is also the fact that it makes it easier for me,” Rachel said. “While acting as the British girlfriend I can get away with calling him, Ian, and I’ll explain to anyone who enquires, it’s my pet name for him. I can say Ian is the Scottish version of Inigo.”

      “I like the idea of the pet name,” Annabel said. “It also means you’re not compelled to use your limited Spanish too often.”

      “I’ll still try,” Rachel said and laughed. “I’ll have Inigo to coach me.” She went back to studying her map of Valencia and the surrounding area. Having spent a couple of days there, she was comfortable with the task ahead, and the territory.

      Annabel pulled up one hundred metres away from the CCTV cameras at the Glasgow Airport entrance. She stayed at the wheel as her passengers grabbed their baggage.

      “Take care over there,” Annabel said through the lowered passenger window.

      “Rachel will be fine,” Ian said.

      “It was you I was talking to,” Annabel said and laughed. “Get in touch when you’ve settled in.” Her laughter carried through the open window as she drove off.

      “I’m looking forward to this,” Rachel said as she slung her large holdall onto her shoulder.

      “So am I,” Ian said, and they set off together to the terminal building. They had a week if they needed the time.
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      Kelvingrove Park, Glasgow

      Scotland

      Max was never comfortable when not wearing his leather jacket, jeans and club colours, but he got over it by thinking of where the meeting might lead. Taking revenge for the deaths of his brother Joe, and fellow club member Donny was uppermost in his mind.

      He walked along the path in Kelvingrove Park and tried to forget the slight limp he’d had since March. His jeans were a cleaner pair than he would usually wear, and his physique stretched his white T-shirt at the seams.

      To the left was the impressive Glasgow Art Gallery and Museum, which he recalled visiting as a child. He’d gone there on a school visit, and again with Joe and their parents. Along the path and to the right was the duck pond, just as he remembered it.

      Max wasn’t a sentimental type, but he had recently been conscious of having flashbacks to his childhood with his brother. As he strolled in the brightness and warmth of the day, he saw two young boys wrestling on the grass. A faint smile tugged at Max’s lips as he had a fleeting memory of himself and Joe when they were so young.

      From behind his shades, he was scanning every person within fifty metres of his intended stopping place. ‘Roll ‘n Rock’ was emblazoned across the front of Max’s shirt, which depicted a leather-clad biker riding a huge guitar fitted with wheels and chopper style handlebars. Max had designed the shirt logo himself as a dig at the age-old ‘Rock ‘n Roll’ idea that regularly featured bikers. He had never been conventional.

      Max checked his watch. It was 11:15 am. When the bearded hulk arrived at the duck pond, he sat on a wooden bench and took a long swig of his coke. He’d bought it at a nearby cafe, so the dark liquid was still chilled and fresh on such a warm day. As he watched the ducks, he wondered how many he could hit at ten metres with a handgun. He tried to remember if he’d ever eaten duck.

      At 11:30 am a man came shuffling along the pathway, bent over and using a gnarled wooden walking stick. He was wearing a cap and an old light raincoat, which on anybody else, would have looked out of place on such a warm day.

      In his left hand, the man carried a brown leather shopping bag, which almost touched the ground. He stopped every few metres and used one hand on his stick as he made an effort to straighten his glasses before looking around. He focused on the wooden bench and set off towards it, his feet scuffing along the concrete path. He sat on the bench.

      Max had just had a swig from his bottle. He screwed the top back on and shook his head. “I don’t suppose you’d fancy movin’ on to the bench a bit further along old fella?”

      “Why would I want to do that?” the bedraggled guy said, in a whisper. “I like this bench.”

      “Well,” Max said, “I need this bench free, ‘cos I’m meetin’ somebody here.” He glanced at his watch and looked along the pathway in both directions.

      “Is it an important meeting?” the unshaven man said in a shaky voice without turning.

      “What the fuck is it to you?”

      “Well,” the man said, turning slightly toward the big bearded biker. He continued clearly and with confidence. “It would be nice to know if I’m wasting my time.”

      “What the fuck are you talkin’ about pal?”

      “I’m Rachel’s boss,” Phil said, as he turned a little more and lowered his head to look over his glasses. “We’ll leave out the shaking of hands in public, Max.”

      “Fuckin’ hell.” Max looked more closely at the huddled figure beside him. “How do I know you’re not a copper?”

      “I’m Hawk.” Phil turned to gaze across at the ducks. He placed his bag on the bench beside him, and then rested both his hands on his stick.

      The stance reminded the biker of a small green character with pointed ears. Yodi ... Yoda ... or something similar. Max took another swig of coke and stroked his beard.

      Max kept his head up and looked left and then right as he spoke. “What was my partner’s call-sign on the recent mission I took part in?”

      “Your partner’s call-sign was Romeo. You were with Rachel.”

      “Hawk.” Max stifled a laugh. “You are a fuckin’ class act, man.” He shook his head in awe. “Okay, tell me what’s on your mind?”

      Phil whispered for ten minutes, occasionally gazing one way or the other along the path. He explained the ideal scenario regarding any involvement of the biker gang in association with the BTL team. Knowing it would be an important factor, he also suggested there would be a cash advance and compensation of some other sort due to the bikers for their side of any operational activity.

      When given the opportunity, Max asked questions and found himself looking around at anything and anybody, except the man beside him. He was secretly enjoying the whole clandestine scene, although he would never admit it to anybody. In truth, he was more accustomed to the exhilaration of confrontation and close-up bloody violence.

      “Have you any questions?” Phil asked, looking around once again.

      “Did Rachel confirm who killed Donny up near Loch Lomond?”

      “Yes, she’s been in touch with a contact. She has some inside information on who repaired the 4 x 4 afterwards. We take our time on these matters.”

      “She said it might have been the same bastard who took out Joe.”

      “We believe it was Max, and we’re aiming to keep the killer for you.” Phil paused.

      “What happens if I go back to the club and they have problems with the set-up?”

      “My team will deal with the issues differently.”

      “What about the asshole I want to deal with personally?”

      “If he gets in the way of our operation and we get to him first, we’ll take him alive.”

      “What if he’s shootin’ at your people? Surely you’ll just kill him?”

      “We all specialise in taking people down at different levels. If your guys don’t want to take part in the big game, we’ll keep that particular man for you.”

      “I appreciate it,” Max said. “I’ll put a strong case for helpin’ your team.”

      Phil got to his feet and then leant on the stick as he prepared to amble along the path. He hesitated for a moment and adjusted his cap. “One other thing Max,” he said, acting unsteady on his feet.

      “Yeah,”

      “Tell your two mates at the far end of the pathway they’ll have to learn to chill out a bit if they’re going to watch your back.” Phil sniggered as he set off.

      Max’s whiskers twitched. He shook his head, unable to resist a smile.
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      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      At 2:30 pm Phil arrived at the office. He was dressed in a T-shirt, jeans and trainers and carrying a brown leather shopping bag. He had yet to shave. When he stepped into the briefing room, he saw Jake fixing himself a coffee.

      “Hi mate,” Phil said. “How did it go with you?”

      “Not bad, and I think we’ll have a good contact if things work out.” He poured two black coffees and carried them to the main table. “Annabel called a few minutes ago. She’s fetching us some sandwiches from the new bakery and takeaway on Bothwell Street.”

      “Thanks,” Phil said, accepting his drink and immediately taking a sip.

      The two men sat in companionable silence for five minutes. Neither felt a need to make small talk. There was a click of the lock as Annabel arrived with a late lunch.

      “Hi guys,” she said as she placed a paper bag on the table. “I got a variety so you can help yourselves.” She took off her jacket and fixed herself a latte before joining them.

      “So,” Phil said. “I take it our courting couple got away safely earlier today?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said and laughed. “I got a text message from Rachel a short while ago. They picked up a rental car at the airport in Madrid and were on their way within a short time.” She grinned. “I think they’ll enjoy the mission.”

      Jake said, “It will be a bit of extra excitement for Rachel, and it will be a good break for Ian after recent times.”

      “How did it go with Max?” Annabel asked.

      “He turned up casually dressed as asked,” Phil said. “He knows enough about us now to sell the idea to his gang.” He shook his head. “You have to remember we’re dealing with guys who make their own rules.”

      “I hope they come on board,” Annabel said. “Their guts and manpower could prove useful, especially when you consider the mobility question.”

      “True,” Phil said. “How was Stella?”

      “She’s looking as good as ever, and sends her regards.” Annabel sipped her coffee and started to unpack a sandwich. “The good news is Stella knows not one, but two people who work in the specialised field of stately homes and suchlike.”

      Jake asked, “Wasn’t Stella a partner in the estate agent office?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “She still operates out of the office near Tollcross, but she owns the business outright now. We don’t ask for too much, but she comes up with the goods every time. She’s going to make some calls today and get back to me.”

      Phil turned to Jake. “Did you meet up with both of those men?”

      “No, only Geordie Lavery, but I think he’s game to play a part.”

      “This is one of the ex-squaddies?” Annabel said.

      “Yes,” Jake said. “If things work out right I reckon we’ll have a safe pair of hands on the inside. It seems Geordie is seriously pissed off about the way he and his mate Ryan have been lied to by Henderson.”

      Phil said, “Did you ask about the drug dealers who have been killed off over recent months?”

      “Yeah, and Geordie confirmed what he told Rachel. It was him and his mate Ryan who carried out the hits. Apart from Henderson convincing them he was you, he told them the dealers were working close to schools.”

      “There’s not much we can do about it now,” Phil said. “I suppose if there is anything positive to have come from it, there are fewer dealers on the street.”

      “How is Ryan’s arm injury?” Annabel asked.

      “According to Lavery, he’ll live.” All three of them laughed. “He’s been making regular visits to the hospital to have the wound checked, but he doesn’t have any plans beyond getting better.”

      Phil said, “Was there any police involvement? The hospital would have reported a gunshot wound.”

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “He told them he had been drunk in a bar the previous night and shouting his mouth off, so he couldn’t remember where he’d been, the faces, etcetera.”

      “He’ll just have to make sure he doesn’t get shot again,” Annabel said. She was pleased to hear Ryan was okay. A bullet in his arm had proved enough to disable him, and it had avoided needless killing.

      The three settled down to enjoy their light lunch. They ate in silence, lost in private thoughts.
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      .

      Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      The Fitzpatrick couple left the hotel on the Isle of Skye and headed for the mainland. They crossed via the bridge at the Kyle of Lochalsh and then drove east towards Fort Augustus. Helen knew there was no short cut to their final destination in the centre of the Cairngorms. Over recent months, she had driven many miles in the mountainous region getting to know the road network, as instructed by her husband.

      At Fort Augustus, they stopped for lunch. Afterwards, they walked out to the car, and Helen stopped short. She was still trying to reach her husband.

      She said, “Would you like to take over driving for a while Gordon?”

      “Remind me of the route from here.” It was an unnecessary question, but he intended to keep his wife on edge.

      “We head towards Fort William, and at a tiny place called Spean Bridge, we turn east and follow the route for Pitlochry.”

      “How long will it take to reach Braemar?”

      “It’ll be a couple of hours from here, but it will be beautiful scenery. From Pitlochry, we’ll have long, narrow roads winding between the mountains and glens.”

      “It sounds good,” he said. “Yes, I’ll drive for a while.” He accepted the keys.

      Fitzpatrick eased the big car onto the road and set off, accelerating smoothly and changing the gears as if he had a glass of water balanced on the bonnet. If he had been quiet before, he was in a world of his own behind the wheel. He observed the speed restrictions in areas where there might be speed cameras but drove fast when the opportunity arose.

      Helen made two attempts at conversation but met with silence.

      When they reached Pitlochry, although a small town, it was busy with tourists. Fitzpatrick kept the speed down and recognised it would be the last civilisation they would see for a while. He took the junction that led out into the wilderness and headed for the mountains.

      The winding roads became narrower and ultimately more of a challenge, both for drivers and vehicles if travelling at speed. The Jaguar was comfortable and powerful. In the right hands, it demonstrated aspects of performance only seen in a TV commercial. Fitzpatrick took the car through its paces, testing the acceleration, road-holding, speed, and his nerve.

      While he appeared carefree and relaxed, Helen sat wide-eyed in the passenger seat. Her pulse raced, and she wondered if there was some point to be proven. She decided not to tackle her husband about his driving. He had always been a strange character, but he was worse since his return from his post-escape exile.

      When Fitzpatrick passed the first sign indicating the boundaries of the Cairngorms National Park, he pushed himself and the car to the limits of safety. To maintain maximum speed, he crossed the central white lines as he took tight bends. Centrifugal force moved the car sideways on occasion, but the manufacturers would be proud of how it obeyed the driver’s capable hands.

      On some sections of mountain road, there were black and yellow signs to warn motorcyclists to be extra careful. The caution signs were like a red rag to a bull. Fitzpatrick drove as if taking part in a road rally, and there was no consideration for his murmuring, squirming passenger. On reaching Braemar, the car slowed for the first time in over thirty minutes.

      “How far is it, from here?” Fitzpatrick asked as they dropped to the speed limit, and drove through the village at a sedate pace.

      “It’s two miles, straight ahead. I’ve nailed a bright green plate on a fence post.”

      The pair lapsed into silence again, and Fitzpatrick concentrated on the final part of the journey. He saw the small piece of metal on a wooden post. He feathered the brake pedal and swung the big car right onto the narrow track. It was twenty metres further before he stopped.

      There was an old stone building situated close to the edge of the track, just inside the tree-line. Fitzpatrick glanced at the building, nodded and then drove on along the path.

      He looked through a break in the trees at the large building one-hundred metres to his front. “Well, at least you did something right.” He nodded and smiled with satisfaction and then drove on slowly.

      Helen’s brow furrowed, and she squinted at her inconsiderate, heartless husband.

      The main body of the building to their front was a two-hundred-year-old stately home. The recently refurbished and amended top section was built to resemble a castle of an older era. The masonry used had been sourced to provide the best match to the main building. The team hired to renovate had rendered the exterior to appear like a single vintage.

      Fitzpatrick pulled up twenty metres away and stepped out of the car. He had never seen the place, but his wife had found what he had described. A wooden nameplate made to his specification mounted on two posts to the front of the property, Braemartin House.

      “We could be happy here, Gordon.” Helen hoped he would mellow. “Do you like it?”

      “Yes, I like it.” He turned to look her in the eye. “You’ve done well. I think if everything inside is in place I’ll like it here.”

      Helen looked at the strange expression on her husband’s face. Since stopping the car at the front of the building he had been wearing a smirk. There was something not quite right about his behaviour since his return, and it was getting steadily worse. What the hell was wrong with him?

      When Fitzpatrick headed off alone, it was without a backwards glance at his wife. He stopped a few metres away from the building to light a cigar. He had appraised the front aspect before he set off to walk around the building and nearby grounds.

      Helen was becoming more worried than she had been on the car journey. When her husband disappeared around the side of the building, she pulled out her phone, which was set to vibrate. She moved back beside the car.

      Helen scrolled through her contacts and selected an innocent looking number. Her heart raced as she waited for the connection. She watched the area where her husband had disappeared. There was a reply.

      She sputtered. “Hello. Yes, I’m back in Scotland. Be careful who you speak to.” She hung up and took a deep breath as she continued to watch for her husband. She dialled a different number.

      “Hello,” Helen said and listened to a question. “Yes,” she said, “and he’s acting strangely.” She bit her lip as she listened to the response. “No,” she responded. “I mean fucking strange, even for him. We need to meet. I’ll call you when I think it’s safe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. Assessment and Training

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Tuesday 6th July

      Valencia

      Spain

      Ian and Rachel met in the hotel lobby and went through to the restaurant together for breakfast. While Ian wore a polo shirt, Bermuda shorts and sandals, Rachel opted for a light sleeveless vest, cotton shorts and training shoes.

      During the visit, Rachel was wearing a long auburn wig to cover her short, naturally darker hair. She adopted the look she had used on her solo visit earlier in the year, expecting to meet one or two of the same people.

      “Did you sleep well?” Ian asked.

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “Yesterday was a long day. I think the combination of the heat, and then the wine with the evening meal finished me off.”

      “Just as it should after a day slogging around a city asking questions?”

      “I agree, and though it was work, I’ve learned a bit more and enjoyed it.”

      “I’m pleased,” Ian said.

      When the waiter approached the table, Ian ordered breakfast for himself and Rachel, speaking the language not only fluently, but with a hint of an accent. The two men had a brief discussion, during which Rachel smiled when she thought it appropriate. It would give the waiter the impression she understood, even if she wasn’t taking part. The waiter made no effort to disguise his appraisal of Rachel.

      Ian grinned as the waiter left the table. “It looks like your training shoes will come in handy if he comes after you.”

      “They will,” Rachel said. “I can run until I lure him into a quiet alley and then bury one of my trainers in his warming scrotum.”

      Ian choked on his orange juice and wiped his lips with his napkin.

      Rachel said, “I caught something about your hometown and several mentions of Madrid. What was that all about?”

      “Well done you,” Ian said. “I told him my childhood days were in the suburbs of Madrid, but my family moved around the country as I was growing up.”

      “Which covers you having a non-specific dialect?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It seems to have worked. He said I was lucky to have moved around.”

      “Do we go straight to our list of estate agents after breakfast?”

      “Yes,” Ian said. “We have sixteen agencies left on our list from our recce around Valencia yesterday. The key to our mission is to follow up and confirm what you discovered on your previous visit.”

      “You mean the probability is Mrs Fitzpatrick has now moved on, so they don’t presently own a house anywhere around here?”

      “Yes, because from what we know, our Mr Fitzpatrick likes his solitude, a pleasant view and rapid egress from any place he lives.” Ian went quiet as the waiter placed the breakfast dishes on the table, glanced at Rachel and left again.

      “Go on,” Rachel suggested, lifting her orange juice, and squinting at the waiter’s back as he walked away.

      “It’s only about forty-five kilometres down the coast to Favara,” Ian said. “It’s unspoilt by tourists but is near enough to Valencia for any major needs. When we stopped along the road yesterday to check those photographs you’d taken, I would bet Mr and Mrs Fitzpatrick will want to buy in the area again, or somewhere similar.”

      “Did Annabel tell you how we acquired the original details of the Spanish villa?”

      “Yes, apparently a few years ago, you and Jake turned over the garage attached to what was the Cameron house in Kirkintilloch.”

      “We got into the garage, and I sabotaged his car by packing cannabis into as many hollow areas as I could find. Cameron gave two detectives a load of grief in his driveway and then set off in his car.” She smiled at the memory. “He got onto the main road and was pulled in for what was supposed to be a random safety check by a passing police car.”

      “So, it was a while after you and Jake left the scene, the police got a search warrant for the house?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “Annabel had been observing the whole scene from nearby. She went in and helped herself to copies of photographs and documents.”

      “Although her identity remains unknown, in MI5 and MI6, her exploits are legendary.”

      “She’s amazing,” Rachel said. “She’s taught me so much, from having the right mental attitude for what we do to learning about basic deception techniques.”

      “Which sort of things have you enjoyed learning, or found most useful?”

      “A few years ago when I was getting into my new role I learned about how quickly a wig, glasses, or a hat could change my appearance.”

      “What have you picked up on most recently?”

      “Well, the natural thing for this task would be to fly directly to Valencia. Annabel checked my plan before my solo trip and made a couple of suggestions, which included flying to Madrid and then driving or flying from there. Driving gave me the quickest way of dropping off the radar.”

      Ian said, “Sometimes the most straightforward deception is the hardest thing to learn. Flying into Madrid means your primary destination as a tourist will be the city, as far as the authorities are concerned. It’s the natural thing to do.

      As a covert operator, you rarely fly directly to your end destination. The only agent who does that is a fictional character. Once you have a car and a change of appearance, you can go where you like with confidence.”

      “Is it okay to find the whole thing exciting?”

      Ian raised his eyebrows. “Of course it is, but the rush can be dangerous. The adrenalin helps to keep you alert, but it requires control.” He paused. “Talking of danger, it’s going to be damn hot here today so we must remember bottled water before we set off.”

      “I’ll remind you, Inigo,” Rachel said, using Ian’s adopted Spanish name.
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      Drymen, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      The deep-throated rumble of twelve motorbikes echoed from the buildings on the outskirts of Drymen as the group of bikers cruised past on the A811. They continued along the country road for two more miles, and then the lead bike stopped at a small track junction on the left, where a red ribbon fluttered in the breeze. The fabric was tied to a wooden post.

      Max coaxed his machine off the road onto the dried mud track. He flicked the red and white pole barrier into a vertical position. From this point, the bikers fell into a single file and kept their speed down. The cautious riding had more to do with not damaging the machines than causing a nuisance because apart from anything else, there was nobody to disturb.

      On the way in, the last man stopped. A padlock hung open in position, to be used when the rider lowered the pole. He spat and cursed as a squadron of midges fluttered around his face, gathering on his whiskers and eyelashes.

      A few hundred metres along the track another red ribbon hung from a bush. The bikes turned into the narrow track opposite and rode through a section of Garadhban Forest until they arrived in a clearing.

      The riders followed Max’s lead and parked their machines side by side at one edge of the oblong clearing. They resembled a line of horses as if tethered line abreast.

      When the engines were switched off, there were a few quiet crackles as hot metal cooled. Two minutes later, there were only the sounds of nature; bird calls and the breeze through the foliage. A cloudless blue sky spread over the scene, and it would have been a surreal sight to any passing rambler.

      The bikers remained silent, removed their helmets and placed them on their saddles. A few of the guys lit up to enjoy a smoke before they had to do anything else. The forest clearing was one hundred metres long—about the length of a soccer pitch. It was, however, narrower, at about thirty metres in width.

      “I make it exactly ten o’clock,” a tall, fair-haired biker said. “I don’t see your fuckin’ Hawk fella’, Max.”

      “If he says he’ll be here Sinbad, he’ll fuckin’ be here.” Max squinted as he looked around. “Just because you don’t see this guy doesn’t mean he isn’t here.”

      “It’s good to see confidence in your allies,” Phil said.

      The bikers all turned from the view of the clearing and looked into the tree-line. The edge of the forest was only a few metres behind them, but there was nobody seen. Four of the bikers instinctively reached for knives, and one pulled a gun.

      “Where the fuck, are you?” Jacko scanned the shadows.

      “Here.” Phil advanced slowly away from a large tree only three metres from the group and stepped through the tall ferns towards the bikers. He stepped clear of the undergrowth and assessed the bikers, looking at each in turn, from head to foot.

      “A fine body of men, Max,” he said and grinned.

      The bikers all stared at the man who had materialised as he stepped out to their front. He was wearing a camouflage smock, green denim and combat boots. Around his head, he wore a camouflage face veil.

      Phil had only applied a few angled streaks of brown and green camo paint to his face and hands. It helped as basic camouflage for this introduction, but more importantly, it rendered him beyond recognition for any time later.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Sinbad said, by way of a compliment. “How far in were you?”

      “Three metres,” Phil said. “Part of the concealment is the camouflage, and part is keeping perfectly still.” He stepped forward and reached out his right hand.

      Max stepped forward and laughed as he shook Phil’s hand. “You look better than the day I met you in the park,” Max said and introduced Sinbad, Jacko, Slash, Sparky, Butcher, Hank, Pedro, Ginge, Paddy, Toolkit, and Wyatt.

      Phil made a point of shaking each by the hand and meeting their gaze. He stepped back and looked at the bikes. He walked along to the gleaming black Triumph parked at the end and produced an apple. He balanced the apple on the helmet—perched on the saddle.

      “This is your bike isn’t it Sinbad?” Phil said.

      “Yeah,” Sinbad said. “What’s with the fuckin’ apple on the helmet?”

      “I’d like to start with some confidence building,” Phil said. “I want you guys to know that whatever shit you get into while you’re working with my team, we’ll have your back.”

      “So, how the fuck are you gonna prove that with a fuckin’ apple?”

      Everybody except Max started laughing. A couple of them turned and noticed although Max wasn’t laughing aloud, he was grinning. They stopped laughing.

      “Okay Sinbad,” Phil said. “I want to see how good a shot you are. Aim your right forefinger and curl it back quick, as if you’re shooting at the apple.”

      “Are you taking the piss—”

      “I’ll do it.” Max stepped between Phil and Sinbad. “Now, Hawk?”

      “Whenever you’re ready, mate.”

      Max was aware of his biker brothers staring at him. There had been no rehearsal, but he trusted Phil. He raised his right hand and aimed his forefinger at the apple a few metres away. He curled his finger back as if squeezing a trigger. The apple disintegrated.

      Max lifted his forefinger to his lips and blew on it like a gunslinger with a six-shooter.

      “Fuck,” Sinbad said.

      All the bikers laughed and then looked around the clearing, before turning to Phil.

      “Alright guys,” Phil said. “If you didn’t see me three metres away, you are not going to see my back-up, who is presently one-hundred metres away.” He looked along the line of hard men. “Are we ready to begin?”

      They all nodded, and a couple shook their heads and laughed at Max playing along with the apple trick. They were all mental, but they all had a sense of humour.

      Phil said, “It’s warm so you can take your jackets off, but I’d like you to wear them later when you’re firing a weapon.” He noticed them look at each other and eyes screwed up. He continued. “It’s better to practise in the same outfit you will probably be wearing if you have to fire in a real situation.”

      Max led by example and within a few seconds was standing in T-shirt and jeans. A couple of the others nodded, realising there was probably wisdom in the idea. Some had been in fights where a jacket had afforded protection but had also been a hindrance because it affected their movements and gave an opponent something to grip.

      Phil stepped back and lifted away a small camouflage net he had used, which was within two metres of the line of motorbikes.

      Under the net was a groundsheet, which had six pistols laid out in line. Beside the pistols were an Uzi, machine-gun and a Remington pump-action shotgun. Beside each weapon were four cases of ammunition.

      When the gasps and quiet curses had ceased, Phil produced a crate of bottled coke from under another nearby camouflaged sheet. It wasn’t a time for beers. He let the smokers continue. He knew there was only so much he could expect from a bunch of free-thinking bikers.

      He lifted a bottle for himself and took a swig of the chilled liquid before addressing his special audience. “I know some of you guys will have fired a gun before, but with that in mind, I’m sure what we cover today will be useful to all of you.”

      Sinbad was still pondering the apple on the saddle trick. He spoke up.

      “What sort of thing is gonna’ be useful to all of us?”

      “We’ll cover the basics,” Phil said and bent down to pick up a Browning 9mm pistol. “Who has fired one of these?”

      “I have,” Sparky said.

      “And me,” called Wyatt.

      “Are you ex-squaddies?”

      Both men shook their heads.

      Phil rapidly cleared the weapon and held it by the barrel to hand it to Sparky. “Strip it down for cleaning?”

      Sparky placed his coke bottle on the grass at his feet and accepted the handgun. He turned it over in his hands, and then released the empty magazine, shaking his head and handing it back. “I’ve fired one, but can’t honestly say I’ve ever done anything but load it and shoot.”

      Wyatt took the pistol from Sparky, pulled back the slide, slipped an extended middle finger up inside the empty pistol grip and squeezed off the action. There was a dull click. He knelt down, pulled off his neckerchief and spread it on the ground.

      It had taken two minutes before the weapon was laid out in a neat row of parts. The biker stood up, grinning.

      “Well done,” Phil said. “It’s Wyatt, isn’t it?”

      Wyatt nodded.

      Phil said, “Would you like to explain what the first part of your drill was all about?”

      “Yeah,” Wyatt said. “Before you do anything with a gun you should make sure it hasn’t got anything up the spout, just in case you blow your fuckin’ foot off.”

      While the other guys all laughed, Phil nodded. “Would anybody like to try re-assembling this weapon?”

      There were no volunteers, so Phil nodded to Wyatt. He knelt down again, watched closely by his brother bikers as he put the handgun back to working order.

      “Thanks for the demonstration, Wyatt,” Phil said, paying a compliment when he could. “Thank you, Sparky—for your honesty. By the end of this morning’s session, you’ll all be able to strip and assemble each of these weapons.”

      Butcher said, “Surely cleaning them isn’t all that fuckin’ important, as long as they’re firing.”

      Max limped forward, having learned a vital lesson in the use of handguns. “If the lazy bastard who shot Joe had kept his weapon clean and serviceable, I wouldn’t be here now.” He lifted the old revolver from the back of his jeans and held it up. “This was his gun, and it jammed because he didn’t keep it in good condition.” He replaced the weapon in the back of his belt.

      Toolkit caught on. “I suppose it’s a bit like we keep our bikes in good condition.”

      The Mental Riders all nodded their appreciation of the theory. They all understood bikes and respected the need to keep them in good order. Like many men around firearms, it wasn’t because the riders were stupid—they had just never had any reason to worry about maintenance. If it fired—good. If it didn’t, it was fucked, so they’d use an alternative.

      Phil allowed the guys to have a few minutes to discuss things and settle.

      “Okay,” he said. “If we’re all happy about the need for a serviced weapon when we’ve done some stripping and assembling, we’ll go on to do some shooting practice.”

      “Now you’re fuckin’ talkin’,” Pedro said, his gunslinger moustache twitching.

      “If you’re all good boys,” Phil said and grinned as he looked along the line. “We’ll have a shooting competition to finish off, and I’m offering £100 prize money. Is everybody up for it?”

      “Fuck, yeah,” was the general opinion. Everybody was happy and nodding.

      “Wyatt,” Phil said. “If you like, you can help me assess the guys after I’ve shown them the basics.”

      “Sure,” Wyatt said, happy to be seen to have some expertise. He got a slap on the shoulder from more than one of his brethren.

      Max gave Phil a sly wink. He’d enjoyed watching his fellow riders being won over.

      At the end of the session when the guys were cleaning the weapons that they’d used, Phil made a point of having a friendly chat with Sinbad. He didn’t sense bad feeling, but he wanted to be sure that all was well.

      During a few minutes chatting quietly, Phil was to find his theory was correct. Sinbad was ex-Royal Navy and had served several years. While they talked, Phil told Sinbad he was impressed by his shooting, for a sailor. It brought the closest thing to a smile—and removed any remaining negativity. Phil didn’t ask why the man’s career ended so early.

      As Phil strolled over to join another group he received a nod of appreciation from Max, who’d been watching the individual coaching and reassurance.
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Gordon Fitzpatrick started his day as he intended to continue. He had a shower, full Scottish breakfast and then went for a walk. He checked out the two tracks that led away from the rear and side of the building. The main route was easy enough to keep in mind because it was a straightforward track of around one hundred metres from the main road.

      Directly to the rear, there was a track, which after a clean-up could be negotiated by a 4 x 4. Fitzpatrick had walked the length of it and made a note of several points, including where a large tree had fallen across the pathway. The track wound through the forest for about two miles before it arrived at a broader track.

      The track to the left side of the building was also narrow but had several old trees lying across it which blocked vehicle access and egress. He wanted all of it cleared at the earliest opportunity, but he was happy to know both of the secondary routes led to the same main track, much further back in the forest. The main path then led out around the forest perimeter.

      Fitzpatrick took a coffee and made his way upstairs and out onto the flat roof. The castle as he thought of his new home was almost cube-shaped. It was around sixty metres along each side, and twenty metres in height. According to old plans, the original building featured battlements at each corner of the roof, and along each side. He was pleased with the refurbished version.

      “Surveying your kingdom, my lord?” Helen Fitzpatrick asked, in yet another effort to make light conversation.

      “Aye, that’s what I’m doing, my dear,” Fitzpatrick said. He sipped his coffee and then stepped from one battlement to the next, taking in not only the distant view but also the clearance from the side of his castle out to the nearest forestry. He already knew although he could see over the treetop canopy, there was little evidence of his castle from outside.

      “I’ll need a few more trees taken down to extend the cleared area around the building.”

      Helen said, “The council won’t—”

      He turned with brow furrowed. “Do you honestly think I give a flying fuck what the council thinks?” He turned away from her to continue his survey. He didn’t notice his wife returning to the doorway in the small round tower at the north-west corner.

      Fitzpatrick made a mental note of his requirements, finished his coffee and then went downstairs. He walked from room to room on the upper floor before going down to the ground floor. He lifted a light safari jacket and a tweed cap.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he called out. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Right, I’ll sort out ....” Helen called, but the large oak door slammed as she was speaking. “Fuck you!” She cried out and went into the dining room with her phone. As she entered the room, she concentrated on the disguised numbers in her contact list.

      She stood in the massive dining room, which was more akin to a banquet room. Helen stood with the phone to her ear and gazed down, inspecting the fingernails on her other hand while she waited impatiently for a response.

      “Hello,” she said. “We need to meet soon.” She listened to the reply and closed her eyes. “I think I know the best place,” she said, “but leave it. I’ll call back to confirm.” She listened again. “I don’t know what he knows for Christ’s sake, but he’s acting fucking stranger every day.”

      She heard a second voice on the other end, and then the line went dead. “Fuck it,” she said under her breath and put her phone away.

      Something caught Helen’s attention, and she turned. Linda, the thirty-something, live-in maid, hired by Simpson was stepping quietly from one of the large archways of the dining room. She walked across the room, as silent as a spirit, making no eye contact with her boss’s wife. As the maid opened the door, she turned and glanced at Mrs Fitzpatrick.

      Helen Fitzpatrick felt a sudden drop in her body temperature. She didn’t like the maid, or the chef, or even Simpson the bodyguard. All of the staff gave her the creeps. It usually took a lot to make her uneasy. Had she gone soft?
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      Favara

      Spain

      Ian drove south on the coast road as far as Cullara before he stopped for the first time on a spot where the road was high above the bay. They were on the southern outskirts of Favara.

      Rachel smiled. “This is the area, partner.”

      Ian turned to look out towards the holiday destination of Ibiza. The island sat several kilometres out from the Bay of Valencia. He nodded, turned and made a note of the nearest houses and then drove on a few hundred metres before parking in a tree-lined avenue away from the main coast road.

      The pair lifted the camera, map, and bottled water before strolling back in the direction of Favara. They knew the house that was of interest to them, thanks to Rachel’s previous visit. By way of concealing their target, they began their enquiries a few homes previous.

      “Remember the original name,” Rachel said. “Until recently they would have been known to anyone around here as Martin and Lorraine Cameron.”

      “I expect they would have felt untouchable out here.”

      “I got the impression the neighbours considered them to be honest, rich Brits who liked to have a second home in the sun.”

      It took half an hour to approach each of the households to ask if anybody knew the whereabouts of Martin or Lorraine. Ian nodded towards Rachel each time and explained how the missing couple were her only living relatives. He told the people Rachel was his girlfriend and had already been to Favara once, desperate to trace the Camerons.

      The first residents were Spaniards, and two of them remembered Rachel from her earlier visit. As the covert operatives approached the house that had belonged to the Camerons, Rachel reminded Ian of the home being unoccupied when she had last called there. The place was easy to remember because of the red door and brass bull’s head knocker.

      The man who answered the door was wearing a baseball cap. His stubble stood out against his pale complexion. He was thickset and stared into the eyes of the visitors when he responded. As he had been doing, Ian spoke in Spanish and introduced himself as Inigo.

      “I’m trying to enjoy a sleep,” stubble said in English, “so why don’t you go and annoy somebody else. I’ve lived here for years, and I’ve never heard of a Martin or a Lorraine.” He slammed the door in their faces.

      The pair walked down the pathway to the main road without looking back.

      “Right,” Ian said. “It’s time to test your powers of observation. What didn’t add up with Mr Stubble in there?”

      “He made no effort to respond in Spanish. The accent he tried to use was Southern English, but he wasn’t able to disguise the way he rolled the letter ‘r’, so I reckon he’s a Scotsman.”

      Ian was nodding. “Was there anything else?”

      “Yes. If he’s lived here for years, the place wouldn’t have been unoccupied when I came here in February. The cap disguised his face, but I’d guess he had a shaved head.” She paused and glanced over her shoulder. “I also don’t think the car looks right.”

      “What about the car?” Ian glanced back. “It’s a standard Seat Ibiza hatchback.”

      “The guy is a six-footer,” she said and raised an eyebrow. “He weighs in at maybe two hundred pounds. The driver’s seat is pulled close to the steering wheel, in the way a smaller, or elderly person might use it.”

      “Bloody hell, Rachel,” Ian said and laughed. “If BTL Enterprises ever breaks up, make sure you get in touch with my old colleagues down in London. I’m impressed.”

      Mr and Mrs Hill were the couple who had bought the house nearest to number 124, with the red door. They were delighted to be of assistance. Mr Hill was British, but Mrs Hill was Spanish. In a short conversation, Ian and Rachel had it confirmed the house next door had gone on the market a few months earlier. It had sold recently.

      Although Mr and Mrs Hill had never known a Martin or Lorraine, they provided some useful information about the house with the red door, so Ian and Rachel visited two more homes simply for effect, before heading back to Valencia—and the estate agent.

      During a few minutes at the office, it was confirmed the man who dealt with the contracts on number 124 on the coast road was Miquel Sanchez. He would be in Madrid until Wednesday, so Ian said they’d return to speak with Miquel.

      While the visitors sat at a table outside a cafe enjoying a latte, Ian called Phil and brought him up to date on progress. Ian put his phone away and smiled at Rachel.

      “Well, it looks like we’ve got tomorrow to enjoy the area because there’s not much more we can do until we speak to our man Miquel.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Rachel said, her lips curling. The grin disappeared, and she lifted her camera to focus on the shops and offices fifty metres away.

      “What’s wrong?” Ian asked, and followed the direction of Rachel’s shot.

      “Look at the guy standing outside the estate agent’s office.”

      “Now why the hell is he visiting that office?”

      “Maybe he’s come to town to complain about our visit, or he doesn’t like folk disturbing his elderly parents.”

      “I hate to sound negative Rachel, but where the disagreeable Mr Stubble is concerned, I don’t like the number of maybes coming to mind.”

      Rachel took a few seconds longer to get good pictures at a distance. “Well, he’s had a look inside, but he’s not going in.”

      “It makes his trip here even more peculiar. We’ll keep him in mind when we speak to Miquel on Thursday.”
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      Thursday 8th July

      Valencia

      Spain

      “It’s only 9:45 am,” Ian said. “We may as well walk along to the cafe we visited on Tuesday. We have plenty of time because our appointment isn’t until 10:30 am.”

      “Suits me,” Rachel said. “From there we might see Miquel when he turns up for work.” The pair walked past the estate agent’s office. A few minutes later they were sitting at the same table as their previous visit. They both enjoyed a latte and croissant out in the morning sun.

      The pair watched the world go by and chatted about their day out in the countryside on Wednesday. They agreed it had been pleasant, but the area was no match for the rugged, natural beauty of Scotland.

      Ian checked his watch and nodded across the square towards the estate agent’s offices. Rachel followed his gaze and noted two police cars turn off into the side street to drive around behind the block. A third police car pulled up outside. Two uniformed officers went through the front doors.

      The two BTL team members exchanged a glance. It was 10:15 am, and a police presence was not in their plans. For the next fifteen minutes, as they watched, nobody entered or left the office, but a police officer placed a bollard in the middle of the road to prevent access to or egress from the side street.

      Miquel had not yet turned up for work as far as they could see.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling Rachel,” Ian said. “And it’s got nothing to do with the croissant or coffee.” His usual humorous tone was absent.
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “What’s wrong Phil?” Annabel asked. “Are they okay?”

      “Yes, they’re both fine, but it sounds like somebody has tentacles extending way beyond where we expected.” He had been writing something on his notepad during the call.

      “Go on,” Annabel said.

      “We’ll get a full brief when the guys get back, but there have been a couple of strange occurrences in Spain.” He sipped his coffee. “The police attended the estate agent office that had been dealing with the place that used to be the Cameron villa.”

      “What are the issues?”

      “I think we’re talking about somebody tying loose ends,” Phil said, “and Miquel Sanchez might have been a loose end. Ian and Rachel were supposed to meet him today, but he was found dead in his car this morning. Apparently, he was early for work, parked in his usual space, and somebody shot him before he got out of the car.”

      “That’s not a coincidence?”

      “No, it’s not,” Phil said. “Our pair watched for the other agent leaving the office and had a quiet word. They produced their backup identity and said they were from Interpol. The other estate agent had been warned not to speak to outsiders. It seemed when the police asked for the property files Miquel was working on; they were all missing.”

      “What are Ian and Rachel doing now?”

      “They’re going to do a rapid follow-up before they leave.”

      “Murder isn’t the sort of development I was hoping for.”

      “Ian said they’ll be flying back tomorrow afternoon. In the meantime, Jake will need a couple of days to finish the task he’s doing, and I’d like us to continue with our plans for tomorrow.”

      “It’s a good reason for a team briefing on Saturday morning. We’ll get all of our information collated while it’s fresh in mind.”
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Gordon Fitzpatrick left his new home and walked to the end of the long entrance track. He paused and glanced back at the gatehouse near the edge of the forest. It was about the same size as a regular two-bedroom house, but it was old, built from locally sourced rocks, and it looked the part. A Range Rover would have spoiled the appearance, which was why it was parked around at the back.

      Before he stepped onto the pavement, Fitzpatrick checked his watch. It was 8:15 am. He was about to set off on his fifteen-minute walk to Braemar when he noticed a pretty young red-haired woman, leaning against a fence post nearby. At a glance, she looked to be in her mid-twenties.

      She was wearing a red hooded sweatshirt, blue jogging bottoms and white trainers. The lack of a high heel demonstrated that the five-foot-ten or thereabouts was her actual height. Due to the baggy sportswear, it was hard to distinguish what her figure or legs might look like, but she had a pale complexion and handsome features.

      Fitzpatrick’s eyes narrowed. The woman was holding a dog lead, but there was no animal. Fitzpatrick looked around at the greenery and the mountains that surrounded the location, acting as if appreciating the new day. He approached, smiling.

      “Good morning to you,” she said. “You must be the owner of the castle.”

      “I am,” he said and nodded to the lead in her hand. “Have you lost your dog?”

      “Oh heavens no, he’s in the trees somewhere. I’m staying in a hotel in Braemar, so thought I’d walk this way to give Jasper a good run out.”

      “What breed is Jasper?”

      “He’s a Jack Russell; you know the little terrier?”

      “Yes, I’m well-acquainted with them. My mother had one,” he lied. He was relieved there was no sign of a dog. “So where is Jasper now?”

      “He disappeared along the track, which is why I wondered who lived there. I’m not surprised you didn’t see him—he’ll be chasing rabbits or something in the woodland.”

      “You said you were staying in a hotel. How long will you be here?”

      “I go home in a few days, but you’ll probably see me around again before I leave.”

      “What brings you to such a remote place?”

      “I’m a freelance researcher. I assist authors, mainly with wildlife and conservation projects. I have a meeting with a client here in the next couple of days.”

      “How interesting,” Fitzpatrick said and stepped closer to meet her gaze. “Where do you call home?”

      “Nottingham,” she said, and there was a discernible twitch of her lips.

      “Strange,” he said. “I’m sure I’m detecting a hint of Scottish accent there.”

      “Most of the men in my family were miners including my granddad and my dad, so they moved south to the Midlands for work years ago. The whole family still have Scottish accents.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Janice … Janice Hopper.”

      “I’ll watch for you on my morning stroll, Janice,” he said. “I hope your dog comes back soon.” He walked away, not having given any details about himself. After walking one-hundred metres, he stopped and looked back. Janice was standing just inside the track entrance waving at something or somebody. Fitzpatrick pulled out his phone as he turned and walked on to the village.

      “Norrie, have you seen a dog around the grounds this morning?” Fitzpatrick nodded when he heard the reply. “Okay, I’ve got something I’d like you to check out for me,” He turned to look over his shoulder, and although he could still see the woman at the track entrance, he still didn’t see a dog. His security man remained silent on the other end.

      Fitzpatrick said, “There’s a red-haired woman of mid-twenties. She has a dog lead and standing at the track entrance. I’d like you to have a word with her.” He paused. “Ask about her and her dog.”

      A few minutes later, when Fitzpatrick was out of sight, the woman started walking along the road to where she’d parked her car. She pulled out her phone.

      “Hi, Alpha—it’s Eva. Property is called Braemartin House. Sighting of owner confirmed. A daily walk looks likely. We may have a problem. Target took an interest in me.” She listened to her handler’s advice. “Okay, thanks—I’ll call later. Ciao.”

      She hung up and swung the dog lead in her hand as she walked towards her car, and occasionally waved to an imaginary dog in the field to her right. She had noted Fitzpatrick glancing back over his shoulder, and during her quick look along the track, she’d noticed the tailgate of a red 4 x 4 behind the old gatehouse.
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      Friday 9th July

      Phil was stretched out in relative comfort within the tree line to the front of Fitzpatrick’s new base. On so many occasions in his military life, Phil had lain in an observation post or ambush position for hours, and occasionally for days.

      At 6am a heavily built, bald man in his mid-forties strolled around the building, pausing at various points to gaze into the trees and undergrowth. He didn’t give the impression of a regular gangster because he didn’t let his eyes roam too quickly. He paused and chose specific areas to stare into.

      Phil wondered if he could be an ex-serviceman, but he didn’t have to be ex-Special Forces to have a basic understanding of a security job. The building was a private dwelling and within woodland, and the man was taking his patrol seriously.

      Professionalism for security personnel stopped at a variety of stages, and this man was no different. He reached into a pocket for his cigarettes—a habit to feed. In the simple movement of a hand going under his jacket, he uncovered a shoulder holster, complete with pistol.

      After a few minutes, the big man made his way to the front of the building and set off on a walk around the other side. While he was in full view, but looking elsewhere, Phil managed to take several good pictures of him. Phil had been in the woods for a couple of hours, so the birds were chirping, and nature was at peace with his presence.

      It was 8am before the front door opened and Gordon Fitzpatrick stepped out, wearing his tweed cap, blue shirt, corduroy trousers and a safari jacket. He was wearing lightweight brown boots rather than shoes, which caused Phil to wonder what he intended for his morning stroll.

      Fitzpatrick stood outside the house, lit up a cigar and set off down the path towards the main road. Before he’d gone out of range, Phil took several shots of him at different angles. As Fitzpatrick walked past within ten metres of Phil’s hiding place, it was close enough to confirm his original identity. He was Martin Cameron under a new name.

      Phil slipped out his mobile phone and hit the dial.

      “He’s all yours,” Phil said and listened to the positive response before replying. “Okay,” he said. “Take care. Ciao.” He smiled when he found himself using ‘Ciao’ at the end of calls to Annabel. He put his phone away and leant sideways to pour himself a hot brew from his thermos.

      Not for the first time, Phil was pleased he remembered about Fitzpatrick’s allergy to dogs. It made the task of getting close to his property so much less troublesome. It occurred to Phil the use of a few geese would have been a good idea for security.
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      Annabel glanced both ways before crossing the road from The Invercauld Arms Hotel. She was wearing a navy blazer, pale green blouse and a knee-length cream skirt. Her choice of navy high heels accentuated not only the shape of her legs but also her walk. Her auburn hair lifted from her shoulders in the light breeze.

      Annabel stepped onto the opposite pavement and pretended not to notice the man striding towards the road junction from the right. Even as she had been crossing, she had been aware of Fitzpatrick’s gaze.

      Although it was the main road junction in Braemar, it was a quiet area. Annabel paused as if undecided, and then made her way left, across the road to the Braemar Mews. It was a golden sandstone coloured building with an arched entrance leading into an open, square courtyard within.

      Outside the building, which housed the local Tourist Information Office, Annabel stopped in front of the glass display cases. She pretended to read the notices but was observing Fitzpatrick’s reflection in the glass. He had stopped across the road behind her and was assessing her at leisure. Annabel nodded to herself and strolled through the archway.

      She paused and looked around the square garden area within the complex. To the left was a gift and souvenir shop, and the tourist office. On the far side of the square, a large group of backpackers were sitting around comparing maps and leaflets before setting off on their next trek. Annabel turned left and went into the Tourist Information Office.

      Annabel said, “Hi,” to the assistant. She then wandered around the modern and presentable building, lifting and reading leaflets about contemporary and historic local attractions.

      It had taken five minutes before Fitzpatrick entered the establishment, so before he was able to settle on a given display, Annabel made her play. While standing in front of a large map of the Cairngorms National Park near the counter, she turned and addressed the assistant.

      “Excuse me,” Annabel said. “I was wondering if you knew the whereabouts of Treasure Island Cottage?”

      “Yes I do indeed,” the man responded. “If you go out of here and up to the carpark, go up the steps, and the cottage is right across the main road. There’s a small round plaque on the front wall.”

      “Thank you.” As she spoke, she became aware of Fitzpatrick browsing a display stand of leaflets near the door.

      The assistant said, “The cottage is rented out as holiday accommodation, so if you fancied a stay there, it wouldn’t be difficult to arrange.”

      “The idea had appeal, but I’m moving around a lot right now.”

      “Is there anything else, in particular, you’re looking for in the area?”

      Annabel said, “I’m interested in any older buildings that have been maintained historically on the outside, but renovated, or improved on the inside.”

      “Oh, you’ll be pleased to know we have a couple of buildings in such a category here in Braemar.” He smiled and shook his head. “Apart from the converted Treasure Island Cottage, one of the other buildings is a converted church. From outside it looks the same, but is unrecognisable on the inside.”

      “I’m glad I asked,” Annabel gushed and treated him to a radiant smile.

      “I know one of our stately homes has also been having major work done, but we haven’t had any word from the new owner.”

      “It sounds like the sort of thing I’m interested in,” Annabel said and approached the desk. “Would you be kind enough to list me a few buildings so I can visit them?”

      “Of course,” the man said, and scribbled a short list on a pad. “There you go,” he said. “Are you doing some academic research?”

      “I’m writing a book, and I’m looking at various locations.” She leant towards him but kept her voice at a normal level. “I’m meeting a researcher up here later today. You may have seen her around—a young lady with red hair.”

      “She may have come when I was out if she’s been here recently. Is she investigating the buildings too?”

      “Oh no, I’ve asked her to work on the wildlife and conservation angle. It’s all part of the richness of living here.”

      “It is a wonderful area to live.”

      She lifted the handwritten list. “Thank you very much for your help.”

      “Have you got a title for your book yet?” the helpful assistant asked, eager to maintain a few more minutes in the company of such a lovely visitor.

      “I’ve given it the working title of ‘Scots with Lots’, but it might change.”

      The man rewarded her with a laugh and nod of the head. “I like it. Please remember to let us know when it hits the shelves.”

      “I will,” she said. Annabel turned to leave, but did so quickly and caught Fitzpatrick gazing at her. She opened her eyes a little wider and flashed a smile at him. Unlike many men, Fitzpatrick didn’t turn away embarrassed. He returned her smile.

      “Hello there,” Annabel said and paused briefly as she pulled the glass door open.

      “Hello,” Fitzpatrick said and watched the attractive stranger step out into the bright, warm morning.

      Annabel was sure to pause as she strolled two-hundred metres along the road to the presentable and new looking cafe called, Taste.... She went inside, nodded to the young woman behind the counter and then took a seat where she could look up the narrow road into the village.

      An elderly couple were the only other customers. They both greeted Annabel with a nod and smile. She returned the gesture and lifted the ‘healthy’ menu.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23. Situation Reports

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Saturday 10th July

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      Phil said, “I’m pleased to have us all back in one place and one piece. It’s been an eventful week in many ways from the brief notes I have in front of me.” He checked his watch and looked around at his colleagues. “It’s now 9 am, so we only have until 1 pm before this building closes down for the weekend. The great British public loves Saturday.”

      Annabel said, “Our priority this week was to gather as much intelligence as we could in a variety of areas.” She turned and glanced at Phil. “I think between our small team here and a couple of our extended contacts we’ve achieved our aim.” She continued, “We’d like you to get us underway Rachel and Ian, and then we’ll move on to Jake before finishing off with what Phil and I have discovered.”

      She switched on the projector. “I’ve downloaded our files into separate folders so for each part of our session we’ll have availability of photographs.”

      “Well,” Ian said, “We spent a couple of days, mapping all the estate agents in Valencia who dealt with coastal properties. Our only clues were, of course, the details you guys had from back in ’96, plus the notes Rachel made in February this year. We agreed after assessing the original property and the location, if Fitzpatrick had told his wife to buy another place, then it would fit the same criteria.” He turned to Rachel.

      Rachel said, “Ian did an amazing job. I think we were helped so much because people believed he was Spanish. We only had one issue.” She lifted the remote and pressed the play button. A picture of ‘Mr Stubble’ appeared on the screen. “This guy was abrupt, ignorant and importantly, pretended to be Southern English, but he pronounced some words with a faint Scottish accent. I didn’t speak so due to his ignorance and attitude he didn’t hear our cover story.”

      Annabel asked, “How did you manage to get such a good picture?”

      “I thought he might make an interesting addition to our album, so I took a few shots from distance when Ian went back to irritate him with some more questions. When the guy lost it with Ian, the Scottish accent was clear on our recording.”

      Rachel pressed play on the digital voice recorder.

      “If you don’t fuck off pal, you’ll be fuckin’ sorry ….”

      Phil, Annabel and Jake all smiled.

      “Well done both of you,” Annabel said.

      Rachel said, “I took this picture of him on Tuesday. We were sitting outside a cafe, and he was outside the estate agent’s office. Although he stood there for a couple of minutes, he didn’t go inside.”

      Ian continued. “On Thursday morning we were at the same cafe biding our time before going to visit Miquel, one of the estate agents. Over a short period, we watched the police presence build up and then we heard the bad news about Miquel. Apparently whoever shot him also carved an X into his forehead.”

      Phil said, “How did you find out about the paperwork disappearing?”

      Ian replied. “We didn’t want to raise any suspicions, so we waited until we saw the other agent, Felipe, leaving the office after the initial police enquiries. We coaxed him into a bar, which was easy because he was still in shock.”

      Rachel said, “In keeping with our cover, I only spoke a couple of times, but laced my words with a Germanic accent.”

      Ian went on. “I spoke Spanish and English, but with a Spanish accent. As soon as we had him in a quiet booth with a drink, we both produced our fake ID. I explained how we thought his colleague, Miquel might have been seeing a woman we believed to be an international drug dealer.”

      “How did he react?” Annabel asked.

      “He produced an unexpected result,” Rachel said. “Felipe told us Miquel was very interested in one particular British client and paid her more visits than any other on his list. He also confirmed what I’d noted in February. The woman known as Cameron had sold the villa and returned to the UK.”

      Ian said, “He mentioned a big, bald guy staring into the office one day recently.”

      “Was that the whole description?” Annabel asked.

      “No,” Ian said. “The guy had a few days of growth, and he looked intimidating.”

      Rachel said, “I showed him a picture on my camera. He nodded when he saw our Mr Stubble.” She paused. “It may not sound like much, but he had one blue eye and one brown.”

      “Excellent observation Rachel,” Annabel said. “It’s the little things, sometimes.”

      Phil said, “When you called us Ian, you mentioned an ambulance at one of the houses.”

      “Yes, it was when we went back to the house where we met Mr Stubble. The police recovered the red hatchback. The two old folks who lived there were taken away by ambulance. Both died in hospital. According to the evening newspapers, they had been imprisoned in their home for at least two days and been badly beaten.”

      “Was there anything else in the local news?”

      “Yeah, according to the TV news, the whole house had been turned over. Our man was searching for something.”

      “Good work you two,” Phil said. “If it were Cameron’s house I would imagine he had either cash or weapons buried there, possibly both.”

      “I think we worked well together,” Ian said and glanced at Rachel.

      “I’m impressed you could handle it mate,” Jake said. He got a punch to his arm from Rachel.
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      “My week wasn’t as glamorous,” Jake said. “The primary task as you’ll remember was to monitor, and if possible get fresh pictures of the Godfather of the area south of the Clyde.” He flicked the remote. “Mental Mickey McGinley is bald, not good looking, and has a scar running down the right side of his face, which twitches when he smiles.”

      Jake continued. “McGinley is in his late forties, but having stood in a bar not far from him, I can also tell you he is a big, muscular man. He’s known the Cameron aka Fitzpatrick couple, for many years. The whole gangland scene of our fair city may appear a bit mixed up, but the main players all know each other.”

      “McGinley has an aversion to motorways,” Jake said. “It’s useful for us because I sometimes followed by car.”

      “Does he have a fear of fast-moving traffic?” Ian asked.

      “No,” Jake said. “I believe he has a phobia about the big brother syndrome—cameras in towns, and on main routes everywhere. He doesn’t like to have his meetings or movements traced, but I managed to get pictures of him with Helen Fitzpatrick.”

      Rachel said, “What would a woman like Fitzpatrick see in a guy like him?”

      “There might be several reasons,” Annabel said. “She could have been keeping the status quo by meeting up with him, and it all got very friendly, or perhaps she enjoyed the adoration he might have heaped on her or the fact he wields power.”

      “You have to remember something,” Jake added. “Mrs Fitzpatrick didn’t know for sure her husband would be successful if he made a bid for freedom during his prison term.”

      “How long was her husband’s sentence?” Ian asked.

      Annabel said, “He was sent down for eighteen years, so he would still have been doing twelve years, even with time off for good behaviour. When he escaped, he was being taken to face more charges. An extension to his sentence looked likely. Maybe his wife had needs and enjoyed the company of a grateful gangland boss.”

      Jake flicked the remote. “This is McGinley being dropped off in Blairgowrie a couple of days ago. His car continued to Braemar. When the car returned sometime later, it was bringing Mrs Fitzpatrick to McGinley.”

      “There is a picture showing Mental Mickey and Helen Fitzpatrick together in a cafe. They were only together long enough to have a snack, a drink and chat.”

      Rachel asked, “Do you think something is going on between them?”

      “It’s hard to say,” Jake said. “They greeted each other like friends, not lovers. I’m inclined to believe they didn’t want to talk by phone, or she couldn’t have access to a car.”

      Phil said, “I’d like everybody to keep an open mind on that relationship. It may not come to anything, but we can’t be sure. In her husband’s absence, the woman might not have anybody one the side, and she might have had more than one.”

      Jake pressed the control, and another picture of McGinley appeared but standing talking to a man outside a bar.

      Rachel said, “I recognise the other bloke. Wasn’t he one of the two ex-soldiers involved in the ambush we thwarted?”

      “Yes,” Jake said and smiled. “Geordie Lavery, who has been working as a freelance bodyguard, driver and gunman. He is now wheedling his way into Mental Mickey’s organisation. Geordie lived in Govan before joining the army, so he’s knowledgeable on the south side of the river.”

      “Is he one of our assets now?” Rachel asked.

      “Well he is, thanks to you,” Jake said. “I had a few drinks with him, and he told me how impressed he was with your performance at the ambush. Geordie thought when you asked Max to leave you it was so you could execute both him and his mate Ryan.”

      “When I found out they were both ex-soldiers I didn’t want to see them getting killed for the likes of Henderson. I suggested they both get out of the area and the gun-toting work.” Her eyes narrowed. “How has he ended up working for us?”

      “I found him easily enough, bought him a beer and had a casual chat. I twisted the conversation around to the hired guns who took out drug dealers over the last few months.”

      “Didn’t you make him suspicious?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes, it did,” Jake said. “Until I said, I knew a young woman who’d recently visited Balloch, and his eyes widened. He asked if I was police, so I told him enough for him to know I’d been at the manor house incident.”

      “How did he react to hearing you were involved?”

      “He told me you’d suggested working for us on some minor tasks. When he said he would be interested, I told him we could both put in a word for him.”

      Rachel said, “Is he on our payroll now?”

      “His first task was to infiltrate McGinley’s gang. Mental Mickey needed a new driver, so Geordie stepped in, and got the job on a trial basis.”

      Annabel said, “Rachel, to get back to the subject of Henderson. When are you due to pay a visit to his ex-wife?”

      “I’ve got it in my diary for next Monday, which will be the twelfth. I’ve checked on her in the middle of each month since we moved her in March.”

      Ian said, “Is she the woman who’d been seeing the murdered biker, Joe?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “Annabel and I worked together to get Stephanie into another branch of the travel agent’s offices. We organised a safe-house for her in Dalmuir.”

      Ian nodded. “Why does she need protection?”

      “Peter Henderson is a control freak. After they’d separated and divorced, he still didn’t like the idea of his Stephanie seeing other men. She had a taste for big rough bikers and for some reason, it upset Henderson.”

      Annabel said, “We think there’s more to it, but Stephanie has secrets and trusts nobody. It could be things about her ex-husband, or somebody else. We’re pretty sure about one important item, but we believe there is a lot more.”

      “What’s the important thing?” Ian was eager to stay up to speed.

      Annabel said, “I worked hard at tracing Cameron’s visitors when he was in Barlinnie, but he only had a couple of visits from his wife, two from Peter Henderson, and then three from unidentified women.”

      “Do you believe this Stephanie woman was one of the unidentified visitors?”

      “We believe Stephanie could have been one, or all three, with an amended name and a different look each visit. She has no criminal record—it would be easy.” Annabel was explaining the details from memory. “Stephanie may have information, but the main concern right now is her ex-husband. Henderson is one of those dangerous individuals who seems to be out to prove how bad he can be.”

      Ian said, “I’m surprised the bikers haven’t found him yet.”

      Rachel said, “When they catch up with him I think they’ll take their time with him. We know he murdered Max’s brother Joe, and there was another rider called Donny, who was killed in a strange hit and run accident.”

      “Strange?” Ian said. “What made it strange, apart from the other driver leaving?”

      Rachel said, “The biker was hit side-on by a vehicle on the road alongside Loch Lomond. When the body was checked over after recovery, Donny’s legs had been broken. He and his bike were in the water.”

      “I’m missing something here,” Ian said. “Surely those factors would be expected?”

      Rachel nodded. “Fragments of Donny’s jeans remained attached to the barrier, which means something large maintained contact with him and his bike. The crash barrier wasn’t damaged.” She paused and looked at the others.

      “He didn’t go over into the water at that point. It was ten metres further where they found him. Marks on the grass and earth under his fingernails indicate he’d fought against his assailant. He had been conscious, and somebody drowned him before rolling the bike in after him.”

      Ian squinted. “It would take a heavy vehicle to crush him against the barrier.”

      “At the time,” Rachel said. “Peter Henderson was known to drive a 4 x 4. The repair was organised by a guy in the east end. It’s somebody who deals with stolen vehicles. I told Phil a couple of days ago because we wanted to let Max know we’re on the case. The repair shop is on our files now.”
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      Phil said, “Right guys, we’re now going to print and display our rogues’ gallery on the board. We’ve seen some of them on our projections so it will be good to have them on the wall.”

      Annabel had printed the photographs in colour on A4 paper and pinned them to the board in the appropriate positions. Each photo had lines to display connections to others.

      Jake said, “We’ve got some interesting combinations.”

      Ian was shaking his head. “Coffee?” he asked. He received knowing looks from all of the team, so with a broad grin made his way to the side table and fixed up fresh brews.

      While Ian delivered the drinks to his colleagues; Annabel created lines out to either side of the board showing known or suspected locations of the individuals.

      When everybody settled down at the table again, Phil was ready. “Picture number one is our most recent likeness of the man we now know as Gordon Fitzpatrick.”

      “How recent is it?” Rachel asked.

      Phil glanced at his watch, “As of this moment—twenty-six hours.” He raised an eyebrow.

      Rachel covered her mouth with a hand but couldn’t stop a giggle at Phil’s precise timing.

      “This guy,” Phil said, “looks like he’s the household security at Fitzpatrick’s castle. I’ve had him checked out against police files, and he is as nasty as they come. His name is Norrie Simpson. Once again we’re dealing with a guy from a family of nutcases.”

      Jake asked, “Does Simpson have any particular aspect of brutality he enjoys?”

      “Torture,” Phil said. “As far as known, he’ll happily use a knife, a drill or his bare hands, just as long as he can prolong the victim’s suffering. He’s a sexual deviant of the highest order and spent a few years in HMP Peterhead. As many of the cons manage to do, during counselling, he convinced them he was a reformed character.”

      “Charming,” Rachel said. “Does he have a favourite type of victim?”

      Phil said, “He’s known to have a history of violence against gay men, in particular, but he’ll sexually abuse and torture anybody.”

      Rachel said, “He’s out and about because he managed to outwit the authorities.”

      “Exactly,” Phil said. “One interesting detail about Simpson is, he has a twin brother called Brian.”

      “Are there any details available?” Jake said.

      “The brother hasn’t been seen for years,” Phil said. “It sounds like he’s living abroad. He’s a violent individual, and although not an identical twin; he’s as big as Norrie. We’re waiting for any distinguishing marks for Brian.”

      Annabel said, “While Phil was taking pictures, I was establishing some depth to Eva’s cover story. I had a look at the region before we start to put a detailed plan together.”

      Rachel said, “How did Eva find Fitzpatrick so fast?”

      “I sent her the list of fourteen stately homes that Stella got for me. They were places that have been bought in the last four years.” Annabel grinned. “Eva worked damn hard, and found the right house inside two days.”

      “That’s impressive,” Rachel said.

      “She told me she speeded up her search with a snippet of information I gave her. She asked me if our target had a favourite colour and type of car, which of course he does.”

      “Clever girl,” Jake said.

      “How did you manage to cover Eva’s back if you didn’t meet?” Rachel asked.

      “I engineered a conversation with Fitzpatrick away from his new home, and we chatted over coffee.” Annabel smiled at Rachel’s wide-eyed expression. “From what Eva told me, Fitzpatrick quizzed her on the main road, and then Simpson was out looking around.”

      “Is Eva okay?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “When Fitzpatrick joined me in the cafe, as I was sure he would, I told him I had used my researcher before, and I described her. I said she’d been telling me on the phone about meeting this handsome older guy just outside the village.”

      “Wasn’t that a dangerous thing to do?”

      “It would only have been dangerous if I didn’t have a loaded gun in my handbag.” She grinned. “The main thing is, Fitzpatrick is so vain he was giving me the eye, even as I was telling him about a younger woman fancying him.”

      Jake’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at Phil before checking the caller. Phil nodded.

      “Hi mate,” Jake said and then listened. “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow at the La Scala. Bye.” He put down his phone and said, “Geordie Lavery has a name in the supply chain. He thinks it’s an important contact so he’ll tell me in person.”

      Rachel said, “The La Scala?” and raised her eyebrows.

      Jake said, “It doesn’t exist by that name anymore, but we both know where the building is, so it’s a good location.”

      “Granted,” she said.

      Phil said, “I got a call during the week concerning a man we knew as Stevie Smith.”

      Jake’s eyes narrowed as he looked across at Phil. “Wasn’t he the big bastard who kicked the shit out of me, back when I broke into Cameron’s house?”

      “The very same,” Phil said. “Annabel damaged his ankle with a bullet, and then we paid him a couple of visits when he was in the hospital. If you remember, he testified against Cameron, as Fitzpatrick would have been known back then.”

      “Yes,” Jake said. “I remember now. He enrolled in Witness Protection and disappeared after the trial against Hartley and his other cronies, including Cameron.”

      “We don’t know how the murderer traced Smith,” Phil said. “Anyway, somebody found him last Sunday, hanging from a tree near his house, just outside Sydney, Australia.”

      Annabel said, “According to our sources, his hands were behind his back and secured, and he’d been beaten with a club of some description before the killer tightened the noose.”

      Jake asked, “Have the police got anything to go on?”

      Annabel nodded. “Forensics show the murder took place late on the Saturday night. By Sunday when the body was found the killer could have left the country.” She paused. “And, there is one other thing. There was an X carved into the victim’s forehead.”

      “Shit,” Rachel said. “Do you think it could have been the same guy who executed Miquel in Valencia?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “We believe that not only was it the same killer, but we have a theory he was hired by Fitzpatrick to deal with the termination of several people. It looks like he is cutting all connections to the life he had as Cameron.”

      “Hence the ‘X’ thing ....” Rachel said. “Well, surely he can’t get to everybody. He’d have to kill a lot of people, perhaps including his solicitor wherever he’s hiding now.”

      Annabel’s expression remained serious as she held Rachel’s gaze.

      “Christ,” Rachel said. “If there is one group of people Fitzpatrick will want to get even with, it will be us.”

      Phil nodded. “We are certain he’ll want to use an unknown, so we have to identify the killer. If it’s the guy you saw in Spain, we need to be ready for him.” He flicked the remote and two pictures came up on the screen, side by side. “On the top left is Norrie Simpson, now known to be Fitzpatrick’s driver, and bodyguard. The picture on the right is the man Rachel and Ian referred to as Mr Stubble.”

      Annabel said, “We’ve already put Mr Stubble’s face through a facial recognition programme, and I can now show you another picture of Mr Stubble.”

      Everybody stared at the screen when the third picture appeared.

      “We don’t know what he calls himself now,” Annabel said. “Mr Stubble does, however, have one blue eye and one brown eye. His real name is, Brian Simpson. He is Norrie’s twin brother.”
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      Monday 12th July

      Alexandria, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      “Hello Uncle,” Peter Henderson said and pulled a hard-backed chair over to sit facing the ex-Godfather of crime. “Since I last saw you, things have moved on.”

      The older man was in his wheelchair as usual. The consensus remained. Any physical engagement with a visitor was involuntary movement and not a reaction to an external stimulus. Certain words, phrases, names and voices triggered a weak response—but it took a keen eye to spot them.

      Peter Henderson didn’t have a keen eye or a sharp mind.

      “We’ll soon be seeing your replacement taking over as Godfather of Glasgow. He’s not like you, Uncle. He’s not satisfied with half the city. No, Sir—Gordon Fitzpatrick wants it all; north and south of the River Clyde.” Peter stopped to have a chuckle.

      Hartley eyes stared at his visitor but nobody would know if he registered his presence.

      Henderson continued. “Of course you wouldn’t know the name Fitzpatrick because it’s his new name. His old name was Martin Cameron, and he was your main enforcer, so he knows the business inside out. He’s got such great plans, and he’s enlisted me as an enforcer.”

      There was a twitch of Hartley’s eyelids at the mention of Cameron, but Peter Henderson was too busy chatting about how smart he had been in recent times, organising hits on drug dealers and killing bikers.

      For almost twenty minutes, the impressionable young gangster talked to his uncle, sometimes getting excited about his news and having to calm down and lower his voice lest anyone should hear him outside the room. Every word went into the older man’s ear, or at least it would have done if it wasn’t blocked by an unnecessary, but efficient micro-transmitter inside his hearing aid.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Norrie Simpson stood at the upstairs window of his small, but comfortable accommodation. The gatehouse had been in a sorry state of repair when he’d first seen it, but he had lived in a prison cell for long enough, so anything after it was luxurious.

      As he sipped his strong, black tea and enjoyed an unfiltered cigarette, he gazed towards the river, fields, foothills and mountains. His lips curled as his thoughts drifted back a few months. His personal circumstances had changed so much.
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        * * *

      

      After delivering his new boss to the fishing boat on the Isle of Skye in February, Simpson had spent one night at a hotel in Portree. He left the next day around mid-morning and drove south. On the picturesque drive on a narrow country road, Simpson picked up Marek, a hitchhiker. He was a tired twenty-year-old from mainland Europe, who was making the return trip down through Scotland and England to the south coast. In his broken English, he related to the kindly driver how much he’d enjoyed his three-month-long tour.

      Before dozing off when the heater control was eased up, Marek had been trying to explain about his journey, which included hiking around both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. He was halfway through talking about a whisky distillery in Scotland when his eyelids grew heavy.

      Sadly, Marek would never see his home in Gdansk again. He was fresh-faced, slim, and had long fair hair tied back in a ponytail. He had last been seen walking along the road. Nobody had seen him accepting a lift with the big man in the red 4 x 4, and nobody would see Marek alive again.

      The unfortunate young man would next be found naked, beaten, and horrifically abused. After several days submerged beside a rocky outcrop in a loch, his parents wouldn’t have been able to identify him.

      Having enjoyed himself with the European, Simpson had reached his destination feeling refreshed in more ways than one. He lived in a hotel until he found a suitable place to rent.

      It had also been back in February, during the discussions on the journey to Skye, when Gordon Fitzpatrick emphasised a significant responsibility of his number two would be to keep a close eye on all of his personal interests. Simpson had understood immediately and said he would be capable and discreet.

      By the time he boarded the fishing vessel, Fitzpatrick had felt he had the right man for the job. He gave his new lieutenant the address where Helen Fitzpatrick was living in a rented bungalow.

      A primary task for Simpson was to watch the house and its occupant closely.
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        * * *

      

      In early March he’d made the long journey to visit his long-lost brother. They only spent a week together, but apart from catching up on the old childhood memories as most people might do, they chatted about their criminal escapades and time behind bars.

      When the discussion reached the present day, Norrie was able to offer Brian a lucrative job offer. Brian had managed to avoid the clutches of the law for years, and he’d almost gone straight. He hadn’t killed anybody for three years, but for the right money, he agreed he’d still do anything to anybody. In that respect, the twins were alike.

      Later in March, and happier with the direction of his new life, Norrie Simpson started renting in King’s Park on Glasgow’s south side. It was a spacious property with a garage and gardens to front and rear, similar to the property he could observe from an upstairs window. He had a clear view of the house rented by the handsome woman who drove a green Jaguar.

      Simpson took great delight, knowing he could walk past Helen Fitzpatrick and she would be unaware of his identity, or who his employer was. It was fortunate for Simpson but unfortunate for his boss’s wife. Her every move was monitored, and her visitors were duly noted.

      As each day passed while living in King’s Park, Simpson was able to leave aside his usually strong desire to locate, abuse, and beat up victims. The voyeuristic duties given to him by his boss inspired a new behaviour. Mrs Fitzpatrick’s activities provided plenty of scope for Simpson to observe, obtain evidence, and indulge himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A sparrow landed on the window ledge. Simpson chuckled as he came back to the present. He swallowed the remainder of his tea, took a pull on his cigarette and then turned to monitor the bank of four screens in his upstairs room.

      Each of the sixty-centimetre monitors was set to have four views. The first screen had cameras feeding views of the main track and outer areas of Braemartin House. On the second screen were pictures of the ground floor rooms, and the third had views of the basement rooms. The fourth screen had feeds from the four bedrooms on the upper floor of the Fitzpatrick residence—unknown to the owner.

      Simpson had told his boss there were no cameras fitted upstairs or on the roof, as a mark of respect for his boss’s privacy. When Fitzpatrick had finally managed to do a tour of his grounds and visited the gatehouse, he saw four screens, but only three were activated.

      “The fourth screen is a spare,” Simpson had explained back then. “I thought it would be better always to have a standby in case of trouble.”  The explanation had impressed Fitzpatrick and gave Simpson a secret thrill. For a good view of any bedroom, he only had to turn up the contrast control on the fourth monitor.

      There are those men who go to prison and study psychology or some other topic that has always been at the back of their mind waiting for discovery. In Norrie Simpson’s time in prison, he had given the impression of being no more than a deviant and thug, so when he showed an interest in anything else, the authorities were grateful.

      It was thanks to his acting ability, Simpson duped the counsellors. He spent two years studying every aspect of the installation and use of closed-circuit television and associated equipment. At one stage, he was allowed one hour per day on a computer with internet access. Yes, he thought at the time, he certainly left prison a different man.

      Simpson crossed his upstairs monitor room and eased up the contrast on screen four. He flicked the screen to position one. The screen filled with a high-definition shot of Helen Fitzpatrick as she strolled across her bedroom from the en-suite. She stood for a moment, rubbing a towel through her long damp hair.

      The trusted bodyguard was drinking in Helen’s naked body as he watched her wander around the large bedroom without care. When the woman turned away from the camera it might have been disappointing to some men, but not Simpson.

      She bent forward away from the camera and adopted a variety of positions as she towelled her body and legs dry. At the flick of a control, Mrs Fitzpatrick’s buttocks and upper thighs filled the fourth screen in the gatehouse monitor room. It fired up a cauldron of desire in Simpson. He licked his lips, confident he would one day claim his prize.
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      .

      Dalmuir, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      Rachel stood in the middle of the well-appointed kitchen /diner with her mobile. She dialled, and it was picked up after two rings. “Hi Annabel.” Rachel started walking around the apartment again. “Our bird has flown. No sign of a struggle, so it looks voluntary.” Rachel walked from room to room, assessing the situation as she listened to her colleague’s questions.

      “I’ve only been here a few minutes,” Rachel continued. “Everything is tidy, and there is a decent stock of food in the fridge, freezer and cupboards. I’ll go around again just in case I’ve missed something, and I’ll call you back in about fifteen minutes. Ciao.”

      Rachel had decided to start in the bedroom where she opened the wardrobe doors. Several items were hanging up, a few garments folded and a couple of pairs of shoes on the base shelf. She closed the wardrobe and went to the dressing table, which had four drawers, each containing a handful of items: mainly underwear, sportswear and scarves.

      When Rachel returned to the wardrobe, alarm bells started ringing in her head. Two pairs of shoes? Stephanie would be wearing a pair, which made three and she wasn’t the sort of person to get by with three pairs of shoes. Rachel looked under the bed and on top of the wardrobe. No suitcase or large holdall, and they had both been there when she had last visited.

      Shaking her head, Rachel walked through to the bathroom. There were shower gel, shampoo and a sponge, all set on the corner of the bath. A fluffy pink towel hung on the rail. Before she opened the bathroom cabinet, she was getting a sick feeling in her gut. The cabinet was empty.

      “Damn it.” Rachel looked around for a moment longer and then decided to organise a coffee before calling Annabel with the bad news. She lifted the kettle and gave it a shake to ensure there was sufficient water inside, but her jaw dropped when steam issued from the spout. The kettle was hot.

      Two minutes later, she was outside the back door and even angrier with herself. She ran along the pathway, but there was no sign of Stephanie. It was possible she may have packed and was fixing a brew before leaving, and then heard Rachel’s bike. Of course, Rachel kept in mind that a silver kettle would remain hot for at least twenty minutes after boiling.

      She donned her helmet and considered the nearest options for transport. There were bus stops in two directions, but if Stephanie had called for a taxi, she could have asked to be picked up somewhere else.

      Rachel eased her Kawasaki down the driveway onto the road and decided to take the main road towards Clydebank. The railway station was five hundred metres along, and there would also be taxis to hire. If there were no sign, she would continue to Clydebank and see if Stephanie had reported in sick or had been missing from work.
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      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “Right,” Annabel said, as she put down her phone and finished making notes. “That was Amy, at Pitt Street. She wants to meet up so I’ll go and see her shortly. There’s a coffee shop we can both get to within a few minutes.”

      Phil and Ian were waiting expectantly for the result of the two previous calls that Annabel had taken in sequence over a few minutes.

      Annabel said, “The first call was Rachel. Stephanie Henderson has left the safe-house, but taken a suitcase of clothes, and her passport is missing. Rachel has gone to check the place where Stephanie got her new position.” She sipped her coffee and shook her head. “Eva was the second caller.”

      Ian said, “Eva is your girl in Braemar?”

      “Yes. She’s managed to maintain surveillance on Fitzpatrick’s place. She’s been keeping an eye on the gatehouse, and two interesting things have come to light.” She paused. “The description of the guy who lives in the gatehouse is a big, bald, ugly bastard with facial stubble. He’s the one we know as Norrie Simpson.”

      Both Phil and Ian smiled.

      “One little nugget Eva gave me,” Annabel said. “Simpson goes missing during any period Mrs Fitzpatrick is away from the house.”

      Ian said, “Could they be meeting up somewhere away from the place?”

      “I don’t think so,” Annabel said. “I think it would be more likely for Mrs F to be meeting somebody else. If I’m right, her husband’s lieutenant is keeping an eye on more than the property.”

      “She’s a nice looking woman,” Ian said.

      “I agree,” Annabel said. “However, if she cheats on Fitzpatrick, her appearance will change. It also occurred to me that if Mrs F was picked up by McGinley’s car, then Simpson might either have seen it or perhaps lost track of her.”

      Ian asked, “Was Eva able to get inside the gatehouse?”

      “No,” Annabel said. “She knows when Simpson is missing because part of her surveillance equipment is a time-lapse camera in the woods. It’s the sort of device normally seen on natural history documentaries.”

      “Clever girl,” Phil said. “Even if found it wouldn’t look out of place.”

      Annabel nodded. “During Simpson’s absences, Eva’s camera has recorded the gatehouse lights switching on and off at various times every day.”

      Phil said, “I take it she hasn’t gone in because she suspects monitoring devices?”

      “Yes,” Annabel agreed. “If the interior is set up, even if she were able to bluff going up to the front door, it would compromise her cover if she got indoors by some covert means.” She paused. “Apart from those things, I’ve told her not to push her luck. She’s loaned to us from MI5 to let her gain some experience, and I don’t want her experience to end there.”

      Ian said, “I’ve not been here long, but it sounds like Eva has potential.”

      “She does,” Annabel said. “She also noticed something strange by checking her recordings. Simpson somehow manages to appear near his gatehouse on occasion but is not seen walking down the track.”

      “How did you end up with Eva on the mission?” Ian asked.

      “She completed her training for MI5, and then was used for mundane tasks for six months. Eva complained to her superiors, and two days later Stuart asked for her to transfer.”

      “Is our mission her first taste of field experience?” Ian asked.

      “Yes,” Annabel said, “but to test her nerve, stamina, and ability, we’ve had her performing simple tasks and added sleep deprivation into the mix.”

      Ian grinned. “I take it you haven’t told her that until now it’s been assessment, but this mission is real?”

      “No, but we have confidence in her. Among the contacts I’ve had her meeting, two were allies. One was Mike, who runs the motorbike repair shop, and the other is a police detective.”

      Phil said. “If you want to go and meet Amy, we’ll wait here just in case Rachel or Jake report in.”

      “Okay, see you shortly,” Annabel said and was gone.

      Ian watched as Phil and his partner nodded to each other. He wondered if there was no demonstration of affection because of his presence, or if it was due to them treating work so seriously their private lives were to be kept separate.
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      Stirling Castle, Stirlingshire

      Scotland

      Jake followed Mental Mickey McGinley and his driver from the carpark on the vast parade ground outside the castle, Jake wandered to one side and stood beside the wall for a moment. He looked back and saw McGinley going under the raised portcullis and on into the grounds.

      McGinley’s driver hesitated at the castle entrance and looked around the parade ground. His gaze took in Jake, but there was no outward indication they’d seen each other. The driver followed his boss.

      Jake pulled out his phone and dialled. A response came after two rings. “Hi. Geordie has just gone into Stirling Castle with Mental and some other guy I didn’t recognise. I’ll stay outside for five minutes before I go in.” He heard a brief acknowledgement, and said, “I’ll call if there are any developments.”

      Before the five minutes had run out, a green Jaguar pulled up at the bottom end of the parade ground carpark, and the passenger was a man Jake recognised.

      To anybody else, the beard aided the disguise, but the gangster couldn’t alter his limp. Gordon Fitzpatrick stood beside the car and lit a cigar before he set off up the gradient to the castle entrance.

      To be confident of the sighting, Jake wandered across the square from one side to the other, as if aiming to go and look at the statue of Robert the Bruce which overlooked the area. Half-way across the parade ground, Jake walked within five metres of Fitzpatrick. It took a high level of self-control for Jake not to kill the man right there in public.

      The light blue sky was marred only by an occasional passing bird. Flags barely lifted to show their colours, and the temperature was somewhere between warm and perfect. Jake dressed in shirt and jeans and carried his light jacket over his arm. His shades and baseball cap took care of hiding his identity, just in case he saw anybody from his past. It took him fifteen minutes to locate the men of interest to him.

      Jake had plenty of experience at taking covert pictures, but his quarry had played into his hands. If there was one place where somebody could be captured in a photo by accident it was at a tourist attraction.

      It was difficult for the SAS man to hide his grin as he panned around and took a series of shots. He was able to pretend he was adjusting his compact digital camera even as he held it at waist level and snapped some more pictures.

      High up in the castle grounds against a backdrop of the old church wall, Jake managed to take two pictures of Mental Mickey standing close to the tall man with grey-flecked brown hair. Mental was in polo shirt and jeans while the other man was in a smart short-sleeved shirt and cord trousers.

      Geordie Lavery wandered alone about twenty metres away. He had possibly been told to stay away from the other men while they had their discussion.

      Mental and his acquaintance strolled toward the large renovated church, but Jake stood back and watched. Two minutes later the bearded and limping Fitzpatrick made his way across the castle’s central square and headed for the church—a favourite with tourists.

      Jake went into the massive building and ambled from one end to the other, occasionally kneeling to take what might appear to be exciting pictures. The only interesting angle was ensuring he captured the group of three men. They took turns pretending to discuss the renovated interior and the vaulted ceiling. When he was confident of the images he had, Jake left the building and headed to the restaurant for a break.

      On the way, he paused two metres from where Geordie was standing. Jake focused his camera on an old building and spoke just above a whisper. He didn’t look around. “I’m going for a brew Geordie. I’ll take a seat with a view. Use the hand signals we discussed to let me know if they split up or come out together.” Jake took two more pictures, turning to aim his camera at aspects of the interior grounds.

      “Roger that,” Geordie whispered without turning.

      “Be careful mate. Your cover is paramount. Don’t give them an excuse to investigate.” On that note, Jake was gone and didn’t look back.

      It was twenty minutes later when Jake saw McGinley and the smartly dressed man stroll past the restaurant. Five minutes later, Fitzpatrick wandered past. As he did, he stopped to take pictures, acting like a tourist.

      Geordie sauntered past the restaurant fifty metres behind Fitzpatrick. As the double-agent went past, he lifted his right hand to his face and rubbed his right jaw with three fingers. He made a tiny circular movement with his forefinger. A glance towards the restaurant windows confirmed his message was clear as Jake lifted his coffee and nodded.

      So, Jake thought. The meeting involves all three of them, and it’s ongoing. The hand signals Jake had given Geordie had been simple enough. He needed to know if they were all involved and if they’d finished their business, or staying to continue.

      When Jake had described what he needed to know, and how to pass on the handful of signals, he made Geordie laugh. Jake had said, “We need to keep it simple because you’re not bloody Lassie—wonderdog.”

      He wondered if Fitzpatrick was touring the castle intending to implement ideas in his place in the mountains.
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Helen Fitzpatrick stood at the south-facing battlements on the flat roof of Braemartin House. From this position, it was possible to view the main road in the direction of the tiny, picturesque village of Braemar.

      It had been a frustrating day in some respects for the wife of the returned gangster. She was without the keys to the second car—a dark green Range Rover. She had used it more than once and knew her husband had hidden the keys, but she couldn’t ask for them. It would raise suspicions.

      She was considering whether to stay at home when she noticed a black 4 x 4 pulling from the main road onto the castle’s entry track. Helen wondered who it could be because the vehicle didn’t slow and turn in behind the gatehouse.

      It’s not that muscular creep Simpson, Helen thought. At least, it’s not him, unless he’s changed his red car for a black one. The vehicle crept along the track towards the house.

      Instead of going downstairs, Helen walked across the roof and looked down between the battlements. A young man with a beard got out from the driver’s side and went around the vehicle. Before opening the back, he looked around as if ensuring he was unobserved, but he didn’t look up. He opened the tailgate and reached in.

      Helen gasped and placed a hand over her mouth when she saw a woman pulled from the back of the car. It was a woman with long blonde hair which hung below the canvas hood she was wearing. Her hands were behind her and bound. She struggled against the man with the beard as soon as she could stand upright. He swiped an open hand across the hood, and the prisoner stood still.

      The man looked around again, leant forward and said something quietly to the prisoner. The pair then went ahead to the double doors of the garage, which were fitted into the side of the main building. He punched in the code, and the small side door opened. He stepped back and dragged the woman into the garage.

      Five minutes later, the bearded man re-appeared alone. He got into the car and drove off. Helen watched until the vehicle had disappeared along the main road through Braemar, and then she went downstairs. There were only the maid and the chef in the house, so Helen went straight to the inner garage door.
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      Tuesday 13th July

      BTL Enterprises, Glasgow

      Scotland

      Phil suggested a 10 am start. Annabel had agreed and sent out messages on Monday evening. All the team members were in attendance by 9:30 am, and Annabel downloaded recent photographs onto a laptop for viewing on the large screen.

      On the right side of the square table once again were Phil and Annabel. On the opposite side were Rachel and Jake. Ian sat with his back to the window. All had notepads and coffee.

      Annabel said. “I’m looking forward to what we can piece together today because I think we all have something to offer.” She turned to Phil, who nodded for her to continue, and then he lowered the screen over the panoramic window.

      “Rachel,” Annabel said. “You can start us off.”

      “You’ll all remember I told you about the murder of Joe Bremner in March. That was Max’s brother.” There were nods from all around the table. “The murderer was Peter Henderson, and the woman that Joe was seeing was Henderson’s ex-wife, Stephanie.” She looked across at Annabel.

      “With the partial number plate I got, we confirmed Stephanie’s connection to Peter Henderson. The second note I found in Joe’s jacket helped. Our police contact got us access to traffic videotapes to trace Stephanie Henderson’s whereabouts using Joe’s bike’s movements.”

      The others listened, nodding as the report was made.

      “The day after Joe’s murder we got Stephanie into a safe-house. She managed to get a transfer from her city job with a travel agent, taking a new position with them in Clydebank.” Rachel inhaled and exhaled as she remembered the frustration of her most recent visit to Stephanie’s house.”

      Rachel paused to look around her colleague’s faces before she continued.

      “I’ve paid her regular visits to let her know we were watching out for her. We found out she was worried about her ex-husband trying to find her because he’s a vindictive piece of shit. If Peter Henderson can’t have her, he doesn’t want anybody to have her.” She paused. “Last week when I turned up, Stephanie had packed a case and gone.”

      “Excuse me,” Ian said. “Why should we care about her welfare in particular?”

      Annabel said, “We believe she knows things about her ex-husband’s associates and activities. As far as he’s concerned, she’s a loose cannon. One too many drinks or a decent pay-off, and she might blab about what Peter does, who he’s related to, etcetera.”

      “We arranged Rachel to stay over at Stephanie’s new place one night. Rachel organised a takeaway meal and some wine, but her job was to remain focused while appearing to get drunk. It worked, and Stephanie opened up big time.”

      Ian inclined his head towards Rachel. “Why am I not surprised you were good.”

      Annabel went on. “Following up on the girls’ night in, Rachel met up with Max to confirm some of the things Stephanie had said. It looks like the bikers were offered some business deal by Henderson, which they refused.”

      Jake said, “What was the deal?”

      Rachel looked to Annabel before answering. “We believe Henderson has been working under orders from a bigger player. The bikers were expected to deal with drug distribution down to street level across the city. They would never meet anybody from higher up because dead-drop locations would be provided to pick up the gear.”

      Jake nodded. “They would take the rap if everything went pear-shaped.”

      Rachel nodded. “It also meant they would have to be very trusting about the quality of the merchandise they’d be supplying, and the payments they would receive.”

      “So to get back to Stephanie,” Jake said. “What happened a few days ago?”

      Rachel said. “I searched the safe house we put her into in Dalmuir, and apart from the lack of passport and a suitcase, there were no clues. I rode around the area and went to Clydebank. She had phoned in sick that morning, so she had planned to disappear.”

      Phil said, “Given the family trait—having access to spare passports we were unsure if Stephanie could get out of the country before Peter Henderson found her. I think Stephanie is fortunate to have survived this long.”

      Jake said, “So, we are assuming Henderson somehow got word to his ex-wife about the details of Joe, her biker boyfriend’s death, so it would frighten her into silence regarding activities of which she’s aware?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “It looks like Stephanie’s disappearing act from her original apartment made Henderson suspicious, so he must have had people out looking for her.”

      “No doubt,” Jake said. “He’ll have plenty of lowlifes on the street.”

      Annabel said, “As it turns out, I have another piece of the puzzle. Yesterday, I had a meeting with our very reliable contact from Police HQ in Pitt Street. She was informed by a colleague in the Dunbartonshire Force, about a woman being abducted by two men in a black van between Dalmuir and Clydebank on Monday. It was a stolen van, which was later found torched.”

      Rachel closed her eyes and put her head in her hands.

      “Hey,” Annabel said. “You’ve got nothing to feel bad about Rachel. You played your part and more. We’re not talking about a little angel; she was a gangster’s wife.”

      Phil said, “There was another snippet from our contact, wasn’t there?”

      “Yes, there was,” Annabel said. “It seems the DCI in the Dunbartonshire HQ is aware of our involvement in the failed ambush out at Balloch. He’s told our contact he’s turning a blind eye for a few weeks to give us a chance. The DCI knows a power struggle or something is going on, but so far I don’t think he knows we have a rogue back on the patch.”

      Ian said, “Does this detective know Fitzpatrick from the old days?”

      “Yes,” Phil said. “The detective in question is Eddie Monroe. He was a DS on the Pitt Street team when Fitzpatrick got arrested.” Phil nodded towards Jake.
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        * * *

      

      Jake lifted the remote for the projector. “I’ve got some pictures to brighten up the proceedings now.” He flicked the switch. An impressive picture of an ornate building with the backdrop of a blue sky appeared on the screen. “That is Stirling Castle, which you will all probably recognise.”

      Everbody turned to see the images on the screen.

      “Yesterday,” Jake continued. “I was able to follow Mental Mickey McGinley and an unknown associate of his from Glasgow, all the way to Stirling, where they had a meeting with a third man.”

      Rachel said, “How did you manage to follow them all the way on a motorbike without raising suspicion with their driver?”

      “Their driver knew I was there, a few vehicles to the rear,” He noted Rachel’s wrinkled brow. “The driver is our team probationer, Geordie Lavery. McGinley has taken a shine to him because he’s capable and dependable. Geordie was driving when they picked up the unknown man from Renfrewshire, who travelled with McGinley to the meeting.”

      Rachel grinned and shook her head.

      “This is McGinley and his associate just before they went into the castle,” Jake said and flicked the remote. “You can just see it’s McGinley by the scars and tattoos, but the other guy turned away. I’ve reduced my selection to a handful of pictures, and this one is the best.” He clicked again and brought up a clear shot. “From left to right is McGinley, his mystery friend in the smart shirt and trousers, and on the right is the guy who turned up to meet them—Gordon Fitzpatrick.”

      Phil said, “Jake, zoom in on the mystery man’s face, please.”

      Jake filled the screen with the stranger’s face as best he could. He looked around. “I managed to catch up with Geordie late last night, and he was able to give me two names. The first one is this guy, whom Geordie says calls himself Colonel.”

      “Barrington-Cross,” Phil said as he stared at the enlarged photo on the screen. “Lieutenant Colonel Barrington-Cross, ex-Royal Lancers. He’s a complete arsehole.”

      “Kentobi?” Annabel whispered and reached out to touch Phil’s arm.

      He nodded. It was uncharacteristic of either her or Phil to display any affection, but this was a man who brought back disturbing memories. They were memories both Phil, and Annabel could do without.

      Jake said, “How the hell do you know him?”

      “I’ll explain shortly,” Phil said. “What was the other name Geordie got for you?”

      “After the meeting, he drove McGinley and the Colonel back to the south side of Glasgow. The two in the back seat were whispering, and Geordie heard a name used a couple of times, but it wasn’t clear. McGinley was dropped off in Govan, and then the Colonel answered a call on his mobile phone. He raised his voice. The caller’s name was Kevin or Mac. Both names were used by the Colonel.”

      Phil nodded and turned to look at Annabel. “It looks like the earth is kicking out worms from all over the bloody place.”

      “Don’t tell me you know this Kevin person as well,” Ian said, wide-eyed.

      “Unless I’m mistaken, it will be Kevin MacDonald,” Phil said. “He is a bent solicitor who was sent down at the same time as the rest of Hartley’s gang. He procured a lot of documents and other items for the gang hierarchy. It can’t be a coincidence. The names Kevin and Mac coming up together.”

      Ian said, “May I take it that MacDonald was the gang’s legal representative if they got arrested?”

      “Yes,” Phil said and nodded across the table. “Jake and Rachel raided the safe in his Glasgow office and found forged passports, large wads of various currencies and contact lists for some unpleasant people.”

      Jake winced when he remembered how the night had ended. He turned sideways to look at Rachel, who was grinning. During their early tasks together, she had saved the day, on more than one occasion. She winked at him, and he shook his head.
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        * * *

      

      “Before we go on,” Phil said. “For the benefit of all of you, I’ll explain how I know the man who calls himself Colonel.” He sipped the fresh coffee Annabel had placed in front of him.

      “I was on a black op in Kentobi, Central Africa with an SAS team. During our assignment, a statesman was assassinated. My team didn’t carry out the hit, but the murder wrap fell to me. When we flew out to a neighbouring neutral country to fly home, I was interviewed by Barrington-Cross, who was then a liaison officer with the UN.”

      He looked around the table, and every pair of eyes was on him, all of them knowing how it must have devastated him. He had been innocent and used as a scapegoat. Annabel knew the story better than most.

      Phil continued. “I was flown back to the UK and given a choice of pleading guilty and going to prison for a few years, or I had to leave The Regiment and disappear.”

      Having been rescued by members of the elite force, Ian could see why Phil had formed the BTL team and taken on the task of fighting injustice on his own terms.

      “If you don’t mind me saying so Phil,” Ian said. “I think you’re doing the people of this country a greater service now than you could do with your hands tied.”

      “Thanks, mate,” Phil said. “As you’ll appreciate, I didn’t take the decision lightly, but it is a team effort.”

      Jake had been watching the man he considered a living, breathing, hero. He wanted to ask him something about the Kentobi affair but decided it wasn’t the time.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      The sky was cloudless and bright blue. A mild breeze carried the fragrance of pine from the nearby woodland. Gordon Fitzpatrick stood on the roof as he tended to do every morning, with a coffee in his hand. After the meeting with McGinley and Barrington-Cross, an amended plan was building in Fitzpatrick’s mind.

      “Gordon,” Helen said, as she walked across the roof from the tower in the northeast corner. “Why am I not allowed down into the cellar rooms?”

      “I’ll let you see them soon enough,” Fitzpatrick said without turning.

      “It just seems wrong to me. Your security man can have access to every part of my house, but I can’t.”

      “Norrie has certain privileges because he has to do special tasks for me.” He turned to look at his wife. “One day soon you’ll appreciate how useful he is to me.”

      “Well it was me who found and organised the buying of this place for you,” she said. “I’d hardly got the utilities checked and the rooms cleaned out, and then I got a call to tell me he’d be paying a visit.” She stopped talking when her husband turned to look at her.

      “Did he give you the codeword I told you to expect?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Was he respectful in the way in which he spoke to you?”

      “Yes,” Helen said, feeling the conversation slipping away from her.

      “Did he give you the keys back after two months?”

      “Yes, but the whole place had been renovated, and I never got the keys to the cellars again. There’s a door in the new garage that leads down there, and a door on the ground floor that leads down there too.”

      “That’s because I don’t expect you to make casual visits to the cellars my dear.”

      “Well, I’ve got access to your trophy and artefacts room, which has works of art displayed and they must be worth a fortune.”

      He smiled. “The trophy and artefacts room is a bit different, and they are not your concern either.”

      Helen had been a feisty young woman when she had caught her husband’s eye many years before. She’d loved the fact he was an up and coming gangster, but she hadn’t foreseen herself later reduced to eye-candy, and a puppet to tackle odd jobs.

      “I’m going downstairs,” she said and strode across the roof.

      “You are,” Fitzpatrick said. A statement—not a question. He turned to gaze at the mountains.

      Helen stopped at the small tower after opening the door. “Gordon,” she said in a defiant tone. “Who was the woman taken down to the cellars yesterday?” She noticed her husband’s stance change slightly. His head raised and his body became erect.

      He turned slowly. “Tell me more,” he said and squinted at his wife.

      “A young man with a beard turned up here yesterday, pulled a woman out of a car and dragged her into the garage.”

      “Why didn’t you ask him who the blonde woman was?”

      “I watched from up here.” Helen realised, she didn’t mention hair colour. “I watched, and when the man drove off, I went down and looked in the garage. The Jaguar was missing because you had it, and the keys to the Range Rover were missing, but it was unlocked, so I searched both the car and the garage.”

      “And you didn’t find the woman?”

      “No I didn’t, but there were smears of blood on the door that leads to the cellars.”

      “How unfortunate,” he said. “We’ll have to get the door cleaned.” He looked at his wife with the cold stare she’d seen many times before. The stare he gave a person who didn’t mean much to him.

      “Oh, fuck you—Gordon.” She slammed the tower door behind her as she left the roof.

      Fitzpatrick pulled out his mobile and dialled. It rang three times. “Norrie—begin divorce proceedings for me, please.” He slipped his phone away again and took a slow walk around the battlements, breathing deeply and trying to remember when he last had the company of a good woman.

      It occurred to him he might bump into the red-headed young woman Janice, or the older and beautiful Angelina, whom he’d enjoyed coffee with at the Taste ... cafe. He smiled when he remembered she had written her number on a napkin but said not to call for at least a week. She’s a mysterious one, he thought. She also has a face and body I’d dearly like to see again—in private. “I think we’ll meet again after my deliveries, Angelique.”
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “Yes Eva,” Annabel said as she listened to her phone and lifted a forefinger to her lips momentarily.

      Everybody at the table had already gone silent.

      “Thanks,” Annabel said. “Be extra bloody careful, and continue to report to me daily. Ciao.”

      “Something new?” Phil said.

      Annabel placed her phone on the table and looked around at the expectant faces. “It seems Mrs Fitzpatrick was leaving the new home in a car a short while ago. She was apprehended somewhere along the exit track from the castle grounds. Somebody pulled out across the track in a 4 x 4, to prevent her leaving.”

      “Have we got a description?” Rachel said.

      “A big, bald, ugly guy pulled Mrs Fitzpatrick from the Jaguar. He then dragged her back along the track, but only after he’d silenced her with a hard slap across the mouth. Apparently, the guy was grinning.”

      There were silent nods around the table.
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      Thursday 15th July

      Dumbuck House Hotel, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      “Hi,” DCI Monroe said, standing to kiss his lunchtime date on both cheeks.

      “Hi Eddie,” Amy said. “This is a nice place when you want to be off the radar.”

      “It looks even better—now you’re here.”

      “Okay, okay—don’t overdo it.”

      A waitress stopped at the table and took their orders for hot drinks. They made polite conversation until the woman returned a few minutes later with a large pot of tea for two. She nodded to the couple and left them again.

      For a few minutes, while the waitress took orders nearby, the two detectives chatted about the weather and current affairs. When the coast was clear, Amy started talking about what concerned them both.

      “I promised I’d keep you in the loop if you delayed reports about the ambush site.”

      “Go on,” Eddie said, and his brow furrowed. He poured two cups of tea as he listened. It kept him occupied.

      Amy’s voice was close to a whisper. “The bad news is, we have got a new player in Scotland. It’s beginning to sound like Cameron is back, but with a new name and a new appearance. We think he’s the mysterious Mr F.”

      “Shit,” Eddie said. “Whatever he looks like, or calls himself, he’s a bloody nutcase.”

      Amy said, “I had a meeting with one of my contacts recently. As long as we feed the privateers some snippets of intelligence and play down the official inquiries, they’ll deal with the expected tidal wave.”

      “What do you mean tidal wave?”

      “If it is Cameron by another name, he’s coming back, guns blazing. This time he wants to deal hash, coke, weapons, and people trafficking.” She paused to look around. It looks like he pay-rolled the recent hits on drug dealers.”

      “The bikers in black as the media called them?”

      “Yes. It sounds like they were independents who had the guts and the skills.”

      “Well, if your contact is accurate it clears up who organised the hits; but why?”

      “The bad news is, whoever the new person is, he doesn’t want a piece of the action.” She paused. “He wants all of it.”

      “So we could be looking at another Godfather scenario?”

      “Exactly.”

      Eddie had always liked Amy back in the days when they were both in the Strathclyde force. Back then, though, he had looked at her as no more than a sex object in a black and white uniform, but things had changed over time.

      He’d been around when she returned from her kidnapping ordeal in the summer of ’96. When Amy had attended counselling sessions, Eddie had been a detective in her department. He had been a male chauvinist pig, so had been unable to get close and offer support.

      His mind wandered back to those days. It was a time when he had regretted his status with her, but also found respect for her. She was a young woman who had come back from a terrifying ordeal, ready to work and fight on. He had been career-minded and typically male. Since then, apart from being promoted, Eddie had matured.

      “Eddie!” Amy said with a little more urgency in her tone. “Are you ready to order?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, registering both his lunch date and the waitress looking at him, waiting patiently. “I’ll have the same as you.” He couldn’t admit he was unaware of her order.

      The waitress raised her eyebrows at Amy and then headed off to place the order.

      “So, big boy,” Amy said. “Where were you just now?”

      “Back in the land of regrets,” he said, knowing she’d understand. “I can’t explain how much I admire you and your success.”

      “Drop the personal stuff for now and get back to our reason for being here.” She paused until his eyes met hers. “Maybe when we get through this period of death and mayhem you could try asking me out to dinner when we’re off duty.”

      “Really?” he said, his voice a few octaves higher than usual.

      “Yes, really,” she said and treated him to a smile. “I will obviously expect to be treated to some serious ass-kissing.”

      “Oh, you can count on—”

      “That was a metaphor, Eddie,” she interrupted. They both burst out laughing.

      “Okay, back to business,” he said, but couldn’t stop grinning. “I’ll bring you up to date on the Clydebank incident. I made some inquiries myself at the scene of the abduction.” He paused and looked around.

      Amy stared at him intently as she listened.

      “According to a local storekeeper, it wasn’t two regularly dressed guys. It was two guys in black overalls and ski-masks who lifted the woman and her baggage into the back of the van, but there was already a guy behind the wheel of the van. He was dark-haired and had a beard.”

      “Our fears are confirmed then?” Amy said. “The van was located later, torched, so they had other transport organised?”

      “Yeah, it looks like it was Stephanie Henderson, and the kidnapper was her psychopathic ex-husband. I’ve been making a few calls, and it doesn’t look good. He’s the sort of man who is out to make a name for himself with his superiors.”

      “My informants in the city told me he was either working for McGinley or possibly the new guy—Mr F.”

      “Mental Mickey McGinley,” Eddie said. “He’s the big bald guy who’s operated out of Govan for years?”

      “The very same,” she said. “As I said, we can only guess who Mr F might be, but I’m pretty sure it’s Cameron with a new name.”

      The waitress returned to the table with tuna and salad for two. Eddie winced when he set eyes on the meal, but this didn’t feel like the right time to mention his dislike for certain foods. He nodded to the waitress and then used copious quantities of salad dressing.

      Amy observed the dousing of the food with sauce, and then it registered. Her lips curled as she recalled something in conversation from years before. She swallowed a mouthful of food and jabbed her fork towards Eddie. “There is another area that might concern us both.”

      “Mmm,” Eddie said, as he chewed a mouthful of food and tried to swallow without choking or vomiting.

      “Your theory was correct about biker involvement in the failed ambush.” She teased her salad with her utensils. “Bikers were involved, but they were the intended targets.”

      “Is there any good news?” Eddie said and chased a cherry tomato with his fork before stabbing it with passion.

      “It looks like the bikers might be working alongside my associates on the dark side.”

      Eddie finally choked on a mouthful of food. “Well, so much for good news?”

      Amy nodded, grinned, and continued to enjoy lunch. She realised she was enjoying it more because Eddie wasn’t. It would be fun to bring up the topic of seafood in the future.
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      It promised to be a pleasant day, so Fitzpatrick took his Jaguar for a leisurely drive around the region. He’d always loved being surrounded by woodland and mountains and wondered if his life would have been different if he’d been born in such an environment.

      Following his morning coffee, he’d told Norrie he would be out until at least mid-afternoon. Fitzpatrick told his lieutenant he expected Mrs F to be in a more talkative frame of mind when he returned.

      Fitzpatrick drove north through Crathie. It amused him to know he was living so close to Balmoral, the Queen’s residence when in Scotland. He followed the winding road before turning left up a much narrower way. It was the scenic route to Tomintoul, the highest village in the mountain range.

      “I must pay a visit there one day,” he mused as he looked down into a valley on the left. The peculiar, tower-like Corgarff Castle stood amidst the folds of the countryside. At various points during the gradual climb, there were ideal locations to pull over to take a panoramic photograph, or gaze in wonder at the magnificent views.

      At Grantown-on-Spey, Fitzpatrick turned left onto the A95 and headed south to Aviemore. He parked at the northern end of the small, but popular ski resort and tourist destination. Fitzpatrick sauntered down the main road amongst the tourists until he found an excellent restaurant to stop and enjoy lunch and beer.

      On occasions like this when everything seemed to be in order, his mind wandered back to the man who gave him the permanent limp. Yes, Hawk, or whatever he called himself was going to be taken alive—and he would die a slow, excruciating death. If there were a woman in his life, she would be tortured and killed first, but in front of the Hawk character.

      Yes, he thought, the Colombians have the right idea when it comes to causing distress using loved ones.

      Fitzpatrick was particularly pleasant to the young man who took his order out on the balcony. While eating, he enjoyed his beer and watched the world go by on the main road down below. Nothing about the lone diner would indicate he was an escaped prisoner, and already being hunted for the murder of a prison officer and others.

      After a relaxing lunch, the man with delusions of underworld grandeur ambled along the road in the sunshine, enjoying a large cigar. He limped as he walked which he was aware would be a critical factor in his description, but he was relaxed. Nobody looked twice at him. He reached the Jaguar and set off south.

      He drove past Kingussie and Dalwhinnie, before stopping for a few minutes to admire the beautiful white Blair Castle at Blair Atholl. It was a visit to this building that had inspired him to own a personalised castle as his home and headquarters. From there he drove on, enjoying the weather and scenery as he passed Pitlochry and Bridge of Cally. He joined the magnificent A93—the mountain road and put the car through its paces on the way back to Braemar.
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      Norrie Simpson was in a shirt, jeans and training shoes. He was up on the roof of the main house, standing between two of the battlements, grinning as he thought of continuing his most recent task. He noticed the green Jaguar when it was still a mile away. Spotting personal vehicles on the road through Braemar was easy.

      Fitzpatrick met Simpson in the reception hall.

      “How is it going, Norrie?”

      “I’m taking it slow, just like you said, Boss.”

      “Good,” Fitzpatrick said. “I think we’ll go down and pay her a wee visit together eh?”

      “Sure, Boss,” Simpson said. He unlocked the door to the cellars and led the way to the small group of rooms beneath the main house.

      Half-way down the winding stone staircase, there was another door. Fitzpatrick stopped for a moment and ran his fingers along the seams of the doorframe. He knew by the feel of the soundproofing it was as he’d asked. He nodded with satisfaction before following the big man and closing the door.

      In the main cellar, a large pond took up most of the floor space. It had a small footbridge across the centre. The pool was ten metres square, and a smooth metre-wide pathway encircled the water. Fish were swimming around, and neither the fish nor the plants in the water had any idea when it was daylight or darkness in the real world.

      “The lighting,” Fitzpatrick said. “Have we got it synchronised with the natural daily cycle outside?”

      “Yes, Boss,” Simpson said. “When I got this area done I got the guys to fit artificial daylight tubes. By using timers, it’s set so that the darkest it gets is moonlight.”

      “You’re a clever man, Norrie.” He stood beside the door they’d used to reach the cellars. Fitzpatrick had personally designed how the cellar space was to be laid out and how to furnish each room. The cellar rooms were originally empty and set aside for food and wine storage, but befitting their size and location, they were cells.

      Cells One, Two and Three had fittings like normal small prison cells. Each was complete with a washbasin and toilet facility. It wasn’t the luxury associated with en-suite facilities, but it could have been worse.

      Cell Four was for short detention periods. It lacked any ventilation, furnishings, facilities or light. A low stone slab against one wall served as a bed. A metal bucket stood in one corner near a hole in the floor for drainage. Outside the door of this cell were a large bottle of disinfectant and a stiff broom. Cell Four was empty and clean.

      “Is my wife in Cell One, Norrie?”

      “Yes, Boss. The other person is in Cell Two.”

      “Have you touched the woman in Cell Two?”

      “No, Boss. All I’ve done is to ensure she gets fed.”

      Fitzpatrick nodded and slid back the large bolt on the door of Cell Two. He pulled the door open and looked inside. All of the cells were the same dimensions, but the fixtures were different.

      Inside Cell Two, the young woman on the bed opened her eyes wide, and her lips trembled. She got up into a sitting position in the corner of the stone bed and hugged her knees to her chest. Her makeup had run with her constant crying, so she’d washed it off.

      “Clean yourself up and apply some makeup,” Fitzpatrick said. “Make yourself presentable.” He stepped back and slammed the door before sliding the bolt.

      Fitzpatrick gave Simpson a sideways glance as he slid the bolt and opened the door of Cell One. Instinctively, the woman inside sat up against the corner of the stone platform and hugged her legs to her chest. Her gaze travelled up, and she stopped whimpering.

      “Please, Martin ... I’m sorry, I mean Gordon,” she sobbed. “Please give me a chance.”

      “Shut up you fucking whore,” Fitzpatrick said. He could see bruises on her face, and her lower lip had been bleeding. There were bruises on her arms and legs, and her floral summer dress hung in tatters. Although able to see it through her damaged dress, her underwear appeared to be intact.

      The woman held both hands to her face to quieten her uncontrollable sobbing.

      Fitzpatrick turned to Simpson. “Well done, Norrie. It looks like you’ve controlled yourself, so far.” Fitzpatrick held out his hand. “Pictures, Norrie, if you please.”

      Simpson reached into the left rear pocket of his jeans and produced two small photographs.

      After a glance at the two pictures, Fitzpatrick stepped forward and dropped the first picture on the bed. “This is Miquel Sanchez at ... 9:40 am on Thursday, 8th July.” He waited until he saw his wife look down at the picture before he spoke again. “This is Miquel Sanchez at 9:42 am on the same day.” He dropped the second picture and saw the tears well up in his wife’s eyes. “Now who else was there?”

      “It was only the once ... Gordon,” she cried. “Please believe me ....”

      Fitzpatrick’s malevolent gaze remained on his wife as he held his hand out again. He accepted three more pictures from Simpson. Each image featured a different sexual position on different beds, but the couple were the same in each one. The man was the unfortunate and recently deceased Spanish estate agent. The woman was Helen Fitzpatrick.

      “Now, my dear,” Fitzpatrick said. “There are many tortures in the ancient and modern worlds. For some reason, there are those who still enjoy the old fingernail pulling and suchlike.” He stepped forward, bent down and looked deep into his wife’s terrified, glistening eyes.

      Tears poured silently down both of Helen’s cheeks, dripping onto her well-filled, exposed black satin bra.

      Fitzpatrick’s lips curled. “I have a special torture weapon as you are going to find out.” He turned and painted on a false smile for his right-hand man. He turned back to his wife. “Norrie here, is a deviant of the highest, or should it be the lowest order?” He gave a little snigger at his sick humour.

      Helen Fitzpatrick let out a primal scream, but her husband remained in position, unfazed, apart from squinting slightly. The howling died away, and the woman tried again to reach her angry, dangerous and unforgiving husband. “I’ll do anything Gordon.”

      “You already have, you dirty, fucking bitch,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s because you did anything you’re down here. Why do you think I haven’t laid a finger on you since I came back?”

      The woman stared up at her murderous husband and many days and nights of worry returned to culminate in her mind in a maelstrom of regret.

      Fitzpatrick said, “Unfortunately for you, my associate here is a bit unconventional when it comes to sexual pleasure, so you’re in for a rough ride, or several rough rides, in the days and nights ahead.” He turned and stepped towards the doorway. He looked back.

      “Please Gordon,” Helen sobbed. “Tell me ... I’ll do anything—”

      “Don’t die,” he said. “I’ll be back to see you before you do—so don’t worry about goodbyes.” He turned to his man-Friday. “She’s all yours Norrie, but if you kill her, I’ll fucking kill you.”

      “Understood, Boss,” Simpson said and started unbuckling his belt.

      “Please,” Helen whimpered and then she screamed, just before she received a hard slap. Fitzpatrick slammed the door from the outside. He heard a loud, defiant scream, flesh on flesh, and a grunt.

      “That’s the way,” Simpson laughed. “Fight back.” His laughter was still ringing around the cellar when his boss closed the sound-proofed door.

      Fitzpatrick asked his maid Linda to organise coffee, and then he went upstairs to the roof and lit a cigar.
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      Friday 16th July

      Alexandria, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      When Des Grant left work at the end of the week, he had gotten into the habit of strolling to a pub half a mile away from The Sycamore clinic. He went to the bar and ordered a pint. When the barman returned with the beer and placed it on the bar, Grant paid for his drink and took a long sip.

      “I’d like a word Des,” a man beside him said. “Be in that corner booth, in two minutes.”

      Grant looked sideways. “Why the fuck would I want to listen to you?”

      Gordon Fitzpatrick leant close. “Would you be interested in pictures of you and the governor’s wife?”

      Grant’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. “Who the fuck—”

      “In the fucking corner,” Fitzpatrick interrupted. He lifted his glass of Scotch, keeping a straight face. Some said that he could make ‘Happy Birthday’ or ‘Merry Christmas’ sound like a threat.

      As suggested, two minutes later the two men were seated in a quiet corner, and Fitzpatrick kept his back half-turned to the other customers in the bar.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Grant asked as he cradled his pint.

      “You’ve already asked once,” Fitzpatrick whispered. “If you ask again, your next meal will be fed through a fucking tube.”

      Grant sat back and concentrated to stop his hands trembling.

      Fitzpatrick said, “I make it my business to know other people’s business. Now, I’d like some information about your place of work, and one of your guests.”

      Grant liked to play the hard man, but he recognised a genuine hard man was sitting across the table from him. He answered the questions without hesitation.

      After querying the security and other circumstances, Fitzpatrick went on to ask about regular visitors to William Hartley. He expected to hear about Peter Henderson because he knew Henderson was still learning the ropes and would visit his uncle.

      Grant knew a little of what Henderson boasted to the man in the wheelchair, so to get back at Fitzpatrick, he didn’t mention that he’d overheard stories of contract killings and suchlike.

      “There is one interesting person,” Grant said, finally thinking of appeasing this lunatic, and getting revenge on the sexy, but surly visitor. “Apart from the young guy with the beard and big scar, there’s an attractive woman in her thirties who visits sometimes.”

      “What do you know about her, apart from wanting to get into her knickers?”

      “She’s got long, copper-coloured hair, quite tall, says her name is Smith, and she’s a private nurse.”

      “What the fuck does Hartley need a private nurse for?”

      “I think she deals with the hearing aid she fitted when Hartley first arrived.”

      “The man is almost a vegetable, why would he need a fucking hearing aid?” As he asked the question, Fitzpatrick thought back many years to the bogus nurse who’d threatened his right-hand man in the hospital.

      It had to be the same woman—attractive, daring, and dangerous. She was a professional assassin. She’d managed to gain entry to Smith’s private room, and terrified him with threats of a lethal injection—minus the anaesthetic ingredient. She’d turned hard bastard Stevie Smith into a fucking jelly.

      “Do you know her?” Grant asked, seeing a change in the hard man’s expression.

      “I know of her,” Fitzpatrick said. “I need you to do me a wee favour Des.”
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      Saturday 17th July

      Great Western Road, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      At 8:15 am Jake cruised past the junction where Lincoln Avenue joins the Great Western Road. A black Kawasaki sat on Lincoln Avenue, a few metres back from the junction. When the Norton passed, the Kawasaki engine burst into life. One minute later, the pair were riding in line, careful to observe speed restrictions.

      At 8:30 am the two bikes slowed to enter the carpark of the roadside cafe on the outskirts of Dumbarton. It was a pleasant morning, so it was no surprise to see bikers already in the carpark. They were wearing leather jackets, jeans, and the colours of the Mental Riders MCC.

      Jake and Rachel parked a few metres away from the others. They removed helmets and jackets, and then Rachel volunteered to get the brews. As she strolled towards the roadside restaurant, she nodded to the guys wearing the outlaw patches.

      A big guy with long dark hair and a beard was taking a pull from his cigarette and had been watching the new arrivals when they pulled in. He raised a hand to acknowledge the young female rider.

      When Rachel re-appeared with a latte and an Americano, she rejoined Jake, and they chatted. Both stood beside the bikes.

      “Hi,” Max called, as he wandered towards the pair.

      “Hi,” Jake and Rachel said in unison.

      Max placed his cigarette between his lips and moved his coffee carton to his left hand. He shook hands with both Jake and Rachel. “I got your message. How can we help?”

      Jake said, “Our boss was wondering if you fellas would like to uncover some information.”

      “Will we need any special gear?”

      “A van would be useful,” Rachel said. “We can supply if you like.”

      “Our chief mechanic is with me,” Max said. “Is it okay to bring him over?”

      “Of course you can,” Jake said.

      Max turned and called. “Toolkit.” He got a nod from a slim guy with long fair hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Max took a drag of his cigarette before taking it from his mouth.

      He said, “If we haven’t got a van, Toolkit will get one at short notice.”

      “Hey guys,” Toolkit said and outstretched his hand. “You both work for Hawk then?”

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “Good to meet you, Toolkit. I’m Jake, and this is Rachel.”

      “Heard a lot about you, Rachel,” Toolkit said after shaking hands with both of them. He nudged the president of his club and said, “This fella’ didn’t tell us you were a biker and a looker.” He made an obvious appraisal that brought a knowing smile from Rachel.

      “This is business,” Max said. “Put your dick away.”

      “Max,” Toolkit said, shaking his head. “You can be so uncouth, man.” At thirty-two, he was one of the youngest members of the motorcycle club, and he liked to turn on the charm.

      “Go on Jake,” Max said, shaking his head at Toolkit. “What’s the task mate?”

      Jake gave an outline of what was required and handed Max a small, folded piece of paper which contained an address and timings—minimum detail.

      Toolkit continued his lecherous appraisal of Rachel as if she might disappear.

      Max repeated the requirements back to Jake, who nodded confirmation and then Max turned to Toolkit and raised his eyebrows.

      “Easily-do-able,” Toolkit said, nodding. “I can lay my hands on the right vehicle tonight, and I know a good location.”

      Jake handed Max a wad of notes. “This is for fuel and incidentals.”

      “Thanks,” Max said and pocketed the money without checking the amount. “Why are we meeting out here in the open next to a roadside cafe?”

      “It looks natural,” Jake said. “A couple ride up on bikes and stop for a coffee, and strike up a conversation with a bunch of bikers.”

      “Got it,” Max said. “If we were meeting up all sneaky it would attract more attention.”

      “It’s sometimes thought of as, being hidden in plain sight.”

      “I like that,” Max said. He laughed. “I’ll text you, Rachel.”

      “You’ve already got this babe’s number?” Toolkit said, screwing up his eyes and grinning.

      “I gave Max my number a while ago.” Rachel smiled, winding up the other biker.

      “Oh,” Toolkit said. “You kept that quiet big man.”

      “Come on you,” Max pulled Toolkit by the arm, and half-turned to nod at the BTL associates. As the two bikers sauntered away, Max muttered, “Not a fuckin’ word about me havin’ her number.”

      Toolkit’s laughter rang out across the almost empty carpark.
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      Bridge of Weir, Renfrewshire

      Scotland

      Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Barrington-Cross had retired from the British Army after less than an illustrious career, but nobody he knew in his new life would know his military history. All they would ever know would be the snippets he fed into the conversation. Barrington-Cross used his rank, having decided to retain it after retirement. He thought it made him sound distinguished.

      He had come from a family of men who had served their country and decorated for bravery and leadership in a variety of conflicts. Sebastian was the odd man out. He’d been a failure as a young officer and almost lost control of his troops. In the Gulf War in 1991, his inadequate planning had been noted by one of his sergeants, who managed to save the situation and several of their men.

      On return from the desert campaign, Captain Barrington-Cross as he was then was promoted to Major and given a desk job at the Ministry of Defence in London. He proved to be better at pushing paper than leading soldiers, so his next promotion was to Lieutenant Colonel. The rank was necessary to allow transfer to the United Nations.

      He was happy because he got a promotion, a pay rise and another medal to decorate his parade uniform. Secretly, he was also pleased, because a post with the UN meant there was little chance he’d ever be in the line of fire. Service with the UN saw the man serve in a variety of countries.

      Barrington-Cross accepted a post as a liaison officer in Central Africa, which was a position fated to change the course of his life.

      In January ‘96, he was paid a visit by two men in suits and taken to a small office on a remote airfield in Mowhandi. The men suggested introduction as diplomats, and they briefed the officer on what was to be said and done. He accepted a large sum of hard cash and rehearsed his lines.

      At the same time as Barrington-Cross received his briefing, another part of the bigger picture was being played out. In neighbouring Kentobi, the country’s leader, General Amadi Meterenge was assassinated. Pre-arranged reports broadcasted from radio stations within minutes of the incident. An intricate plan had fitted together and required only a few loose ends to be tied.

      A four-man team of British SAS returned across the border from Kentobi into Mowhandi by helicopter. Following the compromise of their mission, they had to bug out. They had taken down the president’s escort helicopter as ordered. As the aircraft crashed to the ground, a single shot was fired by an unknown sniper, which brought down the president’s helicopter.

      Barrington-Cross was effectively briefed to await the return of the team, and blame the SAS commander for the assassination. The man wrongly accused and arrested was Phil McKenzie, later to become the Scottish vigilante known as Hawk.
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      While in his post in Africa, Barrington-Cross was approached by some dubious characters. It was suggested he certify carriage of regular shipments of freight added to the manifest of military aircraft. He tried to refuse until reminded of the cash he’d accepted in January ’96.

      The illegal shipments flew into one particular UK airbase from abroad and were always handled by military men who were blackmailed and on the smuggler’s payroll. The crates were collected and shipped to a warehouse by a designated private contractor. The underworld operation was like a parasite, enmeshed within the official organisation it utilised.

      It was after the second shipment that Barrington-Cross realised the large volumes of cargo were hashish. He complained of the heat and requested a new posting. The gangster handlers used him to help ensnare another military official before he left—for Afghanistan.

      The officer worried about the post at first, believing that he might find himself in the highly dangerous environment of Helmand Province where most of the British contingent were serving. He needn’t have worried, because he was based with the UN in Kabul, many miles away.

      One week after settling into his new role Barrington-Cross attended a small office in the suburbs and found himself being blindfolded and taken to a secret meeting. He was once again put to use as the rubber-stamp-man to ship illegal cargo out of a foreign country back to the UK. The new shipment was brown heroin a by-product of the opium poppy.

      Processing the opium into the valuable black market commodity was performed by those who were most skilled—the Asians. The quantities of heroin shipped were smaller than the hashish, but processed further and sold in small amounts—it would produce a higher street value.

      Before his military career had ended, the failed officer had been drawn irrevocably into a new life as a middleman in the illegal drug industry. He knew the retirement plan with the military but was unaware of the gangland equivalent.

      Barrington-Cross continued to use his rank at every opportunity. The civilians who came in contact with him knew him as Colonel. He settled in the quiet Renfrewshire town of Bridge of Weir and used his ill-gotten gains to furnish his fancy house, buy a decent car and ensure that everybody thought of him as a wealthy ex-officer.

      He had taken the precaution of investing a lot of money and had a regular income, but he had failed to count on the age-old similarity between espionage operators and underworld gangs. Leaving of your own accord was not an option in any clandestine career.

      On two occasions he suggested he no longer needed the cash-flow and would be happy to step back from the organisation. He was content to hand over the names of the crooked connections he’d made in three continents. The retired officer found himself assured in no uncertain terms that he might not need the money, but he wouldn’t be able to step back from anything—if he didn’t have his legs.

      And so it was, that in 2004, Lieutenant Colonel Sebastian Barrington-Cross (Retired), found himself still in use as a vital contact for an international drugs operation between Africa, Afghanistan and Europe.

      His underworld cronies knew Barrington-Cross as Colonel, but in those circles, it wasn’t a title used with respect, it was tongue-in-cheek. The man himself didn’t realise this, and so continued in the belief that one day he could walk away.

      Living in a place like Bridge of Weir didn’t sound grand, but it meant Barrington-Cross was able to live in a big fancy house away from prying eyes. The ex-officer valued his comfortable lifestyle and expensive tastes, so whenever summoned to a meeting, he attended without question.

      He had a list of names in his safe that could buy him out of trouble if he ever had to face the music, but he knew it was a card he’d have to keep close to his chest. He hoped it was a card he would never have to use.
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      “A note for you, Colonel,” Geordie Lavery said as he walked through the large back garden towards the grey-haired man relaxing on a lounger.

      “What do you mean—a note?” Barrington-Cross said as he sat up and removed his shades.

      “It was under the wiper of your car, Sir,” Geordie said. He had no more respect for the man than anybody else, but he knew how to appeal to the man’s ego. A little bit of flattery might pay dividends, Geordie thought. He handed over the note.

      The Colonel unfolded the piece of paper and read it. “What the bloody hell is this?”

      “Anything I might be able to help with, Sir?”

      Barrington-Cross stood and read the note aloud. “It says, ‘Colonel—Erskine Bridge. 7 am. Sunday 18th July. Follow the biker. No show—I tell Mr F you betrayed him. Max’.”

      “Do you know who Mr F and Max are, Sir?” Geordie’s expression was deadpan.

      “I know who Mr F might be, but the name Max means nothing to me.” He looked at the short note again. “When did you say you found this?”

      “About five minutes ago. I was driving past on my way to Govan when I noticed something a bit suspicious. It’s only because I was here recently that I realised this was your place, so I thought I’d check you were okay. I turned as soon as I could and came back.”

      “What did you see that was suspicious?”

      “There was a motorbike at the end of your driveway, Sir. He was pulling away, real quiet like, and I thought it looked peculiar ....” Geordie let his words trail off.

      “Damned if I heard a motorbike. Well done Lavery. Yes, well-spotted. There is a mention in the note of following a biker, and I know there were supposed to be some dealings with a biker gang some time back.” He nodded and painted on a smile. “It all makes sense now.”

      It didn’t make any sense, but as he had done throughout most of his life, he was bluffing to create the illusion he was in control or had some idea of the situation.

      Fucking tosser, Geordie thought, as he stood in silence, observing the ex-officer.

      “It’s a good thing you were passing,” the Colonel said. “This meeting is for tomorrow morning.”

      “Would you like me to drive you, Sir?”

      Barrington-Cross had been so worried about the instructions he’d completely dismissed thoughts of anyone being with him, so he grasped the opportunity.

      “Good idea Lavery,” he said, nodding, and feigning friendliness. “I could do with … back-up. I’ll call Mickey and ask if it’s okay with him if you drive me.”

      “If I may be so bold, Sir,” Geordie said. “I’d suggest neither of us mentions this matter to anybody else.” He paused and leant forward. “Perhaps you should see how this secret meeting goes and whether or not my boss needs to know about it.”

      “Good thinking,” the Colonel murmured. He was disturbed but liked the ex-soldier’s theory of playing his cards close to his chest. He could do with a guy like Lavery working for him. He wondered if he might poach him from Mickey McGinley permanently.

      Geordie remained impassive.

      “I like the way your mind works, Lavery,” the Colonel said. “Yes, we’ll keep it between us for now.” Barrington-Cross mumbled something about needing a brandy and stepped into his large conservatory.

      Geordie called out, “I’ll be off then, Sir.” He walked away grinning and shaking his head when he thought how gullible the ex-officer could be. On his way to the car, he pulled out his phone. It answered after two rings. He said, “Hi Jake—Yeah, it’s Geordie. He took the bait. I’ll check in with you again tomorrow.”
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Fitzpatrick was standing on the roof as he tended to during different parts of the day. It was late afternoon when he noticed the bulk and bald head of Simpson strolling from the main building towards his gatehouse home.

      “Visiting time,” Fitzpatrick said, took a long pull from his Cuban cigar and limped towards the turret door. He went down the stone spiral staircase past the upper floor and ground floor, entered the code on the pad and then went down into the cellar area.

      He smiled when he noticed Simpson had fulfilled his request to locate and leave him a wooden baseball bat. It was leaning on the rough granite wall between Cell One and Cell Two.

      Fitzpatrick placed the cigar in his mouth and lifted the bat. He rested the weighted end on his right shoulder, gripping the narrow end with his right hand. He used his left hand to slide back the bolt of Cell Two.

      Stephanie Henderson was sitting up against the wall on her stone bed. She stared at her visitor but didn’t speak. A soundproofed cellar meant as far as the remainder of the building was concerned, there was no noise. The noises made in cells could be heard throughout the cellar area, so Stephanie had listened to every slap, grunt, word, threat, sob, scream and prayer from the small room next door.

      Fitzpatrick removed the cigar from his mouth and exhaled a cloud of bluish-grey smoke into the small room. He said, “You’ve been listening to my human torture weapon at work, haven’t you?”

      Stephanie forced a nod and became conscious of her eyes misting. She couldn’t take her gaze from the long, heavy wooden bat. Her lips trembled, but she didn’t speak, both for fear of upsetting this strange man and fear of becoming hysterical. What had been happening next door had been horrific, and Simpson explained his intentions in lurid detail to his terrified victim on each visit, before he enjoyed his devious pleasures.

      Fitzpatrick winked. “I reckon you like a bit of rough. Maybe if you don’t talk when you get the chance, I’ll let Norrie spend some time with you. Obviously, I’ll let him finish with the slut next door first.” He paused. “Would you like that?”

      Stephanie shook her head, and as she did, tears ran silently down her face.

      “That’s good,” he said. He lifted the baseball bat from his shoulder and held it at arm’s length to admire its length and shape. “This is one of my favourite accessories when it comes to interrogation.” He rested it on his shoulder again and stepped forward, which caused the young woman to tremble uncontrollably.

      Fitzpatrick said, “A baseball bat has a peculiar shape, and it lends itself to so many uses.” He lowered the heavy bulbous end of the wooden bat onto Stephanie’s thigh and rubbed it up and down her smooth flesh. “A golf club is intended to strike little balls, so it works well with a man. Now, you only have to look at this beauty to know what ....” He paused and then shouted. “You’re not looking at it. Look at the fucking thing!”

      The terrified young woman looked down at the device that was barely touching her flesh. Her imagination went into overdrive, and as much as she tried to remain silent, she started to sob uncontrollably. The top end of the wooden bat was forced between her knees which she had been pressing together.

      Fitzpatrick said, “Are you eating all your meals, Stephanie?”

      “Yes,” she whispered and stared down at the weapon.

      “Good,” he said. “It’s imperative that a person is in the right frame of mind when I interview them. Some require starvation while others require feeding.” He looked her up and down. “You’re not too bad looking either, at the moment.”

      He lifted the baseball bat onto his shoulder, turned and left without another word. He closed the door and slid the bolt home with a loud clang.

      Fitzpatrick took a few steps and slid the bolt open on his wife’s cell. She was already curled up in the corner of the bed, but instead of sitting up she was on her side, hugging her legs up tight to her chest.

      Her torn dress had previously given a glimpse of her underwear intact, but now her underwear was on the stone floor. Even a glance suggested the flimsy garments had been removed forcibly, rather than conventionally. Two teeth on the floor contrasted with the dull grey stone, and surrounding patches of blood.

      “Well, well, you fucking slut. It looks like you’ve finally found a man that can give you more than you can handle.” Fitzpatrick stepped forward and lowered the baseball bat from his shoulder. He touched the terrified woman’s bare leg with the end of the bat, and her entire body convulsed. The end of the bat moved along her thigh under the torn dress.

      Helen whimpered and her head half-turned but she never quite made eye-contact.

      “Aw that’s sweet,” Fitzpatrick said, as he lifted the torn material from the area of Helen’s buttocks. “He’s given you a few love bites. Okay, so they’re a bit deeper than normal, but drawing blood must be a sign of affection.”

      Helen’s body continued to tremble as she finally turned to stare at the man in her torture chamber. She thought she had loved him once and thought she’d understood the risks of being unfaithful to him. In recent times, Helen realised she had severely underestimated his capacity for cruelty. She figured he might slap her around, but not subject her to the horror of something like Simpson.

      “I’ve got a question for you, slut,” Fitzpatrick said. “I can see by the state of your mouth you might not be able to talk, so I’ll let you nod or shake your head.” He lifted his cigar to his lips and drew long and deep on it, before exhaling the acrid smoke around the small room. He swung the bat up onto his right shoulder before speaking again.

      “I’ll ask this question once, so think very carefully about the response.” He stared down at her blackened eyes and bruised face. “Was there anybody else apart from the Spaniard?”

      Helen knew she had a choice that could mean more punishment or even her death. For all she had prayed to die in recent times, she realised, she didn’t want to die. She shook her head slowly from side to side.

      Fitzpatrick shook his head and grinned. He drew on his cigar again, exhaled the smoke and leant forward towards his battered and abused wife.

      “Wrong answer,” he said. He placed the cigar into his mouth and brought the baseball bat down with both hands in a swift movement, so it slammed onto the bed an inch below his wife’s bare and bruised feet. The sound of solid wood on stone reverberated around the tiny room. Fitzpatrick lay the bat on the bed and reached into a pocket. He produced two photographs. He didn’t have to look at them.

      The pictures dropped onto the bed beside his wife, and she let out a moan.

      Fitzpatrick lifted the bat and went to the door. He turned. “You don’t have to worry about looking at those pictures because you’ll be seeing each other again soon enough.” He went outside, slammed the door and slid the bolt.
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      Sunday 18th July

      Erskine Bridge, Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      “There he goes,” Geordie said. “He’s passing us now.”

      A black Triumph Bonneville overtook the car, but the rider slowed to look at the occupants. He pulled in front of the vehicle but maintained his speed. The patches proclaiming Mental Riders and Glasgow stood out above and below the unique club emblem.

      “That’s him,” Geordie said. “It must be him because the description fits and it’s 6:55 am.” It was a beautiful summer morning with a crisp feel in the air, but a blue sky and a pleasant day forecast.

      “Okay,” The Colonel said. “Flash your lights or whatever, and follow him.”

      Geordie nodded and flashed the headlights of the Colonel’s car. In response, the rider raised an arm with forefinger extended. The biker took the right-hand lane at the northern end of the bridge and followed the exit ramp towards the dual carriageway and Glasgow.

      The big car followed the biker. A few hundred metres along the road, six bikes were parked at a bus stop. When the BMW passed, the six bikes set off and pulled in behind the car in pairs. The noise of the engines was sufficient to cause the Colonel to turn and look over his shoulder.

      “There are more of them behind us, Lavery,”

      “No panic, Colonel,” Geordie said, glancing in the rear-view at the agitated passenger. “This is probably how these things work. Don’t underestimate a man because he rides a motorbike.”

      “Does it need so fucking many of them?”

      “Perhaps the escort is to make sure nobody else gets involved.”

      At the Hardgate roundabout, the lead bike turned left, followed by the BMW, and the other bikes stayed close. The convoy went through the small sleepy area slowly and without excess noise. They exited onto a country road ten minutes later. The convoy pulled off onto a short farm track.

      Hedgerows on either side made it difficult to judge the surrounding countryside, but the convoy couldn’t go any further because a black van blocked the track. The lead bike squeezed past the van and stopped on the other side.

      The Colonel said, “I wish we hadn’t fucking come here, Lavery. I don’t like this.”

      Geordie said, “Don’t worry, Sir. I’m carrying a little something. If things get out of hand, I’ll drop a couple of these hairy bastards.”

      “Keep me safe Geordie, and I’ll pay you well.” Barrington-Cross thought by being less formal it might help to win favour with the ex-soldier.

      As soon as the car stopped, two bikers appeared on either side. In itself, it would have been intimidating. When they each produced automatic pistols from within their leather jackets, it raised the Colonel’s perceived threat level from amber to flashing red with loud mental sirens.

      A tall, well-built man with long dark hair and a heavy beard appeared from beside the van. He was cradling a pump-action shotgun and staring straight at the occupants of the car.

      “Get them both out and search them,” Max said.

      Geordie whispered, “I don’t like the fucking look of this.” He intentionally omitted the ‘sir’, because it was the sort of thing the Colonel would register.

      “Why? What’s wrong?” Barrington-Cross whispered.

      “They don’t care if we see their faces.”

      The Colonel was still trying to work out the significance of Geordie’s observation when he heard the door handles click.

      Both front and back doors opened from the outside, and the occupants were yanked out forcefully, so they fell to the ground.

      “Get up and put your fuckin’ hands on the roof,” a gruff voice commanded.

      Both men stood, using the car to assist them, and then they turned to face each other over the roof. The Colonel was on the left of the vehicle, and Geordie on the right.

      “Hands flat on the fuckin’ roof,” Max growled, and then he nodded to his brethren.

      The Colonel and Geordie had their legs kicked back and outward, causing them to stretch forward and hold their weight on their extended arms. In the case of the Colonel, it was a considerable feat to maintain the position. A frisking from head to toe followed.

      Sinbad was searching Geordie and stood up holding a Walther 9mm automatic.

      “Hey, Boss,” Sinbad said. “The driver thinks he’s a fuckin’ secret agent. He keeps a wee weapon in an ankle holster.” Sinbad punched Geordie in the kidneys and then thrust a boot behind his right knee to make sure his man went down. “Fuckin’ dickhead.”

      Barrington-Cross half-turned as Geordie dropped out of view.

      Max said, “Get them in the fuckin’ van.”

      Two minutes later, the two men from the car were hooded, bound and rolling around on the uncarpeted floor of the van. They’d been told not to speak, and they didn’t.
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      The van travelled around on rough countryside tracks for twenty minutes before pulling up in an old farmyard. The two hooded men felt their clothing gripped. They landed on the ground and were told to remain silent unless asked a question.

      Max said, “Bring the Colonel indoors. Two of you take Mr fuckin’ Bond into the shed across there and teach him some fuckin’ manners.”

      Barrington-Cross felt the hood lift. He was already inside a building and was pushed down onto a hard-backed chair. His bindings were pulled close to and attached to the backrest. He blinked several times and looked around. It appeared to be a farmhouse that had fallen into disrepair, but he noticed there were a kettle, mugs and brew kit on a dirty old worktop to the left.

      “So, you’re the Colonel then,” Max said and placed his shotgun on an old oak table to one side. “I’ll explain how this is going to work—Colonel.” Max nodded to the two bikers behind the prisoner, and they came forward to stand on either side of the chair.

      Barrington-Cross felt his lips tremble—he couldn’t hide his fear.

      Max said, “I know this is gonna’ sound a bit cliché, but we need some information, and we can do it the easy way, or we can do it the fuckin’ hard way.”

      The Colonel looked nervously to left and right, recalling the other two men standing slightly behind his chair.

      “Sinbad,” Max said, “Give our guest a hint of how we do the easy way.”

      Sinbad took three steps across the room, and his boots made him sound like a giant walking in a doll’s house. He lifted the kettle.

      The Colonel’s eyes widened.

      Sinbad then lifted a mug with his other hand.

      “Butcher,” Max said, “Give our guest a hint of how we do the hard way.”

      Butcher was wearing a one-piece overall and had a pair of goggles pulled up onto his forehead. He stepped forward and in his gloved hands was carrying a heavy-duty hammer-drill. In the chuck, a drill bit thirty-centimetre-long was secured. It was as thick as a man’s thumb. When Butcher squeezed the trigger, the drill bit became a silver blur, and the sound filled the room with a high-pitched screaming noise.

      ‘Whhueeeeeeeeeeeeee!’

      Max waited until the noise died down and the red tip of the twisted steel could be seen. He grimaced as he turned to the man seated to his front. He leant forward and spoke in a quiet, friendly tone. “You being an ex-military man might want to go for the lengthy, excruciatingly painful, torture method.” Max shook his head. “Personally, I don’t want to have that crazy bastard drill holes in your ankles, knees, and elbows, because I’ll have to wear overalls. These are my best fuckin’ jeans.”

      The Colonel was giving the big biker his undivided attention and was trembling.

      Max leant forward again so that his face was close to his prisoner’s staring eyes. “Obviously Colonel, if you decide to go for the hard option we’ll supply bindings for your arms and legs, and a gag between questions. We won’t be able to keep your fuckin’ body still. Apart from that, I won’t be able to stand the sounds you’ll be making.”

      The Colonel had perspiration dripping from his well-fed face. He swallowed hard and turned to look at the biker with the kettle and mug. As he did, there was a click behind him.

      ‘Whhueeeeeeeeee!’

      “Before you make your decision, Colonel,” Max said. “What Mr F might do is still a sort of theoretical thing, whereas we are here, mob-handed and fuckin’ equipped.”

      Max paused and raised his head to gaze through a window that was behind the prisoner. He teased his unruly beard before looking at the Colonel.

      A man screamed, outside somewhere, but it sounded close. A few seconds later, there was another high-pitched scream. Four cries had occurred before all went quiet, and after a brief pause, there was the sound of men laughing.

      “Ha,” Max said. “It sounds like your driver is providing some entertainment as he learns to behave.”
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      Monday 19th July

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Fitzpatrick stood at his battlements gazing out across the beautiful hamlet that had become his adopted home and HQ. He sipped his coffee and took a long pull on his Havana. It was 7:45 am so he still had his early morning stroll ahead of him. He placed his mug of coffee on the narrow inner ledge and slipped out his phone.

      “Good morning Sebastian, it’s Gordon. I thought I’d call with the news we’ve been waiting for.” He could tell from the mumbling noise that the man on the other end was still waking. “We have a delivery this evening, and as business associates, I’d like you and Mickey here to receive it with me.”

      Fitzpatrick heard the excuses from the retired officer, but he wasn’t listening. Instead, he watched a kestrel hovering high above the nearby roadway. He looked directly below the small bird of prey and saw a section of embankment alongside a hedgerow. He smiled and continued to observe the patience of the predator.

      “Well, don’t worry about transport Sebastian—no, don’t use your car. I’ve asked Mickey to use his car and driver. You’ll be picked up at around mid-morning. Bye.” He ended the call and continued to watch the tiny raptor.

      “Patience has its rewards, my friend,” he said. The kestrel closed its wings and shot down towards the embankment like a missile. A flash of blue and reddish brown appeared from the long grass a few seconds later. The kestrel flew off clutching a furry morsel.

      “Patience and decisive action,” Fitzpatrick murmured and nodded. He took a pull from his cigar and went downstairs to set off on his regular walk into Braemar. Later, he thought, he would go into the woods and choose a strong tree.
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      On the ground floor of the massive office block, Rachel stood at one of the large windows overlooking Bothwell Street. She was holding a small radio in her right hand and a glass of orange juice in her left. She had heard the visitors before she saw them.

      “Hullo Zero and Juliet, this is Romeo, our guests have arrived.”

      In the BTL Enterprises offices on the top floor, the call was acknowledged by Phil.

      “Zero roger. Alpha is on the way to your location.”

      At the entrance to the basement car-park, Rachel’s call was acknowledged by Jake.

      “Juliet, Roger. Opening up now.” He pressed a pass card into the slot to over-ride the single-vehicle operation of the barrier. The red and white bar lifted to vertical.

      The motorbikes turned from the road and rumbled down the ramp, under the building into the carpark. Each of the riders dressed in leather jacket and jeans. The jackets proudly announced with their patches that the riders were Mental Riders. As the bikers passed the barrier, they acknowledged Jake with a curt nod. He returned the gesture.

      In a carpark accustomed to the quiet purring of car engines or the occasional single motorbike engine, the sound of twelve powerful bikes at once filled the cavernous space with a deep thunderous noise.
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        * * *

      

      “Hi guys,” Rachel said as the riders wandered into the large meeting room. “You can remove your jackets, grab a brew and take a seat.” She paused and held back a smile as she felt twelve pairs of eyes on her. “Alpha will be joining us shortly.”

      “Nice outfit, Rachel,” Toolkit said, as he slipped his leather jacket from his shoulders and hung it over a chair. He ignored the mimicking of his compliment by his brothers-in-arms.

      Rachel’s lips parted as she gave him a dazzling smile. “Thank you Toolkit—nice T-shirt.” Eleven other leather jackets came off with a little more urgency and hung on the back of chairs. Men will be boys, Rachel thought, no matter how hard they are.

      It was a briefing session rather than an operation, so Rachel dressed in a navy jacket and black mini-skirt, with a pale blue blouse. She wore black shoes with a heel, but nothing too elaborate. Copper-coloured hair framed a face that had been perfectly made-up, and she looked nothing like the woman the bikers had seen before.

      The room was arranged with a group of four tables pulled close together to form a large square, and the bikers all settled onto chairs; four to the left and the right side, and four to the rear. At the centre of the tables sat a laptop and projector. At the front of the room behind Rachel, a large white screen was set up but remained black thus far.

      When the door opened, and Annabel walked in, the general hubbub changed to silence as all eyes focussed on the woman stepping through the doorway. As usual, she wore a minimum of facial makeup, but to devastating effect. She looked stunning. For a woman a shade under forty, she looked much younger.

      For a change, she didn’t wear a wig but wore her natural auburn hair down over her shoulders. In keeping with the chat that she and Rachel had about outfits, Annabel also wore a dark jacket, but over a low-cut, lemon-coloured dress. Her navy shoes, like Rachel’s, had a moderate heel.

      “Good morning and thank you for coming guys,” she said and paused. “My codename is Alpha, and I’m one of Rachel’s associates.”

      “Good morning, Alpha,” a couple of the bikers said and nodded as they made it obvious they were assessing her. Her lashes never flickered as she smiled and returned the steady gaze of her audience. Her confident manner gave two of the guys even more of a buzz.

      There were one or two quiet mutterings relating to becoming ‘better associated’ with Alpha, but she smiled knowingly and let them go unacknowledged. While the testosterone levels were rising in the room, Rachel went to the back and fixed a coffee for her idol.

      Annabel said, “We have two main areas to deal with this morning.” She paused and looked around at the attentive gazes of her audience. “First of all, I’d like to deal with Max’s de-briefing.

      “Lucky bastard,” was whispered from the back. Sniggering followed around the room.

      Annabel rolled her eyes. “Secondly, I’ll give you fellas the outline of a plan, and then it will be for you to give feedback so we can work on details.”

      There wasn’t a murmur as the men all enjoyed their fantasies while focussing on the two women at the front of the room. Some of the fantasies involved both women—at once.

      Rachel said, “The small black pyramid device on the table is there to enable a conference call. On the other end, we’ll have our boss, Hawk.” She paused and looked around as the men all looked at the intercom. “He’s at another location listening. He’ll only talk to us if he thinks we’ve missed anything, or if he has anything to include.”

      “Is everybody clear so far?” Annabel asked. She received twelve nods with grins.

      “One question, Rachel,” Butcher said. “Why are you still using your name, while the other guys have codenames?”

      “I use my name because there is a far greater chance that I’ll meet somebody I know when I’m out around the city. I’ve always lived in Glasgow, and I have a cover story. In the case of Hawk and Alpha, they both have a history best left alone.”

      “Good enough,” Butcher said, nodding.

      “Thanks,” Toolkit said. “I was wondering about the codenames.”

      The other bikers nodded, but none of them considered the only man in their club to use his real name was Max.

      “Okay Max,” Annabel continued. “You can give us a rundown on how your meeting went.”
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        * * *

      

      Max began by explaining how he and his team led the Colonel’s car up into a disused farm track where the riders then hooded and bound both Barrington-Cross and Geordie. It brought a smile from all when Max mentioned Sinbad searching Geordie. As per Jake’s instructions, Sinbad had found a gun and still gave Geordie a fist in the ribs, just for effect.

      When Max explained about the ride in the van, all the bikers laughed. Once hooded, they’d driven the van around the countryside for a while and then returned to the farmhouse about ten metres from where the car and the bikes parked.

      The two captives were taken to separate buildings. Geordie had merely enjoyed a hot brew with a few riders and screamed a couple of times on cue. Combined with the hard and easy options offered to the Colonel in the other building—it did the trick.

      Barrington-Cross was not prepared to have holes drilled into random parts of his body, so after a hesitant start, he’d accepted a coffee laced with brandy. He then answered Max’s questions without hesitation.

      As Annabel and Rachel ignored the lecherous stares of the other bikers, Max took twenty minutes to list the intelligence his team had gained from the retired officer.

      Upstairs on the top floor, Phil and Jake sat opposite each other at the main office table with notes and photographs to hand. They made a record of names, places and any additional incidental information that the bikers might not have realised was important.

      As they listened on the intercom, Jake nodded. “I have to admit, those guys did a pretty good job.”

      “They did,” Phil agreed. “The good news is they’ll be able to do lots more if they’re up for it.” The pair listened in to the end of the conference downstairs, and then they heard Annabel’s voice.

      “Have you any questions before we break up Hawk?”

      “Not at the moment,” Phil said into the machine. “A buffet is set up in the room next door to your meeting room. Let the guys have an hour break, and by then we’ll have worked out our revised strategy.”

      “Gotcha,” Annabel said.

      A bunch of hard guys looked around at each other, nodding and grinning. This covert ops shit was better than it first sounded, they got to fantasise about two real beauties, and they got free grub.
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        * * *

      

      “Right mate,” Phil said. “Let’s summarise what we’ve confirmed.”

      Jake read from the notes he’d written during Max’s briefing downstairs.

      “Barrington-Cross seems to be the main connection to Kentobi in Africa for hash and Afghanistan for opium. He said that Mr F was taking care of the cocaine supply, from Colombia, but we knew about the connections over there.”

      “It sounds like Barrington-Cross’s contacts abroad are diplomats and not military, so we’ll have to wait before we request official sources to chase them up. We’ll pass that information to Stuart when the time is right. What have we got over here?”

      “On this side of the equation, we must consider the airbase, a handful of military personnel, and a private contractor.” Jake paused. “From what Barrington-Cross says, the solicitor, McDonald has reverted to his old ways. He’s back to organising the distribution of payments and any forged documents; including passports.”

      “What about the name Simpson—does this give us confirmation?”

      “Well, we have two listed already. One is Norrie Simpson—the deviant we believe is working directly for Fitzpatrick. The other one is Brian. He’s the big guy we thought might be involved in either setting up or carrying out the contract killings in Australia, and Spain.”

      “Okay,” Phil said. “It looks like we might have our perpetrator for the overseas hits. I don’t think Barrington-Cross would have been so cagey about a simple thing like Fitzpatrick’s right-hand man. He must have got wind of the brother taking on tasks.”

      “Yeah, I’d agree. The main issue we’ll face is tracking down Brian Simpson. If he can evade the authorities in two continents, he’s a slippery character for such a big guy.”

      Phil checked his notes. “Okay, so looking at other names. Max mentioned Peter Henderson would take part in the transportation of the gear didn’t he?”

      “Yes, he’ll be dealing with the stuff coming in from Colombia. It sounds like there are to be three shipments over five days, but only using one team for transport after the merchandise reaches our shores.”

      “Okay,” Phil said, nodding. “Max said that the Colonel mentioned something about a place called Glenbrittle. It’s got to be on the Scottish coastline. Have we got co-ordinates?”

      Jake lifted the laser pointer and aimed at the main Scotland map on the wall behind Phil. “Right there, on the south-west coast of the Isle of Skye.”

      “It must be pretty bloody small,” Phil said. “Of course once the stuff is ashore, I don’t think they’ll move it down the coast by boat because another vessel could be seen and checked too easily by the coastguard.”

      “Do you reckon they’ll bring it directly inland by road?”

      “I do mate,” Phil said. “Remember, there’s a road bridge connecting Skye to the mainland.” He stared at the road network going east from Skye. “I have a feeling our man Fitzpatrick is so sure of himself he’ll get the gear delivered close to home.”

      Jake was tracing the laser across the map. “Unless there is a lot of security they’re not going to have a location set aside for storage. Do you think he might use his fortified home as a headquarters for his new business empire?”

      “That’s precisely what I’m thinking,” Phil said, studying the map. “If he does, it will help us to keep our cordon tight.” He turned back to Jake. “When Max questioned the Colonel about going to Fitzpatrick’s place, he said he’d never been, but he was expecting an invitation.”

      “Maybe Geordie will be able to shed some light on it when he calls in.”

      “When is his next report due?”

      “He’s been working a dangerous routine between McGinley and the Colonel, you know, befriending both of them as the man they can trust. I told him to be extra careful about his reports.”

      “If everything works out we’ll make an assessment of Geordie. It sounds like he’s got guts and a few extra brain cells.”

      “He’s like a lot of ex-squaddies, Phil. They do their time, come out, and then there’s nothing for them. We all have to earn a living, but it looks like he just took the wrong job.”

      “Let’s take a closer look at these cross-country routes, mate,” Phil said.

      They lifted their coffees and stood side by side facing the Scotland map, checking routes and alternate routes from the tiny port of Glenbrittle on Skye across to Braemar in the centre of the Grampian Mountains.

      Jake said, “It’s quite a distance to carry their special cargo on remote roads.”

      Phil was nodding in agreement. “I think it’s just what the cocky bastard will do. It’s unbelievable. There are only two possible routes, but he is keeping it all low key with one means of transport and a small crew.”

      “I’m with you. Fitzpatrick is working on the assumption the authorities would be watching out for escorted vans or trucks if they suspected bulk drug movements, but a single large van with a couple of guys will blend into the regular traffic flow.”

      “Keep in mind,” Phil said. “To ensure his crew don’t double-cross him, he only has to brief them individually. If he promises them their allegiance and reliability will be rewarded; they’ll keep the faith.” He paused. “He may or may not have somebody out there keeping an eye on things en route.”

      “Just like the Middle East and African dictators. They depend on their personal bodyguard, in the same way, by having a mutual trust, based on distrust.”

      Phil lifted his phone and dialled. There was no answer for half a minute, but he waited patiently. When there was a response, a blast of loud music could be heard in the background.

      “Hi Mike, it’s Phil. Do you fancy a fishing trip mate?” The music died at the other end. “No mate—no need,” Phil continued. “I’ll get over to your place later today. Cheers.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Fitzpatrick finished his lunch and went up onto the roof to enjoy a cigar. As the days had been since his return to his beloved Scotland, it was warm and sunny. He considered what he had planned for the next few days, and it brightened his mood.

      After his cigar, the wannabe Godfather limped across to the turret and made his way down to the cellar rooms. He went to his wife’s cell and eased the bolt back to catch her unawares. She lay battered and bruised and had fresh bite marks on her buttocks, body, and thighs, but she was asleep, probably exhausted after a session with Simpson.

      Fitzpatrick closed the cell door, and went to the other occupied cell and slid the bolt back. When he looked into the room, his gaze was met by a steady stare from Stephanie.

      “It’s nice to see you looking so healthy and alert Mrs Henderson. You’ll be pleased to know by the end of this week your unofficial divorce will be underway.”

      “Unofficial divorce?” she mumbled, mystified. “He was putting it about for months. It was him who left me. We’re already separated and divorced.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the whys and wherefores,” Fitzpatrick said. “Depending on how much you open up about what you’ve said, and to whom, it could go one of two ways for you.” Dimples made his beard twitch as he looked at her body. “It seems your husband likes my perverse ways of dealing with treachery.”

      Her eyes opened wider, and her jaw dropped. “He’s my ex-husband—”

      Fitzpatrick continued, ignoring the woman. “His first consideration was to let Norrie; my human torture weapon have his way with you for a couple of days,” He smirked. “Depending on your sexual preferences I think it might still be a good way to go, but you’re quite young and still attractive, and I don’t think Norrie would be able to hold back.”

      Stephanie had been trying to hold her nerve, but it had only been a short while since she’d heard the most recent session where the animal had been abusing Helen Fitzpatrick. Stephanie’s eyes started to mist over and then as she considered her fate she cried openly.

      Fitzpatrick said, “Now I know you’ll be interested in the other option, which I’m proud to say was also my idea.” He stepped forward and assessed her slowly from head to foot. “My second suggestion was to let you try out some of my new product when it gets here.” He saw her blink rapidly, and then her eyes opened wider.

      “Yes, I know,” he said. “I know you’re not a drug addict at the moment, but the beauty of it is Stephanie—you could be by the end of the week.” When she sobbed, it made him laugh aloud. He looked into her eyes and saw the terror there.

      “I thought maybe we’d get you fixed on a cocktail of drugs, but ensuring that you were dependent before we took you travelling. It occurred to me to get you high with some gear and then drive you somewhere and drop you off late one night.”

      Stephanie’s body convulsed as her sobs wracked her body. “Please, don’t—”

      “Don’t ever speak when I’m explaining something,” he said and leant over her. His smirk had disappeared. “I reckon we could abandon you in a back street in Liverpool, Manchester, or even take you further south to the Soho district of London. Perhaps we could clean you up and leave you in a summer dress and heels, and then watch to see how long it takes before somebody takes care of you—in some way.”

      “I don’t understand—we’re divorced—”

      “You’re never divorced in our business, until you’re dead.” Fitzpatrick laughed as he slammed the cell door, leaving the distraught woman sobbing uncontrollably.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzpatrick left the front door and wandered around the building towards one of the tracks at the rear. His mobile rang, and he answered it in a conversational tone.

      “Hello Peter, where are you?” He listened for a moment. “Inverness. Good lad. Call me again when you reach Grantown-on-Spey, and shortly afterwards we’ll have a wee drink together. Bye.”

      He put away his phone and continued a few metres to a stout tree in a small clearing off the track. He undid his zipper and relieved himself into the depths of the surrounding fern, before strolling back onto the track.

      Eva remained motionless as the gangster’s urine dripped from the fern to her hair and over her face. This, she thought, gives taking the piss a whole new meaning. She pulled out her phone. Her nose was wrinkled up as she dialled.

      “Hello, it’s Eva,” she whispered. “Checkpoints on the route include Inverness and Grantown-on-Spey, so I reckon the shipment will be coming here.” She listened to the questions. “Yes, first one is on the way now. Ciao.”

      Fitzpatrick stopped a few metres away on the main track and turned to look back.

      He shouted, “Norrie, I’ve found what I was looking for.”

      “Where, Boss?” Simpson approached.

      “The tree there with the low hanging branches. Get rid of the lower branches and the fern for me and make a bit of clearing around it.”

      “Will do, Boss,” Simpson said and wandered across to the tree. He started to pull up large bundles of fern and cursed when it slipped through his hands because of moisture. He smelled his hands and muttered, “Aw, you dirty bastard, Boss. I’ll fetch a fuckin’ machete.”

      Eva reapplied the safety catch on her Walther. When the two men walked away, she started to slide out of position. Her heart thudded. She had been about to kill her first human being—and her second.
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      .

      Tuesday 20th July

      Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Geordie was acting chauffer for the day, just as he’d been for the meeting at Stirling Castle. His instructions from Mental Mickey were obscure. On this particular journey, Geordie had merely been told to drive towards Aberdeen.

      It was fortunate Geordie was capable with route-planning because he knew his boss had an aversion to motorways. Mental thought the cameras were situated on motorways as a sneaky way for the authorities to maintain a national network of surveillance.

      The ex-squaddie knew his boss disliked sat-nav devices, believing that they could be used in reverse to keep tabs on the user and to monitor movements. He thought police patrols could spot-check a driver’s history from the sat-nav, and that wasn’t worth the risk.

      Geordie was content and enjoyed the scenery. When they arrived at Blairgowrie, Mental suggested a break. In such a small town it was easy to find a cafe close to the parking area. They used The Wee Coffee Shop on Allan Street. Good coffee, great snacks, and though a friendly bunch—nobody would be prying.

      It was difficult not being able to strike up a conversation, but Geordie had already learned if he wished to perform as a double agent, he’d have to master being unobtrusive. He spoke when spoken to while driving and never offered an opinion unless asked.

      “Geordie,” Mental said after they’d eaten. “Would you give us a couple of minutes, mate?”

      “Sure, Boss,” Geordie said. “I’ll go and wait at the car.”

      “Thanks, mate.”

      Geordie wandered off to the carpark. He opened the front windows of the Shogun to let fresh air blow through the vehicle. He wasn’t allowed to smoke in Mickey’s vehicle, so he lit up and wandered around close by.

      He was pleased he’d been able to bluff the white dressing on his right hand. When he turned up to drive his boss, he explained how he had tripped and poured scalding coffee over his hand. He was delighted to hear this excuse being passed on when they stopped at Bridge of Weir to pick up the Colonel.

      ‘You won’t believe what my fuckin’ driver has done to himself,’ Mickey had said to Barrington-Cross. ‘He’s only poured hot coffee over his fuckin’ hand.’ Mental laughed.

      When Geordie overheard the explanation, he glanced in the rear-view and caught the Colonel’s glance.
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday, following the supposed punishment by the bikers, Geordie had wrapped his hanky around his hand, explaining to the Colonel about the bikers pouring boiling water over his hand. He said, they then applied salt and vinegar to the injury and told him they were going to bite off his fingers and eat them.

      Barrington-Cross had winced and admitted to hearing loud screams across the farmyard. He told Geordie how much he admired his courage. It didn’t occur to the ex-officer that Geordie never asked about his meeting, or if he had been threatened in any way. Barrington-Cross hoped Geordie wouldn’t ask, mainly because he was too self-centred. He also didn’t want to admit how quickly he had gone for the soft option.

      During his ‘punishment’ for carrying a gun, Geordie had enjoyed a drink and a chat with bikers in an outbuilding. Pedro had produced a small bottle of food colouring to create the impression that Geordie’s fingers and hand had been scalded. Simply to see the response, Pedro had suggested it would have been more fun to actually scald Geordie’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Geordie stood beside the 4 x 4 and thought back to the military operations he’d survived. He was always grateful to have left the military with his body intact, although he did have nightmares. How long he would survive this life was questionable.

      He watched the two men approach together. Barrington-Cross was a well-educated, Sandhurst Academy-trained, ex-officer who looked uncomfortable in gangster company. Mental Mickey, on the other hand, lived up to his nickname and was the stereotypical Glasgow gangster. Only modern technology fazed him. They were polar opposites.

      “Right, Geordie,” Mickey said as he climbed into the vehicle. “Follow the mountain roads into the Cairngorms. You can use Braemar and Aberdeen as aiming marks.”

      “Got it, Boss,” Geordie said as he closed the road atlas. “The A93 is the way to go.”

      The route took them along narrow and winding mountain roads. Though it was the summer months, there was snow on some of the peaks. They’d been driving through the mountain valleys for over an hour when Mental gave his next instruction.

      “As we reach the top of this rise Geordie, you’ll see a huge parking place. Pull over there.”

      “Okay,” Geordie said. “There’s a sign for a ski lodge ahead. Could that be it, Boss?”

      “Aye, that will be right, mate.” Mental paused. “The ski lodge is on the left, but the overflow carpark is a big gravel patch on the right just before the lodge.”

      The three men remained silent until they reached the carpark. On the approach, Geordie wondered if his boss had been here before. He was confident of the layout in what was a remote location.

      Barrington-Cross said, “Why are we stopping here, Mickey?”

      “Mr F called me this morning and told me he’d send somebody out to meet us.” He turned and looked into the Colonel’s eyes briefly, but said no more.

      The retired officer was glancing left and right like a tiny animal watching for predators.

      Five minutes after they’d parked, a red Range Rover approached from the opposite direction. It pulled off the road and drove around them to park facing back from whence it had come. The driver’s window rolled down silently.

      “Ready when you are, gentlemen,” Simpson said, in a pleasant tone.

      “Come on, Colonel,” Mental said. He waited until the other man was out of the car, and then he handed a wad of notes to his driver. “Geordie, I want you to head back down the road a bit, and book yourself into a hotel, mate.” He glanced at the other vehicle, squinted and nodded. “Book in for two nights, just in case I’m delayed. I’ll call you when I need picking up.”

      “Okay, Boss,” Geordie said without any hesitation. “I’ll book into somewhere in Blairgowrie.” He got out and lifted his passengers’ baggage to place it in the back of the other vehicle.

      Mental climbed into the rear seats of the Range Rover beside Barrington-Cross. The car pulled away gently across the large gravel surface towards the road.

      Geordie had mentioned Blairgowrie because he knew there would be plenty of accommodation, but he had no intention of going there. He remembered a sign for a hotel on the way up the mountain road. It was at The Spittal of Glenshee. He would go there.

      He put the Shogun in gear and spun it around to head back down the mountain road. He had reached a point where he didn’t trust any of the people he was driving, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he set off in the opposite direction to his boss. Geordie glanced in the rear-view in time to see the other car disappear over the rise as it headed further north into the mountains.

      Geordie decided he’d wait until he was booked in before he reported to the BTL team. He already had a bad feeling about the arrangements so far, but he wanted to be close enough to help the right people if everything started to go tits-up. It always brought a smile when he thought how his military life had woven loyalty into his character.
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        * * *

      

      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      “Hi Geordie, I’ll put you on speaker,” Jake switched his phone to the loudspeaker. Geordie’s voice boomed out to be heard by Phil, Annabel, Jake and Ian. He explained how the day had unfolded. Mental had told him they’d be going for a drive but picking up the Colonel on the way. Geordie gave a rapid summary of snippets he’d picked up in the conversations during the journey, and he finished by saying he was in a small hotel near the Spittal of Glenshee.

      “Okay mate,” Jake said. “Continue to do as Mental Mickey tells you. Keep me in the loop, no matter what time of day or night.”

      Geordie was relieved to have made his report. He acknowledged and hung up.

      Phil said, “Rachel is on the way to her OP location. Travelling alone she’ll make good time. She’ll report when she's set up.” He turned to Annabel.

      “How are the Mental Riders doing?”

      “Max has managed to put together a team of twenty guys. He’s asked some to be ready for immediate deployment.” She smiled and continued, “The twelve who attended our briefing were all acting casual, but they’re looking forward to this little shindig.”

      Jake said, “You mean they’re hoping it goes pear-shaped so they can start bloody wasting people.” He received knowing smiles from around the table.

      Phil said, “I paid Mike a visit yesterday and briefed him on the essentials. He’s already called me this morning to confirm he’s on board, and in his case, that means literally. He’ll be in the Clyde estuary tomorrow morning and heading north.”

      “Is he the ex-Royal Marine that Jake told me about?” Ian asked, glancing from Phil to Jake and back.

      “Yes,” Phil said. “He’s got both of his staff running his bike repair shop, so it leaves him free for a few days if needed. He’s got into the habit of setting off on a whim, so they always assume he’s gone fishing to chill out.”

      “How will he manage the task alone if he’s out there for a couple of days?” Ian asked.

      “As soon as Mike said he was up for it, I said I might be able to organise a crewman. I called Max and explained the situation. He called back within ten minutes with the name of the volunteer.”

      “You asked for a volunteer crewman from Max’s gang?” Rachel said.

      “Yeah,” Phil said. “Sinbad was in the Royal Navy before he left and joined the bikers.”

      “Sinbad,” Jake said. “It couldn’t be anybody else really.”

      Ian nodded. “Am I right in thinking Mike was Colin’s boss?”

      “Yes,” Jake said. “It was Mike and Colin who rescued Rachel from a madman on a boat during a mission. It was the incident which got Colin thinking there was more to life than repairing and riding motorbikes.”

      Rachel was lost for a moment and stared at the table as the memories were stirred.

      “Getting back to the target area,” Annabel said, “I’ve told Eva to get out of the woods and hold off unless we need her. She’s extended her booking at The Invercauld Arms Hotel in Braemar. From her room on the northern side, she can keep an eye on the track entry to Fitzpatrick’s place.”

      Ian said, “She’ll be safe there as long as Fitzpatrick doesn’t decide to go to the hotel for a meal or a look around.”

      Jake said, “As we now know, Geordie is okay and shacked up in a hotel, but he’s within striking distance of Braemar.”

      Annabel said, “I’ll get my gear packed. I have a meeting with Amy this evening to bring her up to date, and then I’ll get to my base location late tonight. If I’m there for two days, it will give me a fair idea of traffic flow. I’ll also be able to watch out for any police patrols.”

      Ian said, “Will you be okay on your own?”

      Annabel raised a shapely eyebrow and gave him a withering look. Phil and Jake laughed.

      Phil said, “As discussed Ian, you’ll travel with me by car tomorrow. Jake will head off tonight on his bike, and we’ll liaise tomorrow.”

      “Got it,” Ian said and shook his head. “I know I’ve said it before, but you guys have got a bloody awesome operation going on here.”

      “It’s only as good as the team members,” Annabel said. She caught Rachel’s gaze and winked. She was rewarded with a beaming smile.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Barrington-Cross had remained silent for most of the journey from the ski lodge carpark. As they left Braemar behind and turned up into the track towards Braemartin House, his nerves got the better of him.

      The Colonel said, “I’m still mystified as to why we couldn’t come all the way in your car, Mickey.”

      Norrie turned and looked back at the jittery passenger. “Mr F doesn’t like too many people knowing exactly where he lives. He doesn’t want everybody coming here with drivers.”

      “Right,” Barrington-Cross said, glancing up at the pine trees which made the track feel like a corridor. He still wasn’t convinced.

      The Range Rover pulled up onto the ample parking area to the front of the building. Before the passengers had managed to get out, Fitzpatrick had come out and approached them, cigar in his left hand.

      “Mental,” he said and shook the big man’s hand. He turned, “Sebastian, you’ve no idea how much this means to me. I’m so glad to have you here.” He paused, but before there was a reply he continued, “I hope you don’t mind me calling you Sebastian.”

      “Well, I prefer Colonel.” He wondered how his first name had ever been given to such a man as Fitzpatrick, which had occurred to him the first time he’d heard the gangster use it. He hadn’t introduced himself as Sebastian since his days in the Officers’ Mess, or at meetings with genuine diplomats. Only one person knew him as Sebastian in recent times.

      “Thank you, Norrie,” Fitzpatrick said. “Please take the bags up to the guest rooms. The rest of the day is yours to do as you see fit.”

      “Thanks, Boss,” Simpson said. He sighed as he went around to the tailgate. He already had plans for part of his evening, and those plans involved his boss’s wife. It also included an abundance of pleasure and pain, administered appropriately.
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        * * *

      

      Fitzpatrick had the main dining room laid out to look its best. The table wasn’t as large as a banquet table, but it was far more significant than a regular dining table. At five metres long it would be sufficient to handle as many dinner guests as the man of the house ever intended to have at one time.

      Fitzpatrick, McGinley and Barrington-Cross were joined for dinner by Peter Henderson, who had just changed, having delivered the first shipment of gear to its storage place. Fitzpatrick sat at the head of the table, with his protégé, seated to his right.

      He was pleased with Norrie as a man-Friday, but he was looking forward to moulding Peter Henderson into an all-round heartless, bastard. At the table Fitzpatrick specifically asked ‘Sebastian’ as he insisted on calling the Colonel, to sit on his left. To the left of the Colonel, Mental Mickey sat, as requested.

      “So, Sebastian,” Fitzpatrick said. “You’re an ex-officer and gentleman. What do you think of my humble abode?”

      “It’s rather grand, I must say,” the Colonel said. “I take it these chairs, and the other furnishings are genuine Rennie Mackintosh.”

      “But of course they are my friend. I couldn’t have a home like a castle filled with fakes.”

      The Colonel asked, “Will we be able to tour the whole building during our visit?”

      “You most definitely will, Sebastian. I’ll take you from the battlements on the roof, all the way down to the cellars, and we’ll take a wander into the forest tomorrow.”

      Peter wasn’t the most astute of men, but even he sensed something strange in Fitzpatrick’s behaviour towards the Colonel. The younger man glanced in Mental Mickey’s direction more than once, but his enquiring gaze was met by no more than a raised, scarred eyebrow.

      Mental gave nothing away—to anybody.

      “Yes,” Fitzpatrick said as he raised his wine glass in a toast. “Tonight we enjoy a hearty meal and celebrate the start of our venture together, and from tomorrow who knows how far we’ll all go.” He sipped his wine and then laughed as he looked around his guests.
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      .

      The Cuillin Hills, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      Rachel arrived late, having only stopped once for coffee and a snack. If truth be known, she enjoyed the fast ride north so much she didn’t think about physical nourishment. She could already see the massive expanse of water out to the west as she turned her bike off the main road. Rachel followed a rugged footpath for a few hundred metres, headlight on.

      For the final part of the journey, she would have to perform a recce on foot before setting up her OP. She parked her bike away from the narrow path, before spending an hour walking around crags, overhangs and small hills until she found the ideal position.

      It took skill and more than a little courage to ride and then push the big Kawasaki to get it into the location. Once Rachel had the bike hidden amongst bushes she unloaded her camouflage net and draped it over the bike. As always it was parked facing her exit route. She packed her leathers and helmet securely with the bike and then lifted her backpack.

      Rachel set up a lean-to shelter to sleep under and dug a small hole in the turf nearby for her camping cooker. It took twenty minutes to get her house in order. She called Phil to complete three of the four C’s, camouflage, comforts, and communications. In her case, the C’s were in a different order to the professional soldier. The fourth C was coffee which could wait until morning.

      “Hi, Boss,” she said. “I’m set up in location. I’ll call at first light, but for now, I can see a small pier down below, and there’s nowhere else for a boat to come in or go out.” Dimples appeared in her cheeks when she received a well done. “Goodnight, Boss.”

      Ten minutes later, Rachel was zipped into her double-insulated bag and asleep.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Tummel Bridge, Tay Forest

      Scotland

      Annabel had phoned ahead and booked herself into a bed and breakfast place in the tiny hamlet earlier in the day. She told the owner she might be arriving late, but wouldn’t require an evening meal.

      She was pleased to have had mainly clear roads, so the Audi’s power was put to good use. Before starting her journey north, she’d had a meeting with Amy Hughes in Glasgow. It had taken half an hour. The two women talked over dinner and discussed the outline of the mission, and the ‘actions on’ or as Amy remembered to call them, the ‘what-if’ scenarios.

      Amy was a good police officer, but she’d seen the team at their best, and it was only with thanks to them she was alive and managed to continue with her career. In her case, Amy was able to allow justice to come before the law on occasion.

      As Annabel took a late shower before bed, she thought back over her chat with Amy. She then wondered how Rachel was doing and hoped the men of the team would be careful. “I must be careful,” she muttered as she closed her eyes. “I’m becoming humanised.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      Phil and Ian had remained in the building when everybody in a regular job had locked up and gone home. Thanks to their technical skills, and due to the BTL offices being on an otherwise empty floor, the team were able to isolate the alarm system. This allowed members to stay overnight without the knowledge of any of the large building’s security team.

      Jake had departed at the same time as the regular office workers. Once the final two men were satisfied all was in order, Phil made an evening meal in the small, but adequate kitchen. Afterwards, they enjoyed a beer and stood by the main window looking out over the River Clyde as they chatted.

      Phil said, “Did you see the incident involving Colin?”

      “Yes,” Ian said. “I witnessed what Fitzpatrick did with the machine-gun, but none of us realised that anybody had been killed.”

      “Was it definitely Fitzpatrick?”

      “Yes. Of the four people inside the lab, I was closest to the front door. I knew a team would be sent to get me out, but I could only guess how many would be involved and how the plan was to work.” He sipped his beer and stared out of the window.

      Ian went on. “I heard the Glasgow accent, and it caught my attention. I thought our visitor, Fitzpatrick, had already gone. As I said before, he’d been in the lab boasting to us in English about going to live in his castle, thinking none of us would understand him.”

      Phil said, “Are you sure about the other three chemists all being genuine South Americans?”

      “Yes, I’ve no doubt about them. I was kept in the loop. Their identities were proven when we got them out of there.”

      “I’m sorry,” Phil said. “You were going to tell me about Fitzpatrick.”

      “He had been in the lab, essentially for a tour to see the product being processed and made ready for shipment. The two Colombian guys called him out to watch the treatment and execution of the peasant farmer. It was a while later I heard Fitzpatrick’s voice again. As I said, to me his accent was unmistakable.”

      “Fitzpatrick asked one of the Colombians to give him a machine gun. Those guys are usually touchy about other people being armed, but they exchanged a look and gave him a weapon. One of them carried an Uzi when outside of the lab area. Anyway, Fitzpatrick said something like, ‘Beware of Special Forces and the Drug Enforcement Administration’. He emptied a full magazine into the jungle undergrowth, moving the barrel from left to right.”

      Phil said, “There wasn’t a response from the team?”

      “Not a whisper. When the Colombians saw Fitzpatrick off in the 4 x 4, a couple of the SAS team were at the back window and got all four of us out quietly. They took us into the jungle, and we ran.” Ian took a drink of his beer before he continued.

      “Jake caught up with us at the RV point. He and Colin had both been in positions to act as a rearguard to ensure we were all ex-filtrated safely. When Colin didn’t arrive at the RV, Jake went back and found him riddled with bullets.”

      Ian drank more beer and remained silent for a few seconds, staring to his front.

      “Jake shot both of the Colombians in the legs and pushed them into the pond. He then set fire to the lab. By that time he didn’t care about the simultaneous operations across Colombia. The other two team members had to convince him not to go after Fitzpatrick in the Colombian’s vehicle.”

      “Was anybody else hit?”

      “Yes, Daz, one of the other team members took a bullet in the arm, but Mash patched him up.”

      “Did Jake say what he did about Colin’s body?”

      “I overheard what he did because the other two guys asked him. He spoke a bit quieter when he talked about his friend, but I believe he dragged Colin to the nearby river, stripped him and slipped his body into the water.

      From what I could make out, he threw Colin’s uniform on the burning lab. The man was Jake’s best friend, but he had orders that no trace could be left behind. It was a bad time. We still had several hours to travel through the jungle.”

      Phil said, “The shit will hit the fan high-up if he’s pissed-off any of the brass.”

      “Have you ever lost a team member like that?”

      “Yes, mate,” Phil said. “It’s challenging to retain control—including personally.”

      “I think it’s going to take a long time for Jake to get over it.”

      Phil said, “What happened when you got clear of the jungle?”

      “The DEA guys separated all four of us scientists. When the others were out of sight, I was handed over to Jake’s team. Some guy in a suit came and spoke to Jake and his guys. The diplomat didn’t look too happy.” Ian took another pull from his can.

      “Some DEA guy wanted to speak to Jake, but he had disappeared, and neither Daz nor Mash were admitting any knowledge of his whereabouts. We flew out a day late, but only after the DEA and Jake had words.” Ian shook his head at the memory. “When we landed in the UK I found out there might be an inquiry about the operation.”

      “Where did Jake go to when he disappeared?”

      “Daz said something about Jake needing to get his head straight.”

      Phil nodded. If Jake wanted to talk about it, then it would be in his own good time. Phil took a pull from his can. “I don’t see Fitzpatrick going back to prison.”

      “Are you going to get Fitzpatrick, Phil?”

      “No mate,” Phil said without turning. “Jake will get to Fitzpatrick. I’ll be making sure everybody else is kept clear.”

      “What could happen if an inquiry goes ahead regarding the operation in Colombia?”

      “Jake could be kicked out of the SAS. If it looks that way, he might leave so that he doesn’t cause the unit to be shown in a bad light. It would reduce, or possibly prevent publicity.”

      “You mean, do the honourable thing, like you did back in ’96?”

      Phil nodded and took a pull from his can of beer.

      “When you become a member of The Regiment, you do so in the knowledge that you’ll give everything. The longer you serve, the less likely you are to allow the reputation to be damaged. That’s why guys like Jake and me will fall on our sword first.”

      Ian glanced sideways at Phil for a moment. “I suppose when you work so hard to earn that winged-dagger cap badge, you wouldn’t want to bring dishonour.”

      Phil nodded, and for the next few minutes, he recalled brave men who had died in active service for The Regiment. Apart from the famous motto, ‘Who Dares Wins’, another regimental maxim came to mind, ‘Moderation and excellence in all things’.

      It always struck Phil that it was difficult to give your life—in moderation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32. Beds and Breakfasts
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      Wednesday 21st July

      River Clyde

      Western Scotland

      Mike steered west from the city in his twenty-one-foot cruiser Per Mare, Per Terram. He allowed the boat to travel along at steady speed as he watched the smaller towns and villages on both sides of the Clyde fall behind.

      “Here you go, Skipper.” Sinbad climbed from below with two coffees in plastic mugs. “White and one sugar.”

      “Cheers Sinbad.” Mike tested the brew straight away. “Not bad.”

      “I’ll take that as a fuckin’ compliment then.” Sinbad laughed. He’d only been in Mike’s company for a couple of hours, but there was something about the man that he liked. What wasn’t there to like? Mike was a hard bastard, and he repaired and sold motorbikes.

      For a short while, the pair stood side by side as the blue and white boat skipped gently over the rippling water. It was a warm day with a light breeze, which made it perfect for their journey up the west coast of Scotland.

      Sinbad nodded towards the tattoo on Mike’s upper arm. “I thought I recognised that motto when I saw the name of your boat, but I didn’t want to show my ignorance.” On Mike’s arm was Per Mare, Per Terram wrote across a Commando dagger.

      “Royal Marines isn’t it?” Sinbad said. “By Land, By Sea.”

      “Good lad,” Mike said. “You got it exactly right.”

      “I worked with the teams a couple of times off the African coast.”

      “Zimluto?”

      “Yeah, it was great watching your guys in action. I sometimes thought I might transfer ....” Sinbad’s words trailed away, and he sipped his coffee.

      Mike saw the distant look in the biker’s eyes and knew to leave the topic for the time being. Instead, he picked up on the rider’s outfit for the task. “So, Sinbad, how does it feel being out here in T-shirt and shorts instead of tearing up the road on your bike?”

      “I like it so far,” Sinbad said, “and the company is good.” He grinned.

      Mike winked, took a sip of his coffee and let the drone of the engine and the lapping of the water serenade them. He’d let the lad open up in his own good time. Mike was confident about Sinbad relaxing and talking. When he’d done a tour of the boat before leaving Mike had removed a standard looking panel in the cabin and impressed Sinbad with the onboard security system—a Glock pistol and an M16 rifle. It was enough for him to see until later.

      Sinbad’s grin had been as wide as the boat.
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      .

      The Cuillin Hills, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      Rachel had been tired and enjoyed a few hours sleep under her lean-to, high on a rocky crag. She awoke to the sound of gulls screaming overhead and the fresh aroma of the sea on the breeze.

      She looked at her surroundings and checked her watch; 6 am. Her small rocky fortress had a thick lichen and moss coating and was surrounded by gorse and heather. Above was a clear blue sky. To the west, across the stretch of water called Little Minch, she could see South Uist of the Outer Hebrides. Beyond the Hebrides was the might and wilderness of the Atlantic Ocean.

      It took Rachel only fifteen minutes to assure herself; she had managed to find the perfect location to remain unseen from any public pathway, but still observe the tiny port of Glenbrittle and the approaches. There was nothing much to see, except a small fishing vessel that was approaching from many miles out to sea.

      “I’ve woken up in worse places.” Rachel laughed. She decided to use a nearby stream to have a bracing strip-wash before cooking breakfast on her stove.
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      .

      Tummel Bridge, Tay Forest

      Scotland

      Following a leisurely shower and then a brisk walk to take in the morning air, Annabel arrived back to The Auld Bridge bed and breakfast hotel. She was one of only three guests at breakfast and felt content to study her map while she waited for her meal.

      Maggie placed a large pot of tea on the table. “There’s your tea, dear. Breakfast will be a wee minute. Have you far to go today?” She nodded towards the map.

      “I’ll be heading up to the north coast, “Annabel lied. “I’m going to the Castle of Mey, and I’ll start my tour from there.”

      “Oh, you have a grand day for it,” Maggie said as she gazed out of the window. “I’ll fetch your breakfast, dear.”

      Annabel turned down the fold on the map to look at the area around Braemar, and the only building she had an interest in at this particular time.
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Scotland

      Following a hearty breakfast cooked by Phil, he and Ian worked together for a short while to ensure that the office suite, including the back areas, was presentable before they departed. Between them, they managed to take all they needed down to Phil’s car in the basement carpark in one trip.

      Like Annabel, Phil drove a black Audi Quattro 3.0 litre. When they’d packed the car, Phil held up the keys.

      “Would you like to drive?”

      “I’d love to,” Ian said. “I’ve never driven anything as powerful as this.” He grinned when the keys were handed over.

      “Just take your time and get accustomed to it,” Phil said and slipped into the passenger seat. “Drive defensively,” he said.

      Ian climbed in and adjusted the driving position.

      Due to commuter traffic in the city’s grid system, it took ten minutes to reach the M8 city circular motorway. Once on the multi-lane carriageway, it would be a test just to maintain composure, let alone speed, as many drivers found daily.

      Phil gave a general heading. “As I pointed out on the map this morning, it’s pretty straightforward. Drive towards Stirling, then Perth, and on to Pitlochry. We’ll stop there for lunch before we continue.”

      “Sounds good,” Ian said, checked the rear-view, and settled down.

      Phil pretended to be studying a map but was observing Ian’s driving. Ian was capable and decisive, making progress while continually checking his situation in the traffic. Phil noted no signs of panic or being a roadway bully, so he was content. Ian would receive advanced and evasive driving techniques training in due course.

      Although Ian had been born and bred in Edinburgh, less than fifty miles to the east of Glasgow, he had spent very little time outside Edinburgh before leaving home. He had completed his schooling and gone to Oxford University to study biochemistry. It was soon after his graduation when the Secret Intelligence Service recruited him.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Jake had arrived early on his journey the day before, so went on a recce of the local roads before he enjoyed a late snack and a beer before getting to bed. He awoke refreshed, and after a decent hotel breakfast, he was ready to tackle the days ahead. How his meals came after breakfast was going to depend on how rapidly matters progressed.

      He went upstairs to his room, dressed in his hill-walking outfit and packed his backpack with all the accessories he would need. The entire weight of his outfit with the contents of his backpack weighed less than twenty pounds, which made him smile.

      When on SAS operations he would carry more than forty pounds, plus weapons and ammunition. Before landing in the operational zone, he would also have the weight of a parachute.

      Jake stepped outside and looked around. It felt strange to have such a feeling of freedom, and lack of pressure. Nothing over the coming days was going to faze Jake. It gave him a renewed confidence. He set off and was fine until he crossed the river. Like a hard slap, the sight and sound of the water hit him.

      Colin came to mind. Jake knew what he’d had to do with his best mate was an act that would haunt him until his dying breath, but before then, Colin would be avenged. They’d always promised each other not to allow grief to affect them should one of them perish in action, but bloody vengeance Jake realised, would be the only cure for his pain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eva moved slowly to ensure she didn’t create a panic amongst the birds and wildlife of the woodland around her. In the knowledge she wasn’t going to be seeing rain, she had dug herself a shell-scrape and then covered herself with a camouflaged cape.

      Sleep had been a series of fitful cat-napping sessions, but, fortunately, she was good at the technique and woke up rapidly when there was unusual noise. She leant to one side and slipped out her high-protein snack bars. It was breakfast, so she had two, washed down with water. She kept water consumption to a minimum.

      A noise at the side of the building caught her attention. She exchanged water bottle for binoculars. It was early morning, and somebody was out and about. The disturbance of the natural order was one of the armed men who patrolled around the main building and the surrounding tracks.

      Eva checked her watch. It was a regular patrol, but over the last twenty-four hours it had increased in frequency from every two hours to hourly. The man was like the other three she’d seen; dressed like any regular guy out for a stroll in the woodland, but wearing a shoulder holster under his jacket.

      Once the sentry had completed his patrol, Eva finished breakfast and packed away her water bottle and packaging. She gave her eyes a rub and prepared for a long morning. According to Annabel, somebody would be coming to relieve her from duty for a while, but while she was in the location, she wanted to do a good job.
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      .

      The Spittal of Glenshee

      Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Geordie showered, had breakfast in the small hotel’s dining room, and then went back to his room. He told the owner that he was writing a piece for a national newspaper about the beauty and tranquillity of the Highlands and had decided that this location was ideal.

      He stood at the bedroom window and looked out towards the winding mountain road and the high peaks. The hills and mountains stretched like a colossal egg-carton across the landscape. Many miles away, it was hazy mountain peaks that formed the horizon.

      Geordie set up his chair to start reading yet another paperback book. Any movement on the road would catch his eye because there wasn’t much in the way of traffic.

      For the briefest moment, he considered what reason there could be for the change of vehicle before Mental Mickey, and the Colonel went onwards to Mr F’s place, wherever it was. Geordie had sent a text message to Jake to bring him up to speed, which resulted in Jake making a brief call while Geordie was enjoying breakfast.

      When Geordie heard that things would soon start taking shape, he wondered if he’d rather involve himself or be reading a book and keeping an eye on a road. It occurred to him he was better out of the action. He’d witnessed enough death. Geordie flicked his paperback open and enjoyed the adventure all the more. He could imagine involvement in the story, but people didn’t really suffer in a story.
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      .

      Hillhead, Glasgow

      Scotland

      In a carpark off Byres Road at 7 am, a large group of motorbikes were parked. A passing police patrol noted the presence of so many bikers.

      “Control this is Quebec Four,” PC Barry Davidson said.

      “Go ahead Quebec Four,” came a pleasant young female voice.

      “Have just passed a carpark on Byres Road, and there must be around fifteen to twenty motorbikes there.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Barry. They might be on the way to a biker rally.” PC Marie Dunn said. She shook her head and turned to aim a quizzical look at the sergeant in command of the Communications Room. He took the handset.

      “Hello Barry, this is Sgt. Stevenson. Is there some issue with these bikers?”

      “Not yet Sarge,” Barry said. “I thought it was worth calling in because the riders are all wearing Mental Riders patches. It’s not normal to see so many of them, but it looks kind of awesome.”

      “Okay, Barry. Well, spotted son. Pull up somewhere between parked cars and observe at a distance.”

      “Understood, Sarge.” Barry felt better for many reasons, not least because he no longer felt he was on his own. He drove on to park one-hundred metres along the road, from which position he would happily observe.
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      At the carpark, Max was grinning and sipping hot coffee from a paper cup. He shook his head. “Did you see the wee copper’s eyes there, Jacko?”

      “Aye, they nearly popped out of his head.” The two men and those nearest to them all laughed and carried on with their carpark breakfast.

      Sandeep Singh stood behind his counter in the small cafe opposite the carpark. He was grateful for the early morning windfall of burgers and coffee to sixteen hungry bikers, but he was praying to his particular deity for the Mental Riders to mount up and go elsewhere.

      Sandy, as the men in leather referred to him, was as much a Glasgow man as the bikers, but their presence always made him feel like an outsider. He sometimes dreamt of being the first Asian biker in the chapter, but each time woke up in a cold sweat.

      “Yo! Mental!” Max shouted. He raised his right arm and with his forefinger extended made a circular motion. Inside the next few seconds, the bikes all started up, and the local area’s late sleepers awoke into the new day to the sound of revving engines.

      Max pulled onto Byres Road and nodded with satisfaction as he checked his mirrors. His brethren pulled onto the road in single file behind him. Jacko pulled up alongside Max, and then the others eased forward into pairs as the bikes cruised towards the main junction at the Botanical Gardens.

      As the chapter went past the parked patrol car, every rider raised a single finger to the lone police officer, who in turn reached down for his handset.

      “Control, this is Quebec Four.”

      “Go ahead Quebec Four,” Marie said.

      “The Mental Riders have just passed on the way to the crossroads at the Botanical Gardens.”

      “Which direction are they taking Barry?”

      “They all turned onto Great Western Road.”

      “Can you follow them?”

      “Which group would you like me to follow?” Barry said. “Eight turned west, and eight have gone east. Do we have any other cars in the area to assist?”

      “We have one responding to an alarm call in Anniesland, and one checking out an alarm call at Charing Cross,” Marie said. “The Sarge says to let the bikes go, and we’ll contact other forces.”

      Barry didn’t have to say anything as he imagined the two locations. They were in opposite directions. As Maria finished responding to the call, Barry had heard the sergeant’s laughter in the background. The bikers knew there would only be three cars available at this time of the morning.

      The young police officer laughed aloud in his patrol car. The bikers might be bad-asses, but they were well-organised bad-asses.

      As the eight bikers led by Jacko went east past Charing Cross, they were joined by Butcher and Paddy. They had created a minor diversion. The group roared off to join the road north towards the east side of the mountains.

      In the other direction, as the bikes led by Max went through the Anniesland Cross junction, they were joined by Sparky and Toolkit—their minor mission accomplished. They all headed west to approach the west side of the Scottish Highlands.
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Fitzpatrick had breakfast with his three guests and then commenced the grand tour of his home and HQ.

      The four men were standing on the roof of the building, taking in the fantastic view of the nearby village, and the magnificent mountainous scenery that surrounded the area. Fitzpatrick lit a Havana cigar and stood in the centre of the roof pointing out the most famous peaks seen from his home.

      “Over to the east is Morven, and north there, that’s Carn Mor.” He turned. “To the south is Lochnagar, but those are my favourite.” He pointed in a jerking motion with his cigar in hand. “Those impressive snow-capped peaks in the west are, Ben Macdhui, and Cairn Gorm.”

      “Aye,” Mental Mickey said. “It’s great for one of the mountains to be called Cairn Gorm in a range called The Cairngorms.”

      Fitzpatrick took a pull on his cigar and turned to squint at his associate. “Aye, that’s right Mental,” he said, slowly shaking his head. “Not many folks take notice of such a thing.”

      “Really?” Mental said and stared out at the mountains.

      Fitzpatrick rammed his cigar into his mouth to stop himself laughing.

      The Colonel approached Fitzpatrick and whispered, to avoid being overheard by Mental or Henderson. “Gordon, I hate to bring up such a trivial thing, but my mobile phone has gone missing since last night at dinner.”

      “You’re right, Sebastian,” Fitzpatrick said, turning to meet his gaze. “It is a trivial thing. Besides, you’re not going to need it.” He walked toward the turret door. “Come on gentlemen, let’s continue the tour.” He opened the small oak door and set off down the stone steps inside the turret. Henderson went next, and Mental ushered the Colonel into the third position.

      The guests all had rooms on the upper floor, so there was nothing new to see there. On the previous evening, they had all taken a slow walk around the upstairs corridor and landing to admire the displays of suits of armour, shields, swords and lances.

      All the items on display carried the decoration of the clan or regimental colours of Scottish fighting men of many years throughout history. Like many men of his ilk, Fitzpatrick aligned himself with fighting men of the past and was fiercely proud of his Scottish heritage.

      The entourage followed Fitzpatrick down to the ground floor. He led them first into the dining room where they’d already had breakfast. A pale woman in her thirties in a smart black and white maid’s outfit was setting the dining table.

      She’d served both the meal on the previous evening and breakfast, so the guests had all seen her more than once.

      “Linda,” Fitzpatrick said.

      Linda stopped work, turned and stood erect, her arms low across the front of her body, fingers intertwined. Her dark hair was tied back, and although she wore little makeup, she was handsome with a good figure.

      Fitzpatrick said, “I’m very picky about who shares my life, including my staff.” He turned from his guests to the maid. “Now to look at the lovely Linda, you wouldn’t think she was a serial killer would you?”

      Only Barrington-Cross showed any emotion as he stifled a laugh. He’d thought it was a hint of humour, then realised he was the only person laughing. His eyes opened wide.

      “What’s wrong Sebastian?” Fitzpatrick said. “Have you never seen a female killer?”

      “It’s just,” he searched for a good description. “She looks so normal and quite pretty.”

      At a subtle nod from her boss, Linda’s lips parted in a faint smile, she bowed slightly, and performed a curtsey, holding her skirt out with both hands in the graceful movement.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” she said. When she stood upright again, her arms were extended and held close by her sides, fists clenched.

      Barrington-Cross shook his head. “I just can’t imagine—”

      Linda brought both hands up and forward rapidly. There was a glint of shining metal reflecting from the stiletto knives she held in both hands. She looked directly into Barrington-Cross’s eyes. The sweet and soft expression was gone, to be replaced by a malevolent stare, and lips firmly pressed together. Yes, she was pretty; pretty fucking deadly.

      At another nod from a grinning Fitzpatrick, Linda continued to gaze at Barrington-Cross as she dropped her hands and lifted her hem. There was a glimpse of thigh, and stocking tops as the woman replaced the blades upwards into the sheaths under the short, flared skirt.

      Linda had seen how Barrington-Cross gazed down wide-eyed before he controlled himself and looked up to her eyes. By then his nature had been noted, and the cold blue eyes stared straight back at him. On the surface, Linda looked normal, but she was a psychopath in a French maid outfit.

      The Colonel found himself mesmerised by the back view of the maid as she bent over the large dining table once more.

      Henderson leant close. “Don’t let her catch you looking, you dirty old bastard.”

      Barrington-Cross snorted and turned away.

      Fitzpatrick said, “You’ll notice apart from the Mackintosh furniture in here, there are several stunning pieces of international wood carving.” He indicated them with a sweep of his hand, but it was hard to miss them because most were as big as a man. “I only had some of these delivered recently,” he continued and winked at Henderson.

      Mental said, “Are we having a look at the trophy room?”

      “Oh yes Mental, it’s just through here.” Fitzpatrick led the way and pushed open a heavy oak door. He walked through the doorway, followed by his guests, and then they all stood in the largest room in the building.

      Fitzpatrick said, “It looks good, but I have more being delivered.”

      “It’s awe-inspiring,” Barrington-Cross said as he spun on his heel and looked at the many statues, busts, engravings, weapons and other assorted antiquities. “The contents of this room must be worth a small fortune.”

      “Soon to be a large fortune, Sebastian,” Fitzpatrick said. “A fortune is better shared by fewer people.” Dimples pulled his beard as he grinned. The statement hung in the air.

      The Colonel gazed at Fitzpatrick’s face but was thinking of the ambiguity of the words. He put it out of his mind. He had enough money. The sooner he could get away from these crazy people, the better he’d like it. He had slept fitfully and decided he’d leave the country at the earliest opportunity. There had to be a way of disappearing from this place.

      Barrington-Cross decided if Mental Mickey weren't leaving at lunchtime, then he’d make an excuse and go alone. If necessary, he’d sneak away on foot and pay to get as far as he could from Fitzpatrick and his cronies.

      “Peter,” Fitzpatrick said. “What’s your schedule for today?”

      “You wanted me on the road for mid-morning at the latest, Boss.”

      “Okay,” Fitzpatrick said. “We’ll go down to the cellar rooms next.” He strode across the oak parquet floor of the trophy room, pausing to look at individual pieces. Each time he stopped, he turned and smiled at his guests. “These few pieces are worth so much gentleman, and as I said, there is more to come.”

      Mental said, “When are you gonna show us where you’ve stashed all the gear?”

      “All in good time my friend,” Fitzpatrick said. “For now, this is where things spiral downwards, from this doorway, and down the stone staircase.” He gave a short laugh. Two minutes later he was standing before the heavy door with the digital pad to the side. He keyed in the combination and pressed the enter button.

      “Now, take a look at this place of wonder,” he said as he went down the final few steps. Fitzpatrick reached floor level and then stood to one side.

      “I like this,” Mental said. The darkness and sense of a torture chamber appealed to his sick senses.

      Fitzpatrick said, “To your front is my private fish pond with a synchronised lighting system. It operates in tune with day and night cycle outside. I love it.” He pointed to the bridge. “The bridge across the pond looks perfect, but I wouldn’t want to fall from it.”

      “Why?” The Colonel asked. “How could it be dangerous to fall into such a small pond?”

      “It wouldn’t be dangerous Sebastian; it would be fatal,” Fitzpatrick said. He stepped to one side and opened a concealed door in the stone which revealed an illuminated container fitted into the wall. It was a new fridge, complete with a door fashioned to blend in with the surrounding granite.

      “Watch this,” Fitzpatrick said as he used a metal spike to lift a large piece of meat from the chilled cabinet. He hefted the flesh out into the pool, and it hit with a splash. There was white foam on the surface for a few seconds and then tranquillity.

      “Fucking hell,” Mental said. “Fantastic.”

      Peter stared in disbelief but said nothing.

      Barrington-Cross gasped and stepped back until his back touched the wall. He pressed his palms against the cold, clammy stonework, swallowed hard, and concentrated on controlling his breathing.

      “Piranha,” Fitzpatrick said proudly, and then smiled at each guest.

      Mental said, “How long would a person survive who fell in there?”

      “Two or maybe three minutes,” Fitzpatrick said and glanced at the Colonel. “It would depend on how much there was for them to eat.”

      “What do you have in these cellar rooms?” Mental asked. He was looking around the underground space with an almost a child-like awe. A smile played on his lips.

      “These rooms down here are for special guests Mental,” Fitzpatrick said. “Allow me to show you two of my special guests.” He walked across to Cell Two, eased back the bolt and pulled the door open.

      Stephanie Henderson recoiled into her usual position, sitting up in the corner of the stone bed; her arms wrapped tightly around her legs, which she pulled up against her chest, just as before. She stared back at the four faces gazing at her. To keep favour, she’d been using makeup to maintain a presentable appearance, but she wasn’t looking her best. Fear has a detrimental effect on beauty.

      Fitzpatrick said, “Fancy a wee gang-bang Stephanie, love?”

      The terrified woman’s eyes opened wider, and her body trembled. Her head moved side to side as her gaze searched out her estranged husband’s eyes. She realised he could have been looking at a stranger. There wasn’t a flicker of compassion.

      Fitzpatrick looked from his prisoner to Peter Henderson and saw the hatred between the two. He laughed, slammed the door and slid the bolt back into place before he walked to the next door and pulled the latch on Cell One. He looked at Barrington-Cross.

      “Within this cell is an extraordinary guest, gentlemen.” He opened the door wide, and as hard and heartless as Peter and Mental both were, they both winced. Curled up on the rough stone platform was a pathetic, battered, bleeding creature in tattered remnants of clothing. Her usually lustrous hair was bedraggled and hung like tangled golden-brown seaweed.

      The person they viewed didn’t resemble the handsome woman usually seen on Fitzpatrick’s arm. Clutched in her damaged, bleeding fingers was a photograph, and there were four other bloodied photographs crumpled on the bed. She didn’t look up when the door opened.

      Barrington-Cross had to stop himself from puking. It was bad enough when he didn’t know who it was, but when the realisation hit him, he had to apply self-control. He knew what that woman looked like when she was well-dressed, and when she was naked.

      The Colonel closed his eyes briefly and swallowed hard. He hoped nobody had noticed, but Mental glanced sideways at him and nodded. His thin lips curled, causing his livid facial scar to stretch.

      “Fucking slut.” Fitzpatrick slammed the door. “Okay gentlemen,” he said and took a long pull from his cigar. “We’ll go upstairs now because young Peter has a schedule to keep, but there’s something I want him to see before he leaves.
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      The master of the house led his guests out through the side door beside the double garage and then followed the track along the edge of the woodland. He passed the first exit track and then paused before he strolled down the next path. Fitzpatrick made a show of breathing in the scent of the pine trees as he went.

      “Oh, to be at one with Mother Nature,” he said and turned to look at the Colonel.

      As they left the building, Simpson had followed them from where he’d been waiting beside the garage door. He was carrying Fitzpatrick’s wooden baseball bat.

      “I’d like to show you a clearing and provide a little education along here,” Fitzpatrick said and led the way. He spoke as he walked, but didn’t turn around. “What do you know about the saint whose name you share, Sebastian?”

      “St Sebastian,” Barrington-Cross said. “I think he was a martyr shot to death by arrows. I believe he said or did something that went against the ruling powers.”

      “Not bad,” Fitzpatrick said and stopped walking. He turned to face the ex-officer who stopped to look him in the eye. “Treason is what they called it back then, Sebastian, and strangely it’s called the same thing today.”

      Fitzpatrick turned away from the Colonel for a moment to look at the faces of his other companions. “Anyway, St Sebastian survived the arrows, so legend has it.”

      “Really?” Barrington-Cross said. His pulse was racing, he felt his face warming, and his breathing hitched. He last knew these sensations when he was about to lead his men into battle as a young officer. He had fucked that up because of fear, and he recalled the symptoms. The memory dissipated because of the tone of his host’s voice.

      “Yes, really, Sebastian,” Fitzpatrick replied in a raised voice. He turned. “Norrie.”

      The big man stepped forward to push forward between the others, and handed over the bat, handle first. He stepped back behind the three guests once again. Mental and Henderson both stepped sideways away from the Colonel.

      Fitzpatrick looked along the faces of his three guests, and then as quick as a flash spun the baseball bat down horizontally at waist level. He jabbed the bulbous end hard into the Colonel’s gut. The big man’s eyes bulged, and his mouth opened wide. He stopped breathing, and his overweight body began to double over. Many nights with a particular woman flashed in his mind as he went into a state of panic—and regret.

      Barrington-Cross staggered backwards still bent over until two strong pairs of hands grabbed his arms. He was dragged to a tree only two metres away, which had a small red cross marked near the base. A recognition mark made earlier in the day.

      Mental Mickey and Simpson held the winded victim against the tree while Henderson went around behind and pulled on the ropes that were dangling from a branch at the back.

      “Secure his wrists and strip the fat bastard,” Fitzpatrick said.

      It took the men five minutes to secure and strip the heavily-built Barrington-Cross until he was in his underwear. One of the ropes was looped around his neck, to hold his head up.

      “Everything off.” Fitzpatrick watched with satisfaction as Henderson produced a knife and sliced through the material of the prisoner’s designer boxers. Barrington-Cross’s body jerked to one side as the blade cut without care. Whether accidental or intentional, it made no difference. Blood started oozing from a wound on the Colonel’s hip. A lazy, bright red line began creeping down his leg.

      Barrington-Cross opened his eyes and struggled for a moment, trying to take in air, and his predicament. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “You know something, Sebastian,” Fitzpatrick said. “I said the very same thing when I saw certain fucking photographs.” He leant forward and used the bat to flick the discarded boxers to Henderson. “Stuff them in his mouth.”

      Pine needles and dirt had stuck to the fresh blood on the recently discarded underwear. Henderson lifted and rammed the material into the owner’s mouth.

      The Colonel gagged and snorted as he tried to breathe through his nostrils.

      “Now,” Fitzpatrick said. “Before I continue your education regarding your sainted namesake, Sebastian—I must extinguish my cigar.” He pulled on it until the end glowed bright red, and then blew the smoke in the prisoner’s face. “No tears with all that smoke?” Fitzpatrick glanced down and shook his head. “Tut ... fucking ... tut.”

      The Colonel’s head and body wobbled and muffled sounds came from his gagged mouth as he focused on Fitzpatrick’s hands. The victim’s eyes bulged, and he shook his head rapidly side to side.

      “Let’s see if this produces tears.” Fitzpatrick watched the prisoner’s distorted features while lowering the hand that held the cigar.

      The Colonel’s body thrashed violently within the bindings, but his restraints were strong. He knew he’d be compelled to accept the inevitable, but it made it no easier. His eyes left Fitzpatrick, and he tried to breathe in so that he could see beyond his fat belly. Perspiration poured from the Colonel’s forehead and face, as his entire body shook violently. The glowing end of the cigar disappeared out of view below the long-lost waistline.

      Fitzpatrick held the end of the large Havana against the tip of Barrington-Cross’s manhood, and the captive’s body writhed as if electrocuted. His eyes bulged, and his head thrashed around. He cut himself on the bark of the tree. Perspiration poured from every pore of his reddening face and body. A few seconds later he blacked out.

      Simpson stepped forward with a bucket of cold water and splashed the Colonel’s face.

      The man came around and sobbed uncontrollably as the smell of freshly cooked meat reached his nostrils. Tears poured from the corners of his eyes. He had difficulty focusing.

      “I’ve heard it said that men’s nipples are not sensitive,” Fitzpatrick said. He brought the cigar up and took a pull on it until the end glowed. He looked into the Colonel’s eyes and held the cigar against the man’s left nipple.

      A muffled scream escaped the gag, and blood from the severed tip of the Colonel’s tongue oozed from the corner of his quivering lips. Tears poured from his eyes, and he whimpered as his body shook out of control. The victim was already thrashing when the cigar touched his other nipple. His eyes flickered open when he felt more cold water splashed on him.

      “Now, you fat, ugly bastard.” Fitzpatrick lifted the bat onto his right shoulder with one hand. “I’m sure you’re dying to hear more about St Sebastian.” He stood back and stared at the naked, trembling man sagging against his bonds. The rope around the Colonel’s neck was all that prevented his body falling.

      “The good news for your namesake was that they didn’t burn out his eyes, but then I wasn’t there to suggest it.” The tormentor shook his head. “You may or may not have yours damaged because I have things I want you to see.”

      Fitzpatrick stepped close again and spoke as if sharing a secret. “St Sebastian was saved after being shot with arrows. A woman found him and rescued him from a slow death, which I’m sure was very nice for him. Unfortunately, he was arrested again.”

      Fitzpatrick raised his left hand, placed the cigar in his mouth and then held the baseball bat in a two-handed grip. He took a step back; his words mumbled as he continued to speak with the cigar clenched between his teeth.

      “St Sebastian was then clubbed to death.”

      A few metres away lay a young woman who’d seen photographs and film of torture, but no level of training could have prepared Eva for seeing it so close, but being powerless.
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      Boat of Garten, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Annabel had left the bed and breakfast hotel and set off with her list of four provisional sites. To do the job correctly was going to take a lot of walking each time she parked her car. A mile from the hotel she pulled into a forest track and changed from smart trouser suit into a T-shirt, shorts, and hiking boots.

      Armed with map, compass, binoculars and backpack, Annabel was ready to trek. Using a cross-country route would allow for checking two locations before mid-afternoon, and then two more before dark. If everything worked according to plan, Annabel would have at least twenty-four hours to locate her ideal spot.

      She was confident of finding one good location but intended to locate a second option. The first location wasn’t unusually high. It was going to be best to climb into a tree because there was a small wood near the tiny hamlet of Boat of Garten.

      While Annabel was settling into an observation position, her mobile buzzed and vibrated. It was the governor of The Sycamore clinic where William Hartley resided.

      “Hi Patrick,” she said. “Is there a problem?” She knew the man wouldn’t call her unless there were a serious issue.

      “Okay,” Annabel said. “Thanks for letting me know so quickly. Have you initiated an all-points search for your man?”

      The answer was affirmative, and the governor said he’d call as soon as he heard anything regarding the orderly.

      “Ciao,” Annabel said and hung up. She immediately buzzed Phil, and he answered on the second ring. The team all kept their phones on vibrate when in the field.

      “Phil, I’ve just heard from Patrick. Somebody has murdered our long-standing ear on the underworld. He was found dead in his wheelchair.” Annabel paused before continuing. “Whoever killed him took the hearing aid.”

      She took Phil’s questions.

      “No,” she said. “It won’t tell them anything. I think the hearing aid has been taken to let us know that somebody worked out its purpose.”

      Phil suggested the possible implications if Fitzpatrick ordered Hartley’s murder.

      “Right,” Annabel said. “Are you thinking he might amend the schedule for his consignments?”

      Phil agreed and suggested it more likely the Braemar location might now be better protected.

      “Okay,” Annabel said. “You brief Jake and Ian. I’ll get in touch with Rachel. There’s no need to tell Eva or Geordie, and don’t tell Max because he might go straight there. Ciao.”

      She called Rachel immediately with an update and told her the plan would now have to be more flexible.

      Annabel settled onto the thick branch of her chosen tree, resting her back against the trunk. A few seconds later her lips curled as she focused on the distant road with her binos. From her position, it was three-hundred metres to the A95. It would be the route for Fitzpatrick’s transport.

      Traffic flow over thirty minutes from one direction indicated road construction or some other obstruction. There were definite gaps of three minutes and then a group of vehicles of varying type would pass. This traffic issue would aid the interceptors carrying out the second phase. There were two provisional intercept points. Annabel climbed down.
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Phil and Ian booked into The Invercauld Arms Hotel separately. In less than half an hour, they were both dressed in walking gear, complete with backpacks. They set off with a ten-minute gap between them and met up at an entry track to the wooded hillside north of Braemar.

      Two hours after arriving in the area the two men were in the dense forest. As a covert operative, Ian was trained in specific skills but was finding every day spent with the BTL team an advanced education.

      Phil stopped. “From this pathway, it will be three-hundred metres before we break left.” He set off again at a steady pace.

      Ian couldn’t see the pathway they were already following. He knelt down and looked through the dense foliage and trees, and saw what he would have called a rabbit run. He grinned as he stood up and fought through the overhanging foliage to catch up with Phil.

      “Approximately one-hundred and fifty paces,” Phil said as he stopped and turned left to face the trees.

      Ian checked his map and then gazed into the trees ahead and behind. Phil ducked down and disappeared through the lower branches and drooping foliage. Ian followed without hesitation, realising not for the first time that whenever he paused, he couldn’t hear Phil’s progress.

      It had taken ten minutes of stealth before daylight increased through the pinewood ahead and the gradient dropped away. Phil stopped, listened, and went to the right. Ian followed, enjoying the natural aromas of the forest, but not enamoured by the branches and needles tearing at his face and hands.

      Jake’s typical squaddie humour carried from two metres away. “Could you two have made any more fucking noise?”

      Phil laughed. “How’s it going, mate?

      “Not bad, and I think this is an ideal location for Ian’s OP.”

      “Good view,” Ian said, wiping pine needles and streaks of blood from his face as he settled on the large fallen tree. It made an ideal bench.

      Jake said, “From here, you can see the front, down into the side and part of the rear of Fitzpatrick’s place.”

      “Right,” Ian said. “Where is Fitzpatrick’s building on the map?”

      Jake plucked a blade of grass from the ground beside him and pointed to a tiny black symbol on the map. “Just there, mate. It’s still shown as a ruin on here because the building we see now is less than two years old. The most recent mapping is four years old.”

      Phil said, “The view is good regarding entrance track?”

      Jake said, “The woodland over there has more gradient, so gives us a better angle for observation. From the right-hand side of the group of trees, it’s possible to see the main road that runs through the valley from Braemar and north for about three miles.” He paused and held the blade of grass across the map.

      “It’s easy to see half of the track from the main road to Fitzpatrick’s place. Thanks to his overzealous and unofficial felling of some trees, you can see the front door and the garage doors located on the side.”

      Ian said, “I’ll spend a few minutes with the map so I can orientate myself.”

      Phil said, “I think you’re catching on, mate.” He pulled out his thermos and winked at Jake. “We’ll have a coffee break while you think of questions, Ian.”

      The three men sat looking down at the peace and quiet of the valley and river below.

      Ian said, “Phil, how did you locate Jake with an eight-figure grid reference because that only places you within a few metres?”

      “I was using a ten-figure reference.” Phil sipped his coffee.

      Ian shook his head. “Where is Eva’s location, Jake?”

      “She’s in the undergrowth fifty metres north of the castle. Look for the break in the canopy,” Jake said pointing. “It’s usually an indication of a small clearing.”

      “When do we get her out of there?”

      “I’ll go in at last light tonight,” Jake said. “I want her to get out and get refreshed before her next stint.”

      “She’s doing well if she’s managed so far.”

      “She’s doing okay,” Jake said. “It’s best not to maintain too much pressure on her. A long time in wood is difficult alone. Eva’s been out of there for one full night.”

      Phil said, “What we must remember is Eva is still in training. She’s not one of our assets, so we need to ease her into each situation and ensure she holds up.”

      “Heads up.” Jake lifted his binoculars.

      A white Ford Transit van pulled out from the woodland near Fitzpatrick’s castle. The vehicle appeared briefly on the far side of the valley and turned north, away from Braemar.
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      Tyndrum, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      The village of Tyndrum sits close to the junction of the A82 and A85. Glencoe and the foothills of the Grampian Mountains are a few miles away. Tyndrum is a fundamental journey break for tourists and is the site of The Green Welly Stop. The large family business that started as a small fuel station was the designated final RV for Max and his group of bikers.

      Adults and children alike watched in awe as the bikes rumbled into and through the large carpark. Max spotted an area that would accommodate the whole group.

      The ten machines pulled up in line abreast; the engines died, and the riders kicked out their stands and dismounted in unison as if all were under remote control.

      So many riders in chapter colours was a sight many of the tourists had only seen in movies. To observe such uniformity and apparent discipline, even when it was an outlaw biker gang, raised the hairs on the back of necks.

      Where other bikers might remove helmets and leathers, the Mental Riders merely removed their helmets and placed them on the bike saddles. The men looked around at the staring faces and grinned, before taking a stroll for coffee and snacks to go. Slash stayed with the bikes to have a smoke.
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      Dunkeld, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      While Max’s group had gone northwest, the other group, led by Jacko had headed northeast. They rode as far as Dunkeld. The group pulled up at the kerbside outside a cafe, and the customers already there sat in silence as some of the men in leather and denim entered.

      More than one father wished he had the balls to be a member of such a gang.

      Two of the mothers pulled their children’s chairs closer.

      Three middle-aged women sitting together had similar fantasies involving being dragged off to a remote area. One of the three got damp as she sipped her tea and then gazed at the men over the rim of her cup.

      Jacko and the other riders stood at the kerbside enjoying their coffee, allowing their circulation to work before they set off again. Butcher looked into the cafe and noticed the three women sitting together. One woman was staring straight at him.

      He caught her eye and winked. Her eyes opened wide, and as she lowered her cup, her lips parted slightly. Butcher licked his lips slowly and blew her a kiss. Much to his joy the woman turned bright red, started giggling and covered her mouth with her hand.

      Pedro was smoothing down his gunslinger moustache and turned to see what was attracting his associate’s attention. “Anythin’ with a pulse, eh, Butcher?”

      “Aye, Pedro,” Butcher said, “but preferably a woman.” The two men burst into laughter.
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      It was five hours after the chapter had departed Byres Road in Glasgow, the airwaves across the Scottish Highlands began buzzing with messages.

      Phil and Annabel had discussed radio voice procedure. They decided that the gang would be better off to use their nicknames as call-signs. It had been crucial to explain the use of the words ‘over’, and ‘out’. The BTL team didn’t always use them, but they knew from experience, and by the other call signs tone when it was time to respond during a radio conversation.

      As Phil explained to Max, ‘over’ and ‘out’ were not used together, as seen in the movies. The word ‘over’ would signify that the conversation was unfinished, whereas ‘out’ was the end. They’d performed rehearsals so only time would tell if the guys understood.

      The riders had been given radios with throat mikes. They decided the people organising the operation couldn’t be all bad because they’d also been issued pistols and given weapons training.

      A few of the riders found it amusing to learn Rachel was call-sign Romeo, and Jake was call-sign Juliet. Max explained how, when using the phonetic alphabet, the call-sign would refer to the first letter of the operative’s name, but it still didn’t sound right.

      “Fuckin’ Romeo, and Juliet?” Butcher had said.

      At the clubhouse briefing, Max had told the riders they would be expected to maintain radio discipline. “Lives are gonna depend on it,” he’d said. “Just remember, it could be your fuckin’ life.”

      Although they wouldn’t admit it out loud, a couple of the bikers were enjoying this departure from normality. During the early afternoon, as the pairs arrived in pre-set locations, they confirmed arrival to their leader.

      At precisely 3 pm, or 15:00 hrs as the BTL team called it, Max reported. “Hullo Zero this is Max. All Mike-Romeo call-signs are now in position, over.”

      Phil responded immediately. “Zero roger. All stations observe a listening watch, out.” Unless it was for operational purposes, there was to be no radio conversation.

      The only people on the team without radio were Eva and Geordie. Eva was given numbers for the BTL team. Jake forwarded Geordie’s mobile to Phil, Annabel, Rachel, and Ian. He sent all of their numbers to Geordie to ensure solid lines of communication in case of a missing link. Out in the waters off the west coast of Scotland, Mike would have a spare radio tuned to the team’s frequency to monitor progress, and report if imperative.

      The mission would be a test of Eva’s ability, Geordie’s loyalty and the versatility of the Mental Riders.
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      Annabel checked three more locations but preferred the first. She had to be happy with her site. In the remaining daylight, she drove to high ground. Tourist viewpoints were ideal places to assess the lay of the land, especially with a good map.

      While in one such location observing traffic, a thought struck. She used a mobile rather than radio.

      “Hi Rachel,” Annabel said. “How are things going, apart from the boredom?”

      Rachel laughed and said she was happy in solitude as long as the weather held.

      Annabel said, “When I got the message earlier from Eva about Xray Victor, she said that apart from the registration number there were no distinguishing marks.”  She paused as she witnessed a van driver tailgating a small car at speed. “From my perspective, it would be good if I had recognition at a greater distance.”

      Rachel said she’d watch some vehicles pass to see what might work.

      Annabel continued. “I’ve now seen five white Ford Transit vans travelling in your direction in the last hour. Any ideas would be welcome.”

      Rachel said she’d have a solution before the next consignment passed.

      “I look forward to hearing it,” Annabel said. “Ciao.”
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      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Fitzpatrick and Mental Mickey sat at the large dining table enjoying a hearty meal.

      Mental said, “I’ll give my guy a call to make sure he hasn’t fucked off.” Both Mental and Fitzpatrick laughed at the idea that anybody would cross either of them and expect to survive. They’d been brought up on the same streets under the same harsh rules. Apart from appearance, the difference between them was Fitzpatrick had more brains.

      “Hi Geordie,” Mental shouted into his mobile. “It’s Mickey. How are things goin’ there?” He listened for a few seconds. “Yeah, that’s a good idea, just read another couple of books. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Is everything okay?” Fitzpatrick asked. He wondered why Mental had to shout into his phone.

      “Yeah, it sounds like the hotel he booked into has a fillin’ station and a small shop with a selection of books. There’s a fuel tanker nearby making a racket as it fills the main tanks in the place. Aye, it’s just as well Geordie likes to read—he’ll be occupied until I start throwing questions at him.” Mental laughed. “He thinks I already trust him—I trust no bastard.”

      Fitzpatrick laughed. “I hope things work out with Geordie. What happened to Vince?”

      “Fuckin’ Vince. I found pictures of my warehouse. He was preparin’ information for the cops. You know, they could have closed down my cigarette and whisky operation.”

      “What did you do about him?”

      “Well, some of the other lads used to call him Van Gogh, you know like the artist, Vincent Van Gogh?”

      Fitzpatrick nodded at the additional and unnecessary explanation.

      “Anyway,” Mental said. “I carved up the slippery bastard, and made him more like the painter, I cut off his fuckin’ left ear. For good measure, because it looked a bit odd, I cut off his other fuckin’ ear.”

      “Do you still carry out your punishments in the old warehouse near Ibrox Stadium?”

      “Yeah, it’s got some good chains and pulleys for stretchin’ arms and legs.”

      “Did you stretch Vince?”

      “Nah, I was tryin’ to prove a point. To make sure the rest of them would learn a lesson, I cut out Vince’s tongue after I did his ears. When he wasn’t able to scream, I lost it totally and beat him to death with a five-iron.”

      “Aye, you’ve never been any good with golf clubs for their original purpose.”

      For a while, the two men discussed their favourite executions.

      Mental said, “What are you intendin’ to do with that fat bastard down in the cellar?”

      A long plume of bluish grey smoke issued from Fitzpatrick’s lips, and he inspected his Cuban cigar. “I’ve got something quite special lined up for him, mate.”

      “Are you goin’ to feed him to your fishes?”

      “No,” Fitzpatrick said, “The idea did occur to me, but I want him to go slow. After we had ditched him into his cell, I told Norrie he could have him until tomorrow.”

      “What do you reckon Norrie will do to him?”

      “I shudder to think, mate, but it’ll be fucking gruesome. Barrington-Cross will wish he was already fucking dead.”

      Both men laughed again, finding humour as usual in another person’s misfortune.
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      .

      Glenbrittle, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      “What do we do now, Peter?” Charlie Dawes asked.

      “We leave the van parked here and go for a beer and a bite to eat,” Henderson said.

      “I thought Mr F said we were always to stay with the van, even if we had to wait hours for the boat.”

      “He did say that, Charlie. If you want to sit in a fuckin’ van for four hours mate, you carry on. I’m goin’ for a pint and some fish and chips.”

      “I just thought, you know, because Mr F said—”

      “In a couple of months Charlie, I’ll be takin’ over some of the operations. You might find yourself workin’ for me, mate.”

      The hazard flashers lit up around the van when Charlie pressed the key fob. “ Beer and fish and chips it is then.” Charlie ran to catch up with Henderson. No harm could come to the van in such a remote location.

      As the two men enjoyed a drink and meal, a black Kawasaki motorbike cruised past, engine burbling. Five minutes later, the big bike was parked fifty metres away between two old buildings. It wasn’t far from a side street where somebody had parked a white van.

      It was getting dark, and in such a remote location there were few people around. Rachel walked passed the restaurant and glanced inside. She confirmed it was Henderson. He sat opposite the other man who’d been in the van. They were eating and chatting.

      Rachel located the van. It took less than ten minutes to check out her theory and put her idea into action. She was back up in her rocky crag overlooking the village before the two men had returned to their van.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35. Recognition

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Thursday 22nd July

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Jake left the hotel a few minutes into the new day and strolled along the main road in the moonlight. He headed north and turned onto a track two miles away before making himself comfortable, deep in the woodland. He was at peace, amongst some pine trees.

      When content with his night vision, he moved through the woods towards Fitzpatrick’s castle. The large square building would stand out, highlighted in the shafts of moonlight. Jake moved like a wraith through the forest. He occasionally paused, parted his lips and listened. At the same time, he used peripheral vision to check for nearby movement. He was a highly-skilled warrior, at home in such an environment.

      Jake was one-hundred metres away from the cleared area around the building when he produced his single lens night-scope. The intensifier produced a green image that to an inexperienced operator simply showed light and dark shades of green. To Jake, it was green daylight.

      Using the utmost stealth, Jake crawled alongside the gently lifting camouflage that covered Eva. She would have believed that she was immobile, but she had to breathe. It was only the marginal rise and fall of her body that gave away her position.

      “Get some rest,” Jake whispered.

      There was a muted gasp under a nearby pile of leaves.

      Five minutes later, Jake was on his own, fully alert, and ready for the night ahead.

      While preparing his gear in the hotel room, Jake received a brief update from Geordie. He assured Jake he’d be staying in the small hotel at the Spittal of Glenshee, but would remain on standby. He said that Mental Mickey expected to be with Fitzpatrick for at least another day or two.

      Jake thanked Geordie and assured him he was making the right decision by working with the BTL team. Jake called Phil, requesting him to update their main players.
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      .

      The Cuillin Hills, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      At 2 am, a white van drove across to the small pier down below in Glenbrittle. Rachel observed with her powerful binoculars. The two men with the van loaded crates from a small fishing vessel and were on the road within twenty minutes.

      “Hullo all stations, this is Romeo,” Rachel said. “Xray-Victor departing this area, over.”

      Acknowledgements came back from all call-signs. Two Mental Riders call-signs answered out of sequence, but at least they had responded.

      Rachel moved around in her rocky location and lay flat on an overhang. She zoomed in on the vehicle as it headed for the main road and east towards Sconset. Rachel smiled with satisfaction when she got a front view of the van. It was en route to the bridge with the mainland.

      “Hullo Alpha, this is Romeo.” She paused as before, giving the on shift operatives time to catch on and listen. “Offside mirror casing of Xray-Victor is white. Nearside mirror casing is black, out.”

      “Romeo, this is Alpha, thank you, out.” Annabel grinned at the simplicity of the marking.

      “Hullo Mike, this is Romeo, over.”

      “Mike, send, over.” The deep and cheerful voice out on the water was unmistakable.

      “Blue Lady, registered in Puerto Rico, over.”

      The skipper of the BTL floating asset almost laughed. “Roger, she was one of my suspects. You get your pretty head down now for a while, over.”

      “Roger, out.” Rachel smiled, knowing she wouldn’t be needed again until later in the morning. She turned down the volume on her radio, adjusted her headset and slid inside her sleeping bag. For a few minutes before sleep took over, her mind drifted back to Mike climbing into a boat in a black wetsuit to rescue her. The memory brought a tear of gratitude before she dozed off.
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        * * *

      

      Sparky spotted and reported the white Transit on the east side of the bridge at Kyle of Lochalsh. Wyatt confirmed the overnight route at Invergarry. Max reported a sighting at Spean Bridge, and Slash did likewise at Kingussie.

      Annabel acknowledged the Kingussie sighting and knew she’d soon see the vehicle approach from her left. She climbed into her tree and settled herself, before bringing her rifle up to the shoulder.

      She chose a vehicle at random on the road and double-checked the focus of her telescopic sight. Satisfied, she then lifted her binoculars and checked further back. It would be a while before the van came into view, but by watching the headlights of the sporadic overnight traffic, she was able to judge where the van would come into focus.

      Although intending the shot in daylight, she wanted to practise timing and movement. Due to the angle of the road and the van’s approach speed, Annabel calculated she would gain a head-on perspective for between five and ten seconds.

      The white van’s headlights would make it difficult to check the mirror casings, but the van was illuminated briefly by a car heading in the opposite direction. A smile played on Annabel’s lips as she imagined Rachel in the middle of the night, scraping paint from the casing of a wing mirror.

      Annabel lowered her binos and lifted her Taco sniper rifle up to her shoulder. She sighted down the scope towards the road three-hundred metres away.

      As the van approached head-on, it appeared to slow because of the angle of the shot. Annabel focused and aimed the crosshairs exactly where she wanted them. She took two deep breaths, before holding her breath. She whispered, “Bang.”

      Annabel pressed her throat mike. “Hullo, Max and Slash—we are good to go on the next run, over.” Both call-signs acknowledged, and then the airwaves were silent until the van was spotted by Toolkit at Grafton on Spey, Jacko up at Tomintoul, and Butcher at Crathie.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      When the vehicle had passed Crathie, it was within sight of the OP amongst the hillside trees outside Braemar. “Hullo all stations this is India,” Ian said. “Xray-Victor now arrived at the delivery point, out.” Confirmation was complete for at least one route and the journey time.

      While most members of the operation were concentrating on the white van, Eva had returned to her hotel room for some rest. She had arrived back late to her room to find Phil there, sitting in an armchair in the dark.

      A rapid debrief of the novice operative had to be done to gather any intelligence while it was fresh. The Colonel’s punishment had been harrowing to witness, but Phil reminded Eva of the type of person that Barrington-Cross had always been.

      During the previous twenty-four hours, there had been new arrivals at Fitzpatrick’s HQ. A pair of 4 x 4’s turned up, each containing four armed men. One-man patrols increased to two men in the hours of darkness, but patrols remained hourly.

      Phil assured Eva that she was doing a great job. He left her to clean up and get some proper sleep. Before he went, he advised her to ensure she didn’t miss breakfast. He said they would chat again later in the morning.

      The white van drove along the track to the main road. It had been at the castle for less than two hours. Ian was alert and realised although Jake would have witnessed the rapid turnaround, he might be unable to use his radio.

      “Hullo all stations this is India,” Ian said. “Xray-Victor is mobile, and leaving in a southerly direction, over.” He watched as the van drove through Braemar.

      The acknowledgement came from all stations.

      During the morning, Pedro at Bridge of Cally, Hank at Pitlochry, and Paddy at Dalwhinnie reported sightings. The van had gone south and then west. When Max, Wyatt and Sparky reported, it left only Rachel to confirm the van’s return for the next consignment.
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      .

      The Cuillin Hills, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      Rachel had responded to Ian’s message regarding the van leaving Braemar. She crawled out of her shelter and knelt on the rocks for a few minutes, scouring the waters near Glenbrittle, and the middle distance out to sea. There had been nothing to watch, so she’d crept back under her lean-to and cat-napped.

      When she heard Max reporting, she crawled out of her shelter and zoomed in on the small mooring point at Glenbrittle, but nothing. Out at sea, there were a handful of small fishing vessels. Nothing would be docking for a couple of hours.

      Almost all vessels were in line for larger ports along the coastline. One small, dark-coloured craft was heading for Glenbrittle. It had the profile of a fishing boat, and it was of a similar size to the one which had docked the day before.

      A small blue and white vessel nestled among the waves, but about a mile further south. Mike and Sinbad had been cataloguing all craft on a heading to the southwest coast of Skye, and in particular, Glenbrittle. Sinbad delighted in working shift, using the powerful night-vision binoculars Mike had onboard.

      Mike had a sixth sense for spotting peculiarities. Once during the night when Sinbad called him, and three times as dawn broke, he’d noted vessels. It was a small number when considering how many sailed the local waters off the coast of Skye.

      Several of Mike’s tours with the Royal Marine Commando had been as a boarding party leader when dealing with pirated shipping in the Indian Ocean and off Africa’s east coast. He grinned as he thought back to the suicidal actions of some of the modern pirates. Achieving possession of a large freighter or tanker did not always mean the pirates would be keeping it for ransom.

      British boarding parties were not armed with cutlasses and looking to emulate Errol Flynn—they were aiming to thwart kidnappings, piracy and extortion, which is where a fearless attitude and modern weaponry came in handy. The boarding parties also returned fire—accurately.

      Rachel knew Mike and Sinbad would spot anything suspicious. She’d had all the rest she’d be getting, so set up her camping stove and made a brew. It was early, but it was time for a strip-wash and breakfast for one—in The Cuillin Hills.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      The armed individuals prowling the tracks around the castle area were accustomed to performing a regular patrol. They frequently stopped to listen, and none of them smoked during a patrol. When it was dark, the task was still completed at one-hour intervals, but they became two-man patrols. They didn’t talk much, and when they did, they whispered.

      Two burly men left the back of the castle and approached the small clearing near the OP where Jake lay. The men were carrying gardening forks and spades. The pair stabbed the tools into the ground so that they stood like four wooden handled grave markers.

      When they removed their jackets, both men were wearing shoulder holsters.

      Measurements on the ground and the size of the area were discussed before the men commenced digging. Due to being at ground level and a short distance away, it was impossible for Jake to see what was going on, apart from the digging. He didn’t have long to wait. He could see a mound of earth building.

      The two who’d been digging nodded as two of their comrades appeared. The fresh pair of sentries carried a large, oblong box, similar to a coffin. It was crystal clear so could have been a heavy acrylic material or glass. They set it down beside the hole. After they’d placed the container on the ground, the second pair returned to the house via the garage door. They appeared a few minutes later with another identical container. They lay it alongside the first.

      Simpson appeared from the garage exit, dragging a blonde woman by the arms and hair. She stumbled and hardly made a sound. There wasn’t the same level of resistance generally associated with a prisoner. Her clothes were ragged, and her naked body and face were bleeding and covered in bruises.

      The woman wasn’t emaciated but judging by appearance, if she wasn’t dying, she didn’t have long left. The human body like anything else in nature will fight for survival, but the human spirit can tip the balance.

      Next, to exit the building was a group of three men. On the left was McGinley and on the right Peter Henderson. Both men were instantly recognisable. The battered and bleeding naked man dragged between them was not recognisable.

      Apart from severe gashes, burns and bruises over his body, the man had brown hair going grey. His shoulders were slumped, so his face was hidden. There were fresh, bleeding wounds and the flesh showed the unmistakable signs of recent and sustained whipping. When the prisoner attempted to lift his head, he was punched in the face by McGinley.

      “Are we ready for the ceremony?” The question was rhetorical and came from Fitzpatrick, who was approaching from behind the others. His voice and manner were as jovial as if he were about to give a speech at a wedding. “Right,” Fitzpatrick continued. “We have a congregation, two bodies, two caskets, a hole in the ground, and a lot of fucking anger for burial.”

      Simpson turned. “Who’s first in, Boss?”

      “Put the fucking slut in first Norrie, face up.”

      Two of the sentries lifted the clear lid from a casket and stood aside. It was then that a series of holes were visible on the cover and the sides.

      Simpson started to lift the woman from where she’d been dumped on the ground. She found a surge of energy and attempted to scratch the big man’s face while screaming. Simpson gave her a hard slap across her battered face, and she fell. He lifted her and dropped her like a rag doll, flat on her back into the open casket. A dull thud came from the container.

      The two men with the lid placed it neatly on top and secured the corners. Within seconds, the woman once again realised her predicament and began banging on the inside of the cover. Muffled screams came from within as the casket was lifted on broad straps, and lowered into the freshly prepared hole.

      Fitzpatrick said, “I wouldn’t want you to suffocate down there too quickly, my little whore.” He picked up a long clear tube and inserted one end down into a hole in the lid of the clear casket. Fitzpatrick lifted and inserted a second tube down into the coffin.

      The second box, minus lid, was placed on top of the one containing Helen Fitzpatrick. There was a slight adjustment of the second case to allow the long clear acrylic straws to reach beyond the surrounding surface.

      “Next,” Fitzpatrick said in a humorous tone. He turned to watch the naked man being dragged across to the casket in the hole. “Hold his head up.”

      Henderson lifted the condemned man’s head by the hair. The eyes were like bluish-purple tennis balls, and blood poured from one ear, his nose and his mouth.

      “Look at me you fat bastard,” Fitzpatrick said. When the broken man’s head wobbled around, Fitzpatrick nodded to Henderson, who pulled on a handful of hair to lift the prisoner’s head higher. Fitzpatrick kicked him in the face. There was a crunch as the cheekbone fractured.

      “Put him in face down,” Fitzpatrick said. “I want them to look at each other.”

      The Colonel was dragged forward and unceremoniously dumped face first into his glass coffin. Apart from his large body thudding as it landed in the casket, he made no noise. His head and arms moved a little, as he fell forward, as if in final silent protest, or to communicate with his ex-lover. Nobody would ever know. The lid went on the casket.

      Fitzpatrick lifted two more long clear tubes, which weren’t quite as long as the first pair. He inserted them into the top casket, and when content the job was done, he stepped back. He looked around with a grim expression at the men who had taken part.

      He said, “Arseholes to ashes, bodies to dust. God help those who betray my trust.”

      One of the men who had been digging stepped forward and withdrew his pistol from his shoulder holster. He aimed into the grave, but Fitzpatrick placed a hand on the man’s arm.

      “Did anybody tell you to use that?”

      “No, Mr F, but—”

      “Put it away, or you’ll be fucking joining them.” The gun returned to the holster—quickly.

      Fitzpatrick nodded to the grave-diggers, and then he stood with the group and watched as the hole was filled in. Spade after spade of earth reduced the muffled sounds until there was silence.

      The excess earth was spread around with the spades. The neatly cut turf was rolled forward over the earth and pressed by many feet. It would take some days for the ground to settle, but in the meantime, four short pieces of glass tube protruded a few centimetres clear of the mound of turf.

      Jake waited until the burial party had all gone indoors before he called Phil to brief him of this latest atrocity. Not for the first time, Jake had an urge to countermand orders, but anything he attempted would have been a token humanitarian gesture. He knew when to get involved, and when to hold back.
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      .

      The Cuillin Hills, Isle of Skye

      Western Scotland

      “Hullo, Romeo this is Sinbad, possible incomin’, over.”

      Rachel leant against the rocks and lifted her handset. “Romeo, now in sight, over.”

      “Sinbad, confirm when she departs, over,”

      “Romeo, wilco, out.” Rachel lifted her binoculars and was able to pick out the boat from the handful that sat in the water a few miles from the coast.

      The small blue vessel approached the coast. When other boats approached the coastline, they did so in a steady movement, but this particular craft was holding back. A white van appeared near the mooring area and was driven up close to the loading area. The blue fishing boat then came in with some urgency.

      Rachel zoomed in with her binoculars. Peter Henderson wasn’t there, but it was his co-driver with a different man. A large bag was handed over to the boat’s skipper. He rested it on the deck, checked the contents, and then nodded to his crew.

      The consignment of crates was transferred from boat to van in twenty minutes. The back doors of the van had barely closed when the small boat left the mooring. There was to be no shore leave on this trip.

      When the van drove out of sight towards the main road, Rachel focused her bino’s on the boat’s prow. “Blue Lady,” Rachel whispered and then zoomed in on the stern as the boat turned away from the tiny port. “Registered in—Puerto Rico.”

      Rachel wrote the details on a fresh page of her notebook, along with the date, time, location, and direction of travel. It was the same vessel that had delivered the previous consignment. That small vessel had not been to South America and back again in twenty-four hours.

      “Hullo Sinbad, this is Romeo, over.”

      “Sinbad send, over.”

      “Romeo. Same lady. Same port, and the same cargo. The vessel is not returning to sea, but navigating south close to the coastline, over.”

      “Sinbad, roger. I will observe but report only to Zero until told otherwise.”

      “Romeo, good hunting, and take care, over.”

      “Sinbad, you too, out.” He used the appropriate ending to terminate the call—he had a boat to shadow.

      During their time together in the waters off the coast, Mike and Sinbad enjoyed several conversations about hair-raising things they’d done, and the exchange was good for Sinbad because he felt able to open up for the first time.

      He told Mike how much he’d enjoyed the life in the navy, but he tended to drink too much and end up in fights. On several occasions, he found himself in jail, but one night he broke an officer’s jaw, and it ended his time in the Royal Navy. He’d always blamed his failed career on the establishment, but had finally come to realise it was his fault.

      Knowing that he was a fellow biker, Mike suggested a part-time position at his sales and repair place in Glasgow’s east end. Sinbad thanked him and said he’d think about it, but within an hour had accepted.
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      Rachel packed her gear, de-camouflaged her bike and prepared to hit the road. “Hullo Zero this is Romeo, leaving location now, over.”

      “Zero roger, out.” Phil acknowledged.

      Rachel climbed onto her Kawasaki. It was easier to leave by riding her bike because she was able to see the terrain. It took fifteen minutes because she couldn’t afford to accidentally fly off one of the small ridges.

      Once on the minor track that led to Glenbrittle, Rachel was comfortable with an even, smooth surface under her tyres. She cruised slowly from Glenbrittle to Sconset, as if trotting a favourite horse. The warmed tyres screeched on the tarmac of the regular road surface when Rachel gave a flick of her wrist. She luxuriated in the surge of power between her legs and took her powerful steed to a gallop. Travelling at speed on the road was her natural environment.
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      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      After breakfast, Eva went back to her room. A note had been slipped under the door.

      ‘Everything is moving forward. The danger has increased. My room at 9 am. P.’

      She changed into her training outfit and packed the remainder of her belongings. Even with the little she knew, it didn’t look as if her stay would continue beyond lunchtime.

      By 9:15 am, Eva had heard how the operation had changed and how things might be played out. Covert operations were only glamorous in movies or books. As if to reinforce the idea, the body count was going to increase. The indications were there.

      “What do you need me to do?” Eva asked. She held her coffee in both hands. She was receiving a briefing from the man whom Annabel assured her would always offer an opt-out clause before allocating a dangerous task.

      Phil said, “Ideally, before entry into any hostile building, I’d like the team to know their target. To go in blind, means it’s not going to be a good day at the office.”

      Eva’s brow furrowed. “I’ve only seen the place from the outside.”

      “I know,” Phil reassured her. “I don’t expect you to do any more unless you can handle it. Something came to my notice in the wee small hours of the morning.” He sipped his coffee. “As you know from our brief chat last night, apart from Jake being in the woods, we have Ian on a hill overlooking the entire location around the castle.”

      “Has Ian seen something important?”

      “When you consider his OP, he spotted something significant. He saw the big guy with the bald head, Simpson, returning to his lair.” He didn’t come down the track but appeared from within the trees nearby.

      Eva nodded, and her eyes danced over Phil’s features. She took in every word.

      Phil continued. “Simpson went upstairs into his gatehouse and switched on a light, but he did it before pulling the curtains. In the few seconds Ian had, he focused his binoculars on the room. He saw what looked like a bank of monitors.”

      Eva nodded. “So, the security room for the main building might be remotely operated by the gatehouse.”

      “Yes,” Phil said. “to retain overall control, I can’t go in there, although it would be my preferred option. The main team members are all committed.”

      “I’ll go in,” Eva said. “Just tell me when and what you need me to do.”

      “If you do, it places you in a similar situation to whoever has to enter the castle.”

      “I have to prove myself,” Eva said. “I won’t let you down.”

      Phil didn’t smile but nodded his appreciation. “From the reports you, Jake and Ian have made, it sounds like Simpson only goes to the gatehouse to sleep, so I believe he has most of his meals in the main building. I don’t want you to take any chances with him.”

      “Are you sanctioning me to kill him?”

      “I’m telling you if you end up in the same room as him; it’ll be him or you.” He maintained eye contact. “Which sort of weapon are you carrying?”

      “I have a Walther PPK.”

      “Have you used a Browning 9mm before?”

      “Yes, I know it has stopping power, but it would be my second choice.”

      Phil reached into the holdall sitting on his bed. He lifted out a Browning, released the magazine, pulled back the breech slide to show Eva that the chamber was empty, and then slipped a finger inside the pistol grip to squeeze off the action. He clipped the loaded magazine back into the pistol grip and held the barrel to hand the weapon to Eva.

      Eva accepted the handgun, hefted it in her hand a couple of times, feeling the extra weight. She released and reloaded the magazine and then placed the gun in her shoulder bag. She accepted a loaded spare magazine, and it too went into her bag.

      “If it’s okay,” Eva said. “I’ll take it as a backup.”

      Phil said, “Don’t be afraid of killing him, Eva, but do be afraid of not killing him.”

      “I understand.” The pair synchronised watches; Eva lifted the video phone Phil had supplied. She checked the controls and was content she’d used something similar. She headed to the door and stopped. “Thank you for giving me this chance, Phil.”

      Phil nodded and watched the door close. “Thank me if you survive,” he murmured.
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      Charlie Dawes and Richie Linwood were the two men teamed up to deal with the third consignment. Both were big, muscular thirty-five-year-old men, who had between them murdered five men and two women. Fitzpatrick had briefed them separately himself, to create the desired effect.

      He ensured they were both armed before they set off, and told them individually, that if anything happened to his money or his goods, he would personally skin the survivor alive. ‘You guard my cash and my merchandise with your life.’

      Linwood had driven the van from Braemar to Glenbrittle, so it was agreed that Dawes would drive it back to Braemar once they had the cargo. The pair would be paid handsomely for what was a simple task.

      They were to drive an empty van to the Isle of Skye, hand over a padlocked bag, load the van with antiquities and drive back to Braemar. Successful completion meant a substantial cash payment and a possible job on Fitzpatrick’s payroll. Dawes had already completed the route so was happy.

      Linwood reported their location at various points as they reached them on the return journey. On the way out to the coast the two men had used the route that Fitzpatrick had given them, but there had been no need to report their progress, with an empty van.

      Dawes realised that the route had remained the same, but he recalled that Fitzpatrick said to be wary. The outward journey had taken them around the southern part of the Cairngorms, and both men had noticed dubious looking bikers at a variety of places.

      These were not the regular brightly-clad type of riders, heading for a peaceful rally. They looked mean and wore the club colours of an organised outlaw gang. At each junction, the bikers had made it evident that they were eyeing up the white van. They also had eyed-up the van that had gone past just before the white one.

      On the return journey as the van approached a junction, a group of six outlaw bikers were pulled up at the roadside.

      Linwood called for instructions. “Mr F, there are a bunch of them fuckin’ bikers sat on the junction up ahead of us at Drumgask. It looks suspicious.” He listened to a short response and then replied. “Yeah, we could have a shoot-out with them if they come near us, but there are at least six of the fuckers, and we won’t win if they’re armed.” He received instructions.

      Dawes was glancing at his companion as he maintained speed. “What’s happening?”

      “Take the left at the junction, Charlie,” Linwood said. “We’re to take the north route to avoid any chance of a quarrel with those hairy fuckin’ nutters.”

      “They don’t know what we’re carryin’, so why would they be interested?”

      “It’s a fuckin’ van Charlie, and it might contain somethin’ they can sell or trade,” Linwood said. “Didn’t you see them checkin’ out the van in front of us at the junction?”

      “I didn’t notice because I was watchin’ the traffic.”

      Linwood leant forward to check the nearside mirror. “Those fuckers are eyein’ up everythin’ on the road.”

      “What happens if they try to tackle us?”

      “You stop the van, and we start toppin’ the bastards mate. We fuckin’ shoot them.”

      “Yeah,” Dawes said. “I like it. I hope they follow us.”

      For the first time on the trip, the two killers grinned at each other.

      Dawes slowed as he approached the next junction. He checked his mirrors and took the route left, heading north. It was natural to look in his mirrors—it was what he did when he was driving. After a few minutes, though, his interest in the mirrors became obsessive.

      “For fuck’s sake Charlie,” Linwood said. “Have we got a copper on our arse?”

      “Check the mirror,” Dawes said with a sober expression. He pressed the pedal harder.

      “Bastards.” Linwood leant forward to check the nearside mirror. Behind the van was a tight group of six bikers, all holding formation with no apparent intention to overtake the van. Linwood pulled back the slide on his automatic.

      “Right,” he said. “I’ve got one up the spout now. I’m fuckin’ ready for them.”

      Mile after mile, even when the road was a little wider, the bikes slowed if necessary to remain in pairs following the van. Dawes tried driving fast, and then slowly, but to no avail. On occasion, a car driver would overtake the strange convoy and wave a fist out of an open driver’s window. Dawes gave them a middle-finger salute.

      Three miles before Kingussie, Dawes shook his head and double-checked the mirror.

      The trailing bikers had fallen back once again into a neat single file. From a fair distance back, a bike with twin headlights blazing was zipping along the road at high speed. It was gliding past everything in its path.

      The black Kawasaki roared past the convoy. The rider dressed in black from head to toe leant forward over the tank of the big machine. The rider’s kneecap was close to the ground as the powerful machine negotiated the next bend. The bike accelerated and disappeared into the distance.

      “There’s the sort of biker who’ll get somebody killed,” Dawes said. It was to prove a prophetic statement. Dawes rechecked his mirrors, to see that the outlaw riders had resumed their formation behind the van. “Should we call Fitzpatrick about these fuckers?”

      “Nah,” Linwood said. “He’ll think we’re a couple of fuckin’ fairies. Just keep goin’, and if those greasy bastards do anythin’ stupid, we shoot first, and ask questions later.”

      Dawes nodded. He assured his associate he was prepared to do whatever it took, but in the meantime, he checked his mirrors more often.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Boat of Garten, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Annabel had a panoramic view from her tree. Only an occasional bird blotted the blue sky, and the breeze was hardly strong enough to move the leaves on the trees. On the previous day, Annabel had cleared a few small overhanging branches because they were obscuring her view. She sat with her back against the bough of the large oak with her legs straight out on a sturdy branch. Her Sako rifle was lying across her thighs, loaded and scope zeroed.

      When Max called in that Xray-Victor had turned north, it was a relief. Annabel would still have been able to cover the next phase by changing location, but it would have been a close thing. She acknowledged the call from Max and heard Slash and Toolkit checking-in. Everything was in place.

      The twin headlights on Rachel’s bike stood out at a fair distance even in daylight— use of headlights on a bike for safety was also useful for Annabel’s sighting. Her protégé was pushing every ounce of power from her machine. There were few occasions in covert operations when the job could be enjoyable, but Rachel would have surely enjoyed racing from her roost in the rocky crag, to cover so many miles rapidly to reach the location for her next task.

      Annabel used binoculars to watch the transformation and preparation of the scene in both directions. Rachel was unaware she was being observed and assessed on her performance throughout the mission.

      When Rachel arrived at the required spot, she slowed and pulled over, into a small track behind the hedgerow. For a few minutes, she was alone. She had to adjust quickly from her road-racing mindset to a very different scenario. Having only seen this location on the map, Rachel had to make a rapid assessment before getting underway with the next phase. There was little time to consider the ‘what if’ factor.

      Slash and Toolkit arrived. Further back along the road, Wyatt and Errol were setting up a unique road sign. The bikers might all have been mistaken for being high on something because they were all working with a smile on their faces.
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        * * *

      

      Dawes checked his mirrors, and as he came around the next bend, he slowed. “What the fuck?” He applied the brakes.

      A short distance away, two motorbikes were lying on the road, and the riders were lying beside them. Between the approaching white van and the bikers was a figure wearing a white helmet with a narrow black and white cheque band around it, and a yellow high-visibility vest with a chequered band around it.

      “Fuck the copper,” Linwood said. “If he gets in the way, fuckin’ hit him.”

      “I’d have to go over one of those fuckin’ bikes as well,” Dawes said and braked harder. It occurred to him the police bike must have been on the scene rapidly. The other two bikers were still lying on the road. It didn’t make sense.

      On the police officer’s white bike, the blue light was flashing on top of the short pole on the rear, and there were two yellow Day-Glo side panniers, complete with chequered stripes. There were Day-Glo stripes along the fuel tank too.

      The police officer stepped out and waved the van and other traffic to stop.

      “Fuck it,” Linwood said. “Stop, and I’ll shoot the interferin’ bastard.”

      Dawes stood on the brakes, and the van skidded to a halt a few metres from the uniformed figure. The dark visor was pulled down on the copper’s white safety helmet. Dawes reached down between the seats to grab his gun, but Linwood was already out of the passenger door.

      “Fuck you,” Linwood said as he strode towards the figure standing in the road in front of him. He started to raise his gun as he continued forward, but his weapon didn’t make it into the aim. A hole appeared in the right side of Linwood’s head, just above the ear. His body jerked once in spasm before it fell to the floor, lifeless.

      Dawes had his gun in his right hand, which he rested on the open window of the door. He saw his associate fall, and as he pushed the driver’s door open, he took three bullets. The one in the centre of his forehead came from the Sako sniper rifle which claimed Linwood. The second and third shots came from a Browning 9mm held by Sparky. He was still ten metres away and striding up to the back of the van. He’d stopped and fired two rapid shots from a standing position. Yes, the two-handed grip was as good as Hawk had suggested.

      At two-hundred metres in both directions, the traffic had already been held back by police-style accident signs, erected and backed up by leather and denim-clad bikers with whom no sensible regular driver would argue. They might have argued if the bikers in both locations didn’t have handguns and grins to accompany their request for drivers and passengers to stay still—and keep their hands in sight.

      Real police would not be turning up at the scene. A few minutes earlier, Annabel had called 999 to report an armed siege near Fort William, which was to the southeast. One minute after her call, Phil called 999 to report a suspect device seen beside a railway track at Inverness, situated to the northeast.

      The nearest available police car or motorcyclist was thirty miles away, and the only helicopter had already been deployed to check the railway line in Inverness. One police officer was in a remote barn, tied to a wooden post, naked.

      He’d responded to a call about a naked female motorcyclist on farm tracks, but when he found the lone bike and gone inside the barn, he had been greeted by four male bikers, who all had guns. The report of his stolen bike and uniform was going to be challenging to write.
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        * * *

      

      The two dead gangsters’ bodies were hurled into the back of the van with their load. Toolkit pushed his Triumph down the track into a prepared area in the nearby woodland. Rachel threw the white helmet and hi-visibility gear into the bushes and pushed the stolen police bike into the bushes. She spread a camouflage sheet over Toolkit’s bike and the police bike.

      The two ‘injured’ bikers got up from their positions on the road surface, put away the guns they’d had under their bodies and then lifted their undamaged bikes.

      Toolkit climbed into the driver’s seat of the van and set off escorted by four bikers. The other bikers released the traffic that had been backed up for five minutes. Less than eight minutes after Dawes had been shot, there was no sign of anything untoward, and a large group of bikers were ensuring Toolkit’s safety.

      “Good work, team,” Annabel whispered. She was already preparing her gear to climb down from her perch.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Eva strolled along the main road, and then at the track that led up to Fitzpatrick’s place, she hesitated and looked around. There were two short flashes of light from among the trees on a nearby hill. If there had been a problem, there would have been a single long flash. Ian was content that Simpson was not in the gatehouse.

      When Eva approached the gatehouse, she took out a car aerial from her pocket and extended it. She held it loosely between finger and thumb at arm’s length, and so that the tip was close to the ground. It was a simple technique for locating trips.

      She watched for other possible alarms, but there was nothing. Eva made a rapid circuit of the building before making short work of the front door lock. Once inside, she remained still for a few seconds to listen.

      Upstairs there were four monitors. Three were switched on, and the fourth was blank. Eva buzzed Phil and enabled video and loudspeaker on the video phone he had given her. She started to stream the information to the laptop Phil was using in the hotel.

      “Four monitors,” Eva said. “Only three seem to be in use, and as you’ll see, they are showing the floors and areas of the main building.” Eva filmed each monitor and selected all available views in turn. The information about the inside of the building was invaluable, and Phil made rapid, brief notes about each floor layout.

      Eva said, “I think I’ve found the issue with the fourth monitor.” She fiddled around with the controls. “I’ve got it sorted now. The fourth monitor had the screen blacked out. It gives various views of the bedrooms, but there’s nobody in any of them.”

      Phil said, “Let me have a better look at that cellar monitor again Eva.”

      The young operative turned to focus the video camera on Monitor Three. “This is the cellar rooms, and there are multiple views again. It looks like there’s a pond down there, which is peculiar.” She changed cameras and in rotation gave Phil views of the main cellar with the large pond, bridge, and the arrangement of doors with sliding bolts, like prison cells.

      “I’ll try to get other views,” Eva said and flicked the control on the monitor. One cell was empty, except for a stone bed. Two of the cells had stone platforms for beds, and both of these had bloodstains on the walls. The next had a young woman kneeling on a platform with her dress lifted onto her back. Behind her, standing away from the bed, a big, naked bald man stood. His clothing was in a pile beside him on the floor.

      The man paused. Something had caught his attention, and he looked around, but he didn’t look towards the cell door. He stared at the camera lens and squinted. He nodded slowly and smiled as he winked at the camera. His left arm moved, and the screen went blank.

      “I got that,” Phil said. “Get out of there now Eva.”

      “Oh my God,” Eva said as she tried the room door, but it wouldn’t budge. “I’m trapped, Phil. There is a small red light flashing above the door of the monitor room. Either the place is wired to blow, or there is a self-locking device.”

      “Arm yourself, Eva,” Phil said. “Don’t hesitate. Shoot to kill if he comes back.”

      “Roger,” Eva said and switched off her equipment.

      Phil considered the options and the overall strategy. He would not allow Jake to take part in the assault without target intelligence. Phil buzzed him on the radio and described the castle layout rapidly, floor by floor as if entering the front doors.

      At Jake’s request, Phil then related entry as if from the roof. Jake suggested a slight change of plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37. Trojan Horse

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Crathie, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Rachel pulled over into the large open carpark opposite Crathie Church. Although small, she knew the church was used by British royalty whenever they stayed nearby, at Balmoral Castle. At one end of the carpark was a Tourist Information Office.

      Immediately behind Rachel on her bike was Toolkit in the van, followed by a group of bikers. The assistant in the tourist office stood close to a full-length window staring down onto the carpark. When a couple of riders waved, the woman moved further back into her domain.

      Sparky and Wyatt parked their bikes and climbed into the back of the van. Rachel paid for two tickets for the parked bikes and then jumped onto her Kawasaki. The strange convoy set off again. The woman up in the tourist office returned to the window.

      Wyatt radioed from the back of the van.“Hullo Zero, this is Wyatt. I am now with Sparky, and Toolkit.” He paused. “Xray-Victor due at RV in ten—that is, one-zero minutes, over.”

      “Zero roger, out.” Phil was the only call-sign to acknowledge, but every member of the operation with a radio understood it was time for the next phase.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Phil used his mobile to contact Ian. He explained Eva’s situation and asked Ian to text Jake with the same information. Phil used the radio to give his final call before leaving. “Hullo, all stations this is Zero.” He paused. “Trojan Horse in fifteen—that is, one-five minutes, out.”

      The radio was slipped into the right side of Phil’s camouflaged smock, on the opposite side to his Browning 9mm. He closed the laptop and looked around the room before leaving.

      One minute later there was a squeal of rubber on the tarmac as an Audi left the hotel forecourt. Three minutes later the same Audi slewed into a parking area at the side of the road. A white Transit van pulled in as Phil locked his car.

      Toolkit was shifting gears before Phil had the passenger door closed.
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        * * *

      

      At Fitzpatrick’s grounds, men were deployed to the entrance of the two tracks at the back of the building, and the others were kept nearby to assist with getting the merchandise indoors as quickly as possible. Even without communication, Fitzpatrick knew the van was due within a short time.

      Fitzpatrick, Mental Mickey and Henderson stood together at the main door.

      “Go and open the trophy room please Peter,” Fitzpatrick said when he saw the white van approach slowly along the track. “I want to know why these two fuckers haven’t been reporting in.”

      Henderson was glad he wasn’t one of the two in the van. He smiled at his boss and headed indoors. Henderson was delighted to be working with the man who intended to rule every drug and arms deal in Scotland.

      Gordon Fitzpatrick had explained his plans on the previous night over dinner, and he told Mental Mickey and Henderson that it would be necessary to have a couple of trusted men at his side. Now, as Fitzpatrick stood side by side with Mental, they watched the van spin around ready to reverse back to the doorway.

      The van began to reverse, but over the engine noise, there was loud engine revving along a track at the rear of the building. Engines were being revved in the other woodland tracks, and then the van sped towards the front doors. Fitzpatrick and Mental exchanged a glance.

      Fitzpatrick detailed the gunmen to hold their station. The four at the entrance pulled out their pistols and stepped slightly apart. Two pairs were already advancing along the tracks to check out the disturbance.

      The van stopped suddenly, and as the back doors flew open, the lifeless bodies of Dawes and Linwood flew out as if propelled. They landed on the ground with dull thuds and rolled. All four of the armed sentries reacted by staring in disbelief for several seconds before they looked up.

      Three of the large wooden statues inside the van fell forward uncovering two leather-clad bikers who were kneeling behind them. There were eight aimed shots from inside the van, fired in four rapid sets of two. The gunmen fired four random harmless shots between them.

      Sparky and Wyatt had agreed their tactics before the van had stopped. They both fired at an outside man and then aimed inward to take out the other two. At less than five metres, there was no need for more than one shot per target, but they’d been taught to ‘double-tap’ their weapons—so they did. Fitzpatrick lost four armed thugs.

      “Clear!” Wyatt cried, but by then Phil and Toolkit were already at the back of the van.

      “Well done,” Phil said as he assessed the situation. “You three guys get down to the gatehouse. Eva’s in trouble.”

      Before Phil had reached the side where he’d seen Jake approach, Sparky, Wyatt and Toolkit were running down the main track, as if their lives depended on it. On lesser mortals, jeans and leather jackets would be an encumbrance, but not for bikers.

      Phil pulled the Velcro fasteners on the canvas bag he’d been carrying. A folded black device was lifted out, and on the press of a clip, the closed black arms opened into four hooks. The base of the device had a long knotted rope attached.

      As Phil spun the grappling hook to throw, Jake was nearby on one knee, Browning at the ready, watching for anything untoward.

      It took Phil forty-five seconds to climb to the battlements, where he then covered Jake as he climbed. He ascended faster than Phil. They left the rope on the off-chance it might be required. They had no fears of any of the X-rays being capable of climbing.
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        * * *

      

      When the Transit was captured at the fake accident site, it had been the cue for the riders still on the other side of the mountain range to prepare for the next phase. The unmistakable sound of a group of motorbikes travelling together at speed echoed along the glens.

      The riders tackled the narrow, winding mountain roads with relish, employing their skills to lean into the bends when required to maintain speed. They travelled in close, single file, overtaking other vehicles in a rapid snake-like manoeuvre.

      One old soldier who was driving along sedately in his Rover remarked to his wife, “They’re reminiscent of a pack of Spitfires dropping out of formation to join the fight.”

      It was an impressive display of fast riding, and thanks to the noise, and view in their mirrors, most other road users paid heed to the line of headlights, by slowing and pulling in closer to the nearside. The bikers received more respect than often shown to emergency services.
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        * * *

      

      At the castle, along the first of the two rear tracks, the two armed sentries made their way towards the pair of bikers seated on their machines, engines running. Pedro and Butcher both had their hands down in front of them, resting on the fuel tanks.

      When the two sentries were ten metres away, they both reached inside their jackets.

      The bikers lifted their hands and aimed their automatics in a two-handed grip.

      Pedro said, “Do you two boys want to die?”

      The two hoodlums exchanged a glance, smirked, and simultaneously gripped the breech slides of their weapons. Failure to complete such a simple action earlier would prove their undoing.

      Pedro and Butcher both double-tapped two rounds into their respective targets. The bikers’ guns were cocked and ready to fire. It made the difference between life and death.

      “Wanker,” Pedro said, shaking his head.

      “What?” Butcher said as he looked forward. “I got him with both shots.”

      “Yeah,” Pedro said, “but one is in his fuckin’ throat.”

      “Well, he’s just as fuckin’ dead.”

      “Wanker,” Pedro repeated a few minutes later, as they dragged the bodies of the sentries into the trees. When the track was clear, the two men rode along to the castle.

      In the other track that Fitzpatrick had hoped to use as a possible escape route, two other sentries came across Paddy and Ginge. The riders were both sitting astride their machines. A similar scenario played out, to the first track, with the exception that all of the bullet holes were in the sentries’ foreheads.
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        * * *

      

      Eva stood two steps away from the inside of the door upstairs in the gatehouse. At first when the red light had started flashing it could have been any one of several things. The place might be wired to blow, or it could be a local explosion affecting only the room and equipment. It could be a bluff.

      Taking cover under a table wasn’t much of a protection from a possible explosion. Eva decided to get out. The windows would have been the obvious choice, but both windows also had a flashing red light operating and the wires extended behind the drapes and down under the floorboards.

      Eva located a small screwdriver near the computer equipment. She used it to tear up the rug and then lifted a floorboard. There was a network of wires and flashing red lights. She wasn’t about to trace every wire so resigned herself to face Simpson.

      She remembered Phil’s warning and decided she would have to kill. She pulled back the slide and listened to the click as the mechanism moved forward and loaded a round into the chamber. Eva waited and listened. She held her weapon in a two-handed grip but low down to avoid tiring her arms.

      It had been ten minutes, but it seemed like forever. A door closed downstairs. Eva raised her weapon into the aim. She moved forward to reduce the range and was standing no more than a metre from the door. She wouldn’t miss.

      Somebody on the other side of the door started to have a coughing fit. Eva began to take a step forward but didn’t see the flashing red light go off. When the door opened, Eva squeezed the trigger, but the door opened with such force it hit the gun barrel upwards. The bullet sliced through Simpson’s left ear and embedded in the doorframe. Simpson winced, but he reacted quickly and punched the woman in the jaw.

      “Hello, my pretty.” Simpson reached down and lifted Eva by the hair with one hand. When she was almost upright, he brought his other hand around to look at the blood he’d wiped from his wounded ear. He used that fist to punch Eva in the side of her head.
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        * * *

      

      “Hullo all stations, this is India,” Ian called with an urgent tone. “Echo has been kidnapped by a large X-ray. The vehicle is a red Range Rover with tinted windows all around. The direction of travel is south, over.”

      “Alpha roger—contact Geordie, over.”

      Jacko, Hank, Errol, and Harry also responded and said they were giving chase.

      “India, roger out.” Ian dropped his radio and hit a pre-select on his mobile. “Hi, Geordie. It’s Ian. We’ve got a problem, mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38. Judge Mental

          

        

      

    

    
      Phil and Jake approached the turret door on the roof expecting it to be wired. It would be a remote possibility for anybody to attempt entry from the roof. For good measure, Phil attached wads of plastic explosive to the hinges, and both men moved aside.

      Five seconds later, there were no hinges and not much door. The two men went down the stone spiral staircase rapidly. When they reached the upper floor, they stopped and looked around at the bedroom doors.

      “We’ll need to clear them,” Phil whispered. “We can’t afford an X-ray coming out behind us.” In a practised two-man manoeuvre, the pair cleared each room and en-suite rapidly. In less than five minutes, they were content that there was nobody above them, or in any place on the upper floor.

      From down below, they heard a vehicle revving and a loud electrical whining noise. Regular and rapid metallic thuds accompanied the other sounds. The two men were on the wide stairway ready to descend to the ground floor when a woman in a black and white uniform approached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Would you like to tell me—” she started pleasantly and began to squat as she reached under her skirt with both hands.

      Two shots rang out. Lethal Linda Tanner fell backwards, a hole in her forehead, and another between her eyes. Two slim daggers clattered onto the parquet flooring, joined a few seconds later by the maid’s body.

      A man in a smart butler’s outfit approached the staircase from the side and raised two Uzi machine guns at once. He was apparently an action movie buff, which was unfortunate. He took two shots in the head before his aim became a concern. He squeezed both triggers at once in the fraction of time before he died. The stair carpet and bannister were ruined.

      When Phil saw a machine gun barrel appear around the bottom of the bannister, he leant over the railing and shot the gunman in the back of the head. He nodded to Jake and covered him as he went down the carpeted staircase. At the bottom, Jake covered Phil as he descended.

      The pair cleared the dining room, trophy room and kitchen before finding that there were two doors from which to choose. One had a digital keypad, and the other led to the source of the various whining and banging noises. Phil stood beside what had to be an interior door to the garage. He nodded to the main entrance.

      Jake opened the door to find five of the bikers outside, squatted down in all-around defence, pistols at the ready, acting more like infantrymen than outlaw bikers.

      Jake looked at the garage and shook his head. “I fucking love it.”

      Toolkit laughed. “They’re not fuckin’ leavin’ out of there.” He nodded to where he’d parked the white van within a few inches of the large door. The electric double door was bouncing out and back, unable to open.

      “Okay guys,” Jake said. “We’ve cleared the roof, upper floor and ground floor, so at least three X-rays are missing. Somewhere in here, we’ve trapped Fitzpatrick, Henderson, and McGinley.”

      “McGinley has done a runner,” Toolkit said. “I wouldn’t worry, though. Slash has gone after him. He won’t outrun a fuckin’ Triumph Bonneville.” He laughed. “I didn’t know if you wanted McGinley alive, so I suggested that Slash fires and misses, and then reports the direction of travel.

      “Good work, mate,” Jake said.

      Phil called Annabel by radio and gave her a rapid brief regarding the escapee. He added that McGinley was surplus to requirement. She acknowledged and said she’d contact Slash for an update.

      Two gunshots echoed from the woodland.

      “That’ll be Slash,” Toolkit nodded with confidence. “I hope he remembers to miss.”

      Jake said, “I’ve got a task for a couple of you guys.” He pointed towards the area of the double grave and briefly explained the situation. Three bikers immediately ran to the site to dig.

      Phil nodded towards the inner garage door and whispered to Jake. “Let them come to us.” Jake nodded, and they stood to either side of the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Spittal of Glenshee

      Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Geordie had sat tight in the hotel. The longer he’d gone not hearing updates, the more likely things were not going to end well. When he received the call from Ian, his first consideration was what he could do to help. He pulled the gun from his ankle holster, chambered a round, and holstered the weapon.

      It took a little time to decide which way to go. He had been out walking on the nearby hills in the pleasant weather, so he knew the only way to go was south on the winding mountain road towards Bridge of Cally.

      As he set off, Geordie knew he was in front of the escaping Range Rover, so he tried to think how to slow it down. He drove the Shogun fast down the hill, and a plan unfolded. Five miles ahead, a small road led off to the east from the main mountain road.

      Geordie accelerated to reach the junction before the Range Rover’s arrival. The vehicle heaved from side to side as it steered in and out of the bends. Fortunately, traffic was light, so when Geordie reached the junction, he hit the brakes and spun the wheel hard over and back again.

      The big 4 x 4 skidded sideways for a few metres, rocked sideways twice, and then came to rest. Geordie reversed a little and effectively blocked the main route uphill and downhill. One camper van was approaching the junction, and the driver hit the horn and flashed his lights.

      Geordie was already out of the Shogun. He stepped to the side and held his gun in the aim, but waved right, indicating the camper to follow the narrow side road. The camper slowed when the driver saw a gun. He steered in the suggested direction, dropped a gear and accelerated into the distance, the big vehicle leaning left and right on the slight bends.

      Three motorists on the way up stopped and got out of their cars to complain until Geordie turned and suggested they get back into their vehicles and wait. They got back in and started to reverse down the hill until prevented going further by oncoming vehicles. The road was too narrow for any to attempt a turn.

      Geordie pulled out his mobile. “Ian, it’s Geordie. Kirriemuir junction is secured.”

      Ian thanked Geordie and then used radio to pass on the message, “Hullo all stations this is India—friendly roadblock. The junction at Kirriemuir is secured. Out.”

      It was the thunder of bike engines that were heard first, followed by the higher pitched whine of a bike travelling at high speed and changing gear rapidly. The noise had echoed down the valley before anybody saw the bikes. A black Kawasaki roared past the other bikes, and a red Range Rover.

      The black bike leant into every bend, using the road as a racetrack. Rachel skidded to a halt over the final few metres and pulled into a passing point when still two hundred metres from the junction. She dismounted quickly, removed her helmet, and knelt beside the nearside pannier of her machine.

      From the storage box, she lifted out a metallic case. It took twenty seconds to assemble her rifle. The red Range Rover past Rachel’s spot, leaning over as it was over-steered into bends, followed closely by Pedro and Slash.

      When the Range Rover was less than fifty metres from the roadblock, there was a screech of tyres. The kidnapper could see he was going to be forced to ram the Shogun or turn left to evade capture, so he waited until the last moment and hit the brakes, hard.

      The speeding vehicle skidded sideways and collided side-on with the Shogun, which Geordie had used as a roadblock and shield. Simpson glared at the man who had fallen to the ground. It was the guy who’d been driving Mental Mickey, and he had a gun.

      Geordie got to his feet as his vehicle rolled forward, and a front wheel jammed in the ditch on the side of the road. Simpson revved the engine of his car and drove ahead, onto the narrow side road that led towards Kirriemuir. The road turned back on itself before it straightened out.

      The front nearside tyre exploded when the high-velocity round hit. The car skidded wildly, but Simpson tried to drive on. The rear nearside tyre was next, and the vehicle skidded into the verge. It was beyond driving.

      Rachel’s next round went through the nearside window and exited through the windscreen in front of the steering wheel. Simpson got out and went back to pull open the tailgate to grab a badly shaken Eva.

      When Geordie got back onto his feet and saw that the Range Rover had been disabled, he ran along the narrow road towards Simpson. Pedro and Slash had braked violently to avoid joining the crash at the junction, but they pulled up slightly behind, and either side of Geordie.

      Simpson was a big man and knowing he’d be an easy target; he lifted his captive with one muscular arm to hide his body mass. He fired indiscriminately at the three men who were approaching him on foot, line abreast. He knew they wouldn’t shoot for fear of hitting the woman.

      The two bikers continued walking on either side of Geordie, both stepping down a little into the ditches on either side of the road. Like Geordie, they had weapons drawn and continued to approach the desperate kidnapper. Simpson looked from one man to the next, and a sick grin came over his twisted lips.

      “You come one more step, and she’s fuckin’ dead.” He nodded and started to lift his gun barrel towards Eva’s head.

      Rachel had her sights trained on Simpson, but he kept Eva held high, and continually moved her left and right so that she shielded his head and most of his body.

      Geordie spoke under his breath. “Take him out when I move, boys.”

      The bikers glanced at each other, both squinting and shaking their heads, and then Pedro realised the plan and shouted, “Run Slash!” He and his fellow biker ran forward on the edges of the road.

      Geordie ran forward on the middle of the road, leaning left and right, occasionally aiming, but not firing.

      Simpson allowed anger to be his judge as he turned the gun towards the zigzagging man in front of him. Simpson fired three shots. When Geordie was ten metres away, he took a bullet to the head.

      Pedro and Slash had made ground running on both sides when Geordie had made his move. Pedro knew he was the better shot. When Geordie fell, Pedro made the call.

      “I’ll drop the girl,” Pedro said quietly. “He’s yours.”

      “Go,” Slash said.

      Simpson was looking from one biker to the other, grinning.

      Both riders remembered their day with Phil and were gripping their weapons two-handed. The bikers opened fire within two seconds of each other.

      From the left, Pedro shot Eva in the lower leg. Her head went back when she screamed and then she fell forward. Simpson looked down, and when he looked up, he took a high-velocity round in the left eye, and two bullets in the forehead from Slash’s pistol.

      Simpson’s lifeless arm released Eva, and she stumbled forward as her captor fell.

      “Sorry about that, love,” Pedro ran forward. “I saw it in a movie—I had to try it.”

      Eva fainted, and while Pedro bound his scarf around Eva’s wounded leg, Slash relieved Simpson of his gun.

      By the time Eva was on Pedro’s bike with her arms wrapped tightly around him, Rachel had removed Geordie’s weapon and mobile.

      “You’re a hero, Geordie,” Rachel whispered before she got up and left the scene.

      The team left the two bodies and the two vehicles.

      It was peculiar that after so many vehicles being held up during the event, there were no witnesses ten minutes later when the police arrived.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Braemar, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      Phil and Jake had waited three minutes. It was long enough. Phil reached to open the door to the garage, but the door flew open, and he came face to face with a wide-eyed Peter Henderson. Phil reacted immediately.

      He smashed the butt of his pistol into Henderson’s nose and then relieved him of his unfired gun. Henderson wobbled on his feet, eyes blinking rapidly, and his broken nose gushing blood over his hands as he sobbed and held his face.

      “Hello dickhead,” Phil said, pressing the barrel of his weapon against Henderson’s forehead. “I’ve got somebody who wants to talk to you.”

      Max approached from the direction of the trophy room. He put his gun away, reached out and gripped Henderson by the throat and punched him repeatedly in the gut and the face.

      Phil said, “Keep him alive a while longer Max. I have a suggestion for where you can deal with him.”

      “Okay,” Max said, then turned and punched Henderson in the gut. He doubled up, gasping for breath. There were four hard and rapid blows to his face, and he continued to go down. When he was kneeling and gasping for breath, a size-12 riding boot smashed into his ribs. He fell forward onto the floor and didn’t register a few of the kicks he continued to take in the ribcage.

      Jake walked across from the front door. “I’ve got a couple of the guys digging up those glass caskets. Those people still have a slim chance.”

      Phil said, “Fitzpatrick’s not in the garage. Are we ready to go downstairs?”

      “Let’s do it,” Jake said. He turned. “Give us two minutes Max, and then bring your piece of shit downstairs.” He nodded towards Henderson.

      Max didn’t know why he would be going downstairs but nodded his agreement. He saw Henderson’s body move, and his head turned upward. He opened his eyes and tried to focus.

      “Take a look around arsehole,” Max said. “You’ve got five fuckin’ minutes left to live.” Henderson had another taste of the size-12, but this time in the face. He coughed out three teeth and knelt on the ground sobbing.

      Phil and Jake set off down the spiral staircase to the cellar. When he reached it, Phil smashed the digital pad on the wall. There was a dull bang from inside the mechanism, and the door clicked. He opened the door and dropped to one knee as a bullet struck the wall above his head.

      As Simpson had done with Eva, Fitzpatrick had decided to use a woman as a human shield. Jake judged the situation and distance. He dived over Phil’s kneeling body, performed a forward roll and came up on one knee, close to the edge of the pond. Two rapid shots left Jake’s weapon. One bullet sliced through Fitzpatrick’s left calf, and the second shattered his left kneecap.

      Stephanie screamed.

      When Fitzpatrick let go, Stephanie Henderson leapt forward and crawled back inside the cell in which she’d been imprisoned. The heavy door closed behind her. Ironically, she was safer there.

      Phil walked around the side of the pool with Jake and stood close to Fitzpatrick. Phil kicked Fitzpatrick’s gun into the water. There was a minor disturbance.

      “Piranha?” Phil nodded towards the pool.

      “I reckon,” Jake said. “This sadistic bastard saw them used in Colombia.” He nodded towards the defiant scowl of Fitzpatrick on the floor. “I think he should see them used again.”

      “You’re not gonna fucking do that,” Fitzpatrick said, grimacing as he gripped his wounded leg. “You have to turn me over to the law.” He gasped. “I’m an escaped prisoner.”

      “You’re Gordon Fitzpatrick,” Jake said. “You don’t fucking exist.”

      The gangster’s eyes squinted, and he shook his head. “You know who I am.”

      Phil said, “I’ll leave you two together.” He checked the cells and then opened the one that Stephanie had hidden inside. “Come on—you’ll be safe if you do as you’re told this time.”

      When the woman stood up and came to the door sobbing, Phil put an arm around her and led her to the spiral stairs. As they went through the upstairs door into the hallway, Phil paused.

      “Max, you can take him downstairs now.” He nodded towards Henderson.

      Max still didn’t understand, but he kicked his prisoner and pushed him towards the stone staircase.

      “Please,” Henderson said. “I’ll tell you everythin’. We can make a deal.”

      Max shook his head. “Fuckin’ move it, shit-head. I’ve already given you five minutes.” Henderson got a harder kick in the damaged ribcage, and he screamed.

      Phil guided Stephanie to the main door, and as they stepped outside, there was a blood-curdling scream from the direction of the cellars.

      Stephanie trembled and hesitated.

      “Don’t worry,” Phil said. “My team have a couple of scores to settle.”

      There was another loud scream, but it lasted a little longer and was higher pitched. Two more long cries were heard from the cellar area before there was silence.
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        * * *

      

      Phil led Stephanie to a large boulder near the front door and told her to sit. She did.

      “Sitrep?” Phil said when he turned and saw Toolkit. The situation report Phil received was one of mixed fortunes.

      Toolkit said, “The boys got those two caskets out of the grave. The big fat guy is dead. The woman is in shit state, and it looks like she’s gonna’ have issues even if she survives.”

      “What have you done with them?”

      “I moved the van away from the garage door and got the Jaguar out. We put the big dead guy in the boot and laid the Fitzpatrick woman across the back seat. One of the boys followed me out a few miles. We ditched the car at the roadside and called for an ambulance.”

      “Did you stay with her?”

      “Yeah, we stayed a short distance away to keep an eye until an ambulance approached.”

      “Well done, Toolkit. Thanks, mate.”

      Ian arrived. “Got your call, Boss. How is it going over here?”

      “Good,” Phil said. “Have we any word on Eva?”

      “Yes, she’s been wounded, but she’s okay,” Ian said. “Apparently, Pedro shot Eva in the calf, but the bullet went straight through. She’s patched up for now.”

      “Careless bastard,” Jacko said as he overheard, not knowing the full story.

      Phil said, “Any other casualties on our side?”

      “We lost Geordie.”

      Phil nodded. He took a deep breath and gritted his teeth. “Would you stay with Stephanie for a while please, Ian?”

      “Sure thing, Boss.” Ian went straight to the woman who was still in shock.

      Jacko turned to Phil. “The guys have been all over this place Hawk, and there’s no gear anywhere. No coke, no heroin, no hash.”

      Phil said, “Give me five minutes, mate.”

      Max and Jake returned from the cellar and approached the small group in the hall. They were both covered in blood splatter.

      Phil said, “Jacko, I’d like you to organise all those crates and statues to be brought in from the van to the trophy room, mate.”

      Jacko looked at Max and Jake.

      Max said, “The man said, crates and statues to the trophy room—let’s get movin’.”

      Jacko held his hands up and walked away to get help, shaking his head, but grinning.

      It took ten minutes for a crew of mystified bikers to bring all the wooden statues and artefacts in from the van to the trophy room. Phil, Jake, and Max entered the large room and stood together in the centre.

      Phil turned to Jake. “Do you want to go for it?”

      Jake nodded and put his gun away. He walked across to a pair of long-handled, ornamental battle-axes and lifted one down from its mounting bracket. Several pairs of eyes watched Jake as he stepped up to one of the tall varnished wooden statues of an Inca warrior. He lifted the axe onto his right shoulder and swung.

      He sliced the head from the towering figure, and it fell over, emptying neat, vacuum-packed kilo bags of hash.

      Phil said, “Max, it’s all yours mate but remember the deal.”

      “The white stuff stays here,” Max said.

      “I would suggest that instead of a free-for-all, you organise your guys,” Phil said. “While your team are dealing with that side of it, my people will make sure we haven’t left evidence that leads back to any of us.”

      “No problem,” Max said. “We’ll arrange for you to get your weapons and radios back later.”

      Jake moved to one side with Phil. “I found out where the safe is if you’d like me to deal with it now.”

      “Good idea mate,” Phil said. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. If I go quiet on you guys don’t worry—I’ll get over it.”

      A friendly hand clasped Jake’s shoulder for a moment. Phil observed the bikers taking their share of the spoils. They’d earned it.
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        * * *

      

      Slash stopped his bike in the woodland on several occasions, but only to allow McGinley to get further away and feel confident that he’d escaped. When Slash received a call from Annabel to say she was within striking distance of Braemar, it was then up to the biker to help her locate the target.

      Using road signs, landmarks and the general lay of the land, Slash gave an accurate picture of where the bad guy was heading. McGinley had tried to hide by going into the woodland but appeared every so often to get his bearings.

      Annabel watched for accessible high points as always. She stopped to check her map using the most recent information from Slash. She knew which way her quarry was heading, so she drove up through woodland and then ran the final few hundred metres.

      The chosen location was on the forward edge of a slope, which meant she wouldn’t be able to use the prone position. She crossed her legs and placed her rifle across her thighs. Using her binoculars to scan the valley and the edges of the woodland it took her ten minutes before a sighting.

      “Hullo Slash, this is Alpha. I’ve got him. Remain where you can see him, but stay out of view of him and the public, over.”

      “Slash, roger, out.” The biker dismounted and pushed his bike into the side of a forest track. He was able to see McGinley, who had given up trying to run. He had also given up trying to move through the trees and was ambling down a track that ran alongside the forest.

      McGinley was tired, soaking with perspiration and concentrating hard. He grinned when he realised he could no longer hear the bloody biker. It might take him a while, but he was aiming to find a phone kiosk in a remote village. He could call Geordie to pick him up, and then he’d be out of this fuck-up.

      He stopped at an old wooden bench beside the edge of the forest. A look around proved he had made the first part of his escape. An already wet shirt sleeve was lifted to wipe his scarred brow, and he enjoyed a few deep breaths.

      “Well, Helen my dear,” he said aloud. “It looks like your investment in my organisation is now all for me.” He wondered for a moment if Fitzpatrick had even suspected that money had been filtered out to other interests by his wife.

      Mental considered for a moment the night Helen suggested transferring the money and running away together. He shook his head slowly. It was a pity about Helen having to die, but it tied up a loose end, and one thing Mental and Fitzpatrick had in common was, the dislike of loose ends.

      He placed his palms flat on the old wooden seat and turned left to take another look at the village not so far away now. His breathing had finally calmed to a reasonable level, and he was feeling much better. Yes, another half hour and he’d be calling his driver.

      McGinley’s eyes remained open as his chin fell forward to rest on his chest, and his bulky frame stayed in a seated position. To any passersby on the track, he appeared to be sleeping, but with his eyes open. On closer inspection, those same passersby would see the small neat hole a few centimetres above the man’s left ear, and a trickle of blood.

      The single shot was fired from such a distance; nobody would have heard it, because, for added security, Annabel had fitted her suppressor.
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      .

      Glenshee, Grampian Mountains

      Scotland

      It was a few minutes after noon when the gravel carpark across the road from the ski lodge became an RV. The members of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club parked in a single line abreast. Behind them lined up, were a white Transit van, two black Audis, a green Norton and a black Kawasaki.

      Stephanie Henderson had been strapped into the back of Annabel’s car, and Eva was keeping her company. Only a few metres away a group of the bikers were in discussion about Operation Trojan Horse, the final stages of the assault on Fitzpatrick’s place.

      Toolkit said, “I’d like to know what all the fuckin’ screamin’ was about in the cellar Max. What did you do to those two fuckers down there?”

      Max said, “I was gonna shoot Henderson with his gun, but when I saw what Jake did to Fitzpatrick I had to try somethin’ like him.”

      Slash said, “What the fuck did he do?”

      “He told me Hawk wanted their fingerprints, so Jake cut Fitzpatrick’s fuckin’ fingers off, and then dangled the bastard’s arms in the pond with the piranha. Jake held onto Fitzpatrick’s ankles for a while.”

      “Yeah,” Toolkit said. “Cutting their hands off would have let them bleed to death quick.”

      Where any sane person might be shocked, or even physically sick, Slash listened wide-eyed to the explanation, seriously impressed, nodding excitedly.

      Max said, “Henderson was screamin’ before I got near his fuckin’ hands, which proved what a fuckin’ coward he was. I cut his fuckin’ fingers off anyway.”

      Toolkit’s eyes were sparkling. “Did you dangle his arms in the pond?”

      “Nah,” Max said. “I’d broken his nose and smashed his teeth before I dragged the bastard down to the cellar, so I grabbed his ankles and pushed his fuckin’ bleedin’ face over the pond.”

      The small audience laughed as if told the joke of the month.

      Max said, “He was screamin’ and beggin’ so I held onto him for a minute. As soon as the blood hit the surface the little bastards went crazy. It was fuckin’ amazin’ to watch.” He looked down. “The blood went all over the place when he started thrashin’ around.” He had blood on his jeans, but he opened his jacket to let them see the stains on his T-shirt.

      Slash said, “What did you do with their fingers?”

      “We put them in the chilled cabinet. It was where Fitzpatrick kept the meat for the fish. Jake reckons the fingerprints will prove to the coppers they’ve seen the last of those two dickheads, plus they’ll be able to close a load of cases.”

      “Well, the coppers can’t say we didn’t give them a hand.” Slash laughed.

      Ian was with the bikers. “Did you guys work out how Simpson got to Eva in the gatehouse without anyone seeing him?”

      “Yeah,” Max said. “One of the boys found a trapdoor among the trees behind the gatehouse. The big ugly bastard was able to get in and out of the castle without using the doors.”

      “He had his escape route planned from the start,” Ian said. “He was ugly, but he wasn’t foolish.”
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        * * *

      

      The team assembled so Phil and Max could make a head count before leaving the area. It was agreed Ian would drive the Transit van and its precious cargo back to Glasgow. The van would go to a location designated by Max.

      On the return journey, the chapter would ride shotgun in groups of four to ensure the van didn’t appear to be with them. It would be a long journey back and would draw attention if escorted too closely.

      Before setting off, Phil received a phone call from Mike. He and Sinbad had shadowed the fishing boat south. After leaving the tiny Glenbrittle port on completion of the first drop, the ship had gone out to sea again. It had stopped at South Uist in the Hebrides before returning.

      The fishing vessel was performing a shuttle service for the final stage of the sea-going journey. Mike and Sinbad observed the area and listed three possible craft that might have been dropping cargo at South Uist, having brought it from far out to sea.

      When the boat called Blue Lady was fifty miles south of the Isle of Skye, the name was removed from the side, uncovering the real name, Proud Mary. From what Mike could see, the boat’s name and its port of origin were on magnetic plates. Blue Lady hailed from Puerto Rico, whereas Proud Mary was from Liverpool, which was highly likely.

      Mike noted all the details and gave them to Sinbad to call into the coastguard anonymously, but with the codeword—Hawk. The pair then ensured they were far enough away not to be noticed but close enough to see the smuggler’s boat being boarded.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 24th July

      The Dumbuck House Hotel

      Dunbartonshire

      Scotland

      Eddie raised his glass and chinked it on his date’s drink.

      “Thank you for your co-operation and brilliant intelligence work.” He paused for thought. “One thing that still stumps me is how the forensic team found the bodies of so many known gangsters shot, but there were no guns found.”

      “The co-operation was my pleasure,” Amy said. “I have a feeling those guns will never surface, but I hope the new owners will use them for justice.”

      “Do you think the bikers took them?”

      “I’d rather think they had them than some of the people who had them before.”

      They both took a sip of wine and remained silent for a moment.

      Eddie said, “I have to admit, I’ve never been a fan of the Mental Riders or that sort of gang, but your secret friends know how to recruit and organise a team.”

      “I think the whole operation was pretty damn efficient.”

      “The body count was a bit high,” Eddie said, “but I don’t suppose we’ll miss any of the ones who disappeared or got killed.”

      I’m glad the guys left us the fingerprints for the ones who went missing.”

      “Talking of fingerprints,” Eddie said. “I’d like to have yours on one of the wine glasses back at my place.”

      “Eddie Monroe you use the corniest lines I’ve ever heard. If you can top that one, I’ll go with you.”

      “I doubt if I can come up with anything cornier. How about me admitting I’d be honoured to make you dinner?”

      “Okay, I’ll accept, but with one proviso.”

      “Name it,” Eddie said, sounding more like a teenager than a grown man.

      “Any mention of playing with handcuffs and I am out of there.”

      Eddie choked on the sip of wine he was enjoying. “Deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 26th July

      BTL Enterprises, Glasgow

      Scotland

      “Are you sure Phil,” Annabel asked and stepped closer to her man. She placed her coffee on the window sill beside Phil’s.

      “Only if you agree,” he said, and his lips curled. “It would make the decision worthwhile.”

      Annabel put her arm around his waist, and he placed an arm around her waist before he turned and kissed her cheek. They stood together at the panoramic window looking out across the River Clyde.

      A few minutes later the door buzzed. Rachel and Jake were both in leathers and after a wave of acknowledgement, they went into the facilities area to change. When Jake reappeared, he was in open-neck shirt and jeans, while Rachel had changed into blouse and mini-skirt.

      Ian arrived five minutes later with Eva. He was dressed casually in a T-shirt, jeans and a lightweight jacket, while Eva was carrying a denim jacket over her arm. She was wearing a T-shirt and skinny jeans tucked into boots, which showed that all her bumps were in the right places, and she had nice legs.

      She limped, following her recent bullet wound, but refused to use a stick. Eva stopped in the middle of the room to take in her surroundings and stood like a child in a sweet shop. She was aware of the others looking at her, and she continued to smile.

      The maps on the east wall had been cleared of pins and markers. All the notice-boards and the chalkboard cleared of information. The large central table was set for six people, but there were no pads, pens, maps, laptops or projectors set out.

      “Good morning everybody,” Phil said. “Grab a brew and make yourself comfortable.” Both Phil and Annabel lifted their mugs and took their usual places on the right-hand side. Jake and Rachel used the chairs opposite their leaders. Ian and Eva sat with their backs to the window. Nobody spoke, and all eyes turned to Phil.

      “How is the leg, Eva?” Annabel asked.

      “Nothing more than discomfort, but I’ll get over it.

      “Before we go on,” Annabel said. “We know you had to miss the main debriefing, but if there are any burning questions, this is a good time to ask.”

      “My questions will be trivial,” Eva said.

      “On occasion it’s the trivial things that are the difference between success and failure.”

      “Well,” Eva said. “How do you leave a scene like that and make sure nobody goes snooping around?”

      Phil said, “When most of the team had headed off to the RV point out near the ski-lodge, I stayed behind afterwards for a while with a couple of the bikers. We locked the doors to the building and used Fitzpatrick’s Range Rover to block the entrance track not far from the gatehouse.”

      Annabel continued the explanation. “I sent a coded message to our police contact. In that way, the right people would arrive on the scene first. We knew they would take a couple of hours to get there, so we would all be long gone.”

      “Did somebody take care of my rental car?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said and laughed. “If you remember back when we first made contact, I suggested an alias, and for you to park up away from the hotel on the road in the village among other cars.”

      “Before I set off on my final part of the mission, Phil told me to check out and leave my belongings in the boot of the rental car—”

      “Don’t worry,” Annabel interrupted. “We’ve dealt with returning the car, and your suitcase is through there in the facilities area.”

      Ian turned to Eva. “How did you manage to locate Fitzpatrick’s place so quickly, even if you knew he liked a particular type of car?”

      “When I realised how many places would have sold the car and would have to be checked, I thought of how vain the man was—he had a personalised plate, and that speeded things up.”

      “You girls are all pretty sharp,” Ian said. “I’m sorry Phil, we’re holding things up.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Phil said, “Once I’ve said what I have to say, and we’ve had any follow-up discussion, we can make a rapid rerun of the main points of the debriefing for Eva’s benefit.”

      “Thank you,” Eva said. “I’ll try just to listen now.”

      A ripple of laughter sounded around the group.

      Phil said, “I’ll cut to the chase.” He looked across the table. “As Jake said a few years ago before he left ... it’s been an honour and a privilege to work with you guys.” He glanced at Ian and Eva before turning to look across the room at his first recruits. “However long we might have worked together, I think we’ve achieved some incredible results, and for that and all your efforts I thank you, sincerely.” He turned to Annabel. “We’ve already informed Stuart.”

      Uncharacteristically, Annabel reached her hand onto the table and placed it in Phil’s hand. She sipped her latte before speaking. “What my soul-mate and hero is trying to say is, we’re taking a step back.”

      Rachel stared wide-eyed but said nothing.

      Something that had preyed on Jake’s mind for many years was reawakened. He wanted to speak to Phil in private and ask him about Chameleon, the mysterious assassin who had shot the Kentobi president’s helicopter down all those years ago.

      Now as he looked at the couple in front of him, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to know the answer. Phil and Annabel between them had killed so many people but also done so much good. If they had found happiness with each other, Jake wasn’t about to upset them. He was brought back from his reverie when the woman to his front raised her voice a little.

      “We wanted to tell all of you at once,” Annabel said. “We’re going into semi-retirement. We’ve discussed the idea at length. As long as you four guys are willing to form the basis of the Beyond The Law Enterprise team, we’ll be there for you as advisors. If you’re stuck and desperate, we’ll come back as operatives.”

      Rachel said, “How will we manage without you two?” She turned to Jake. “It wouldn’t be the same, besides this guy will be going back to the SAS Regiment next week.”

      “No, I won’t,” Jake said. “I called my CO on Friday, and we had a chat. If I resign, inquiries by the American DEA and the Colombian government are not going to happen.”

      He nodded to Phil and Annabel before turning to Rachel. “I told Phil about my decision on Friday, but asked him to keep it under wraps until today.”

      Ian said, “Does that mean me and Eva could become full members of the team?”

      “Yes,” Annabel said. She turned to Eva. “Are you up for it young lady?”

      Eva grinned. “I am if you guys will help to get us up to an acceptable standard.”

      “Consider it done,” Phil said.

      Jake’s mobile rang. He checked the caller and squinted. “Stuart Fowler.” He accepted the call. “Hi Stuart, how can I help you?” Jake’s brow furrowed as he listened. “Yes, we are. Thank you, and I’ll pass it on to the other guys.” He looked across the table. “Phil and Annabel have just been performing a handover.”

      Everybody else remained silent while the call continued.

      Jake said, “Is it a positive match?” He nodded, pulled out a small notebook and wrote a handful of words. “Thanks for the heads-up mate. Bye.”

      “Come on handsome,” Rachel said. “What’s the big secret?”

      “As you all know,” Jake said and looked at their faces. “Simpson had a twin brother by the name of Brian.”

      “He’s the guy we have down as the murderer in Australia and Spain,” Rachel said.

      Jake nodded. “The Australian police have now been in touch with their British counterparts and confirmed the sighting of Brian Simpson in Sydney in July. It looks like he’s slipped out of the country because the Spanish authorities have now passed on information that they too have his prints.”

      Ian asked, “Are we saying that this guy is the one that Rachel and I saw?”

      “Yes mate, so he didn’t leave Australia via a regular flight or sailing,” Jake said. “He managed to get to Steve Smith, who’d been on the witness protection list for several years?”

      Three of the others nodded, but Eva was in the dark.

      Jake continued. “We know he was in Spain a week or so later, but he’s not in Spain anymore.” Jake looked around the room. “A man fitting his description turned up in a hospital in Aberdeen. He was carrying a newspaper with a picture of his brother Norrie and asking to see the body.”

      Rachel said, “I suppose by the time the police were informed, he’d no doubt have gone.”

      “Yes,” Jake said, “but not before Brian found out that his brother had been shot by bikers. Somebody on duty in the hospital had been on call when the mountain road shooting incident took place, and, of course, they couldn’t keep it to themselves.”

      Annabel said, “One useful if innocent confirmation was that a child in the Aberdeen hospital pointed out a big man who had different coloured eyes.”

      Eva said, “He’s only one person. I’m sure we’ll be able to trace him.”

      There was the sound of quiet clapping.

      Rachel, Jake, Ian and Eva all turned to look at Phil and Annabel, who then stopped their round of applause.

      “Your first job as a team,” Phil said, “and you’re all doing well.”

      “If there is any good news,” Annabel said. “It would only be that the Simpsons were twins and not triplets.”

      Annabel wasn’t known for using dark humour, but she managed to bring a smile to the faces of all around the table.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Sunday 1st August

      Glasgow Green

      Scotland

      Brian Simpson sat on a bench staring out across the acres of grass and pathways. Children were playing football, and families enjoying picnics. In various parts of the massive park area, folk were sunbathing or sitting enjoying a bottle of chilled juice from a cool-bag.

      For a moment, Simpson stared at the Sunday newspaper. The centre-page spread showed photographs of his brother Norrie, and his associates: Peter Henderson, Gordon Fitzpatrick aka Martin Cameron, and the ex-Godfather William Hartley. The write-up praised the actions of the people’s hero, Hawk and his vigilante team.

      Brian didn’t care about the others, but he wanted somebody to pay for his brother’s death. They hadn’t seen each other in years until Norrie flew to Australia a couple of months before, and now he was dead. Brian Simpson didn’t do tears—he only did anger.

      “I’m gonna clip your fuckin’ wings Mr fuckin’ Hawk.”
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        * * *

      

      Nadia Henderson strolled along one of the many footpaths. She stopped at the first column erected in honour of Horatio Nelson, one of Britain’s celebrated heroes.

      “Strange,” she said aloud as she looked at the battle honours around the base of the obelisk. “A British naval hero and the first place to erect a monument to him was Glasgow.” She shook her head and set off to saunter around the park.

      It struck Nadia she hadn’t walked around Glasgow Green since she was a young girl. She was back now, though, with a new look and a new name. More importantly, she had a new mission in life. She was going to find and kill whoever murdered her twin brother, Peter.

      “I belong to Glasgow,” she murmured. She walked past a big, bald man with stubble, who was glaring at the photos in the middle pages of his newspaper.

      My God, she thought, he looks as angry as I feel.

      
        
        **The End**
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      .

      Braemartin House

      The building was handed over to the Scottish Heritage for development as a museum
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        * * *

      

      .

      Helen Fitzpatrick

      The wife of the wannabe Godfather had mixed fortunes following her rescue from her ordeal of live burial. She spent two months in hospital and received specialist counselling.

      Before she could complete a deal for freedom, a Spanish detective arrived in Glasgow, investigating the death of an estate agent’s wife several months earlier. The woman’s body had been found in the large garden. Lorraine Cameron’s fingerprints were discovered on a knife found near the woman’s home. The British police confirmed that Lorraine Cameron and Helen Fitzpatrick were one and the same.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Stephanie Henderson

      The one-time gold-digger and lover of a good time gave valuable information to the Procurator Fiscal, regarding the gang who assisted in Martin Cameron’s escape from the prison van. Stephanie had been used for the prison visits to set up the escape, because there were no official files on her. She produced a small notebook which contained timings, dates, names and payments. In return, she was given a new identity. Stephanie flew to Canada.
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        * * *

      

      .

      The Mental Riders

      Max and Jacko met Jake and Rachel in a remote location and returned radios, weapons and ammunition. Max told Rachel he’d hang onto her number, just in case the team ever needed some rapid, mobile reinforcements.

      Through selective body-searching during the mission, the biker gang’s arsenal increased considerably. They had enough arms and ammunition to start a small war, but they also had enough drugs not to give a shit about anything for a while.

      At a club meeting it was decided that there would be regular weapon training and tactics sessions to hone the skills of the members.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Geordie Lavery

      DCI Monroe and DI Hughes provided statements to the effect that Geordie had worked as an unofficial undercover agent to unearth and bring to justice the gang being run by the new crime lord known as Gordon Fitzpatrick aka Martin Cameron.

      Among the mourners at Geordie’s funeral were: Jake, Rachel, Ian, Eva. Max, Jacko, Sinbad, Pedro, and Slash. The bikers arrived with a wreath based on the gang’s patch. A large heart-shaped wreath arrived from ‘Hawk and Alpha’. A regular wreath arrived from ‘Eddie and Amy’.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Freddie Ryan

      While he mourned the death of a friend he’d known and served with for years, he was joined by the special mourners for a drink after Geordie’s funeral. Freddie asked what he would have to do to prove himself good enough for BTL, apart from regaining the strength in his right arm.

      Jake suggested taking a day at a time. Rachel agreed, but added that the identity of the two rogue ‘bikers in black’ should remain a mystery. Freddie agreed.
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        * * *

      

      .

      DCI Eddie Monroe

      He received a commendation for his handling of the undercover work leading to one of the biggest drug hauls of recent times. When he received a call from the coastguard he was able to confirm the codeword, thanks to Amy. The coastguard had been joined by armed police, and they captured eight metric tonnes of cocaine. Eddie moved back to the Strathclyde Force to take over the Serious Crime unit in Pitt Street.
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        * * *

      

      .

      DI Amy Hughes

      She received a commendation for her undercover work, which involved supporting the Drug Enforcement branch, and bringing down the escaped prisoner cum future Godfather, Fitzpatrick.

      Her summer continued on a high when she received a call from her old boss Sam Griffiths. He was considering an offer to leave the training depot at Tullieallen to take over as Chief Constable at Pitt Street.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Jake Carter

      Jake’s resignation from the SAS Regiment prevented both a public inquiry by the Ministry of Defence, and investigations by the Colombian authorities and the American DEA.

      BTL Enterprises found a new leader with similar skills and ideals to its founder.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Rachel Donoghue

      Although she was saddened not to see her two idols regularly, she was pleased to become part of the leadership at the rebirth of the team.

      Having lived alone for long enough, Rachel took on a lodger in her house in Scotstoun. Jake proved to be clean, tidy, a good cook and a superb bed-warmer.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Ian Andrews and Eva Ewing

      Both the newcomers were delighted to have joined such an elite organisation, and together with their associates practised their skills on a regular basis. Thanks to Jake and Rachel there was a plentiful supply of weapon and driving skills training.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Phil McKenzie and Annabel Strong

      Phil’s demons had been laid to rest back in ’96 when he put William Hartley in a vegetative state. Living and working with Annabel gradually transformed him from an automaton to a caring human being—albeit one who could kill at the drop of a hat.

      Annabel still had her personal demons, but in Phil, she had found the only soul-mate and true lover she had ever known. She agreed with her man that they would secretly keep their hand in. They would observe the new team in action, still operating beyond the law.
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      Sunday 8th August, 2004

      Glasgow Green

      Glasgow

      Central Scotland

      Nadia Henderson hadn’t walked around Glasgow Green since she was a young girl. She’d left the city when she turned eighteen, but she’d returned now, with a new look and a new name. More importantly, Ms Henderson had a new mission in life. Among other things, she intended to find and kill whoever was responsible for the death of her twin brother, Peter.

      “I belong to Glasgow,” she murmured absently. As she walked past Nelson’s Monument her eye was caught by a big, bald man with stubble. He sat alone on a park bench, glaring at the centre pages of his newspaper.

      My God, Nadia thought, he looks as angry as I feel.

      Nadia stopped after a few more paces along the pathway. She pulled the newspaper from her shoulder bag and opened at the centre pages. As if it could be forgotten, it showed the pictures of her brother Peter, and the gang members who’d died with him in a shoot-out in the Highlands. She looked from the photos to the man sitting on the bench, and back to the newspaper.

      “Either Norrie Simpson isn’t dead,” she murmured, “or you are the brother.” She shook her head in disbelief. “It must be something about twins.” She walked back and joined the man on the bench.

      The squint as the man glanced sideways would have disconcerted most people.

      “Hello, it is Mr Simpson isn’t it?” Nadia whispered as she leant close to him.

      Simpson’s right eyebrow rose, and he looked around the immediate area before turning to meet the attractive young woman’s gaze. He didn’t speak.

      “I wondered if I could have a word,” Nadia continued. “My name is Martina Crawford.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 11th September

      Kelvingrove

      Glasgow

      “Daddy, Daddy, there’s a lady at the door, with a parcel.” The six-year-old stood beside the window with the long drapes pulled back. “She’s all in black like a superhero.”

      “Come away from the window, Katy, and stop making up stories.” Gregor Findlay doted on his daughter, but her two most significant problems were her fertile imagination, and the inability to stay in bed for long once she was awake.

      A light tap at the door had Findlay leave the lounge to answer the door. He glanced at his watch.

      “Who the hell is it at eight o’clock on a Saturday?”

      “It’s the superhero lady with the parcel,” Katy said, tilting her head to one side. “I told you.”

      “What can I do for you?” Findlay asked as he held the door open. He looked the figure up and down. Black leathers and a black helmet with mirrored visor stood before him. In the person’s leather-gloved hand—a padded envelope.

      The biker flicked up the visor, revealing blue eyes and long dark lashes. Most of the face was held tight in the padding of the safety helmet. There were no logos or markings on any of the biker’s outfit, or on the gleaming black bike purring in the driveway a few feet away.

      “Are you Mr Gregor Findlay, the MSP?” a muffled female voice asked.

      “I am, how can I help you?”

      “You’ll find out how later, but for now, have this.” She handed over the package, winked at him, and turned on her heel.

      Findlay slipped the delivery under his arm and pulled his robe tighter as he watched the bike head down the gravel drive to the main road. A sheet of reflective material sticking over the rear number plate prevented Findlay reading the digits. Strange, he thought.

      “Is it a pressie, Daddy?” Katy asked.

      “No, darling.” He patted her head. “It’s a business thing from work. I’ll have to read it in my study. Would you let me have a minute?”

      “What shall I do until Mummy gets up?”

      “You could make your room tidy to show Mummy.”

      “Oh Daddy, that’s boring.”

      Findlay was infuriated by his wife’s habit of leaving him to deal with the child first thing in the morning, particularly over the weekend.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “While I go and read this message, would you watch in case any more superheroes are visiting?”

      “Is your message a secret?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “You’re whispering.” Katy tried to wink like the courier, but both eyes partly closed. She headed to the window and pulled the drape back to observe the driveway.

      “Katy,” her father murmured. “How did you know it was a lady when her face was covered?”

      “By the way she walked, silly.” She shook her head, and her tangled blonde hair lifted from her shoulders.

      Findlay went to his study and used a letter opener to slice through the package. He emptied the contents onto his large desk—three photographs and a piece of flimsy black material. He lifted the black item and stretched it out.

      “Fucking hell,” he whispered, and his jaw dropped as he stared at the lace panties.

      “Are they for Mummy?” a young voice asked from the doorway.

      “Sh ... shhh,” Findlay whispered, looking up as he crushed the garment into one hand. “It’s a pressie for Mummy, darling. Will you keep it a secret? I think we should keep our superhero lady a secret too.”

      “Okay,” Katy said and smiled, but continued to stare at her father.

      “Now please let me have a few minutes.”

      “Okay, dokey.” The child closed the study door as quietly as she’d opened it. The door opened a few inches and a little blonde head squeezed in. “Maybe I’ll get a secret pressie too, for remembering to keep a secret from Mummy.”

      “I think you might, darling. Now run along and watch for … superheroes.”

      The door clicked, and Findlay thrust the panties into the pocket of his robe. He stood and crossed the room to lock his study door. When Findlay returned to his desk, he reached into the left drawer and lifted out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. He opened the window before lighting up. As he took a long pull, he coughed when he tried to hold down the fumes.

      Findlay returned to his desk. He sat, and lifted the envelope from where he’d slammed it down on the photographs. His heart and mind were racing. He chose one image to look closer.

      “Oh, fuck, no. Please God, don’t let this be happening.” He stared at the pose of a man in black panties with a tiny black ribbon on the front. The man in the picture wore a matching black bra and a long brunette wig. Findlay stared at the photo of himself from less than a week before. He dropped the photo onto the desk and lifted the next. His hands trembled, and he felt a hot flush before coldness washed over him. The man imagined headlines, the public humiliation, and reactions from his political associates.

      In the second picture, the figure wore a wig and bra. The man knelt on an otherwise empty hotel bed. The panties were hanging from his mouth. Behind him kneeling between his legs, a stunning young blonde smiled in the direction of the hidden camera lens. The woman had a peculiar apparatus strapped around her hips. Her hands were firmly clasped on Findlay’s waist.

      Tears rolled down Findlay’s cheeks as he lifted the third photograph.

      The difference from the previous photos was, his left hand reached under his body to deal with his obvious arousal. Gregor Findlay dropped the picture and looked inside the envelope. It was empty. The tears continued to flow, and he drew deeply on his cigarette. It was the first he’d smoked in two years. Before the tiny embers reached the filter tip, Findlay sobbed. His career was over.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Tuesday 14th September

      Glasgow Green

      Findlay sat on a park bench a few yards from the statue of Horatio Nelson. The distraught politician had arrived a few minutes early, but wandered away and returned to be on time. The muffled female voice on the phone the previous day had given precise instructions, and he was following them. He sat facing his front, his trembling right hand holding a cigarette. It was eight o’clock.

      “Hello Minister,” a cheerful female voice said.

      Findlay didn’t speak but spun around to see a tall, attractive woman in a dark blue jacket and black skirt approaching the bench. He scowled, and turned away, lifting his cigarette to take a long pull.

      Martina Crawford came around the bench and sat at the opposite end to the politician, but she turned slightly towards him. She crossed her legs and opened her jacket. Her well-filled blouse and short skirt provided a pleasant if distracting view.

      “Now,” Crawford said. “One of the first things I’ll expect of you is obedience, so when I greet you, I expect a response.”

      “How much do you want?” Findlay said, staring at the brave sailor’s statue to his front to avoid the woman’s mesmerising blue eyes. The politician drew on his cigarette again.

      “It’s not the response I wanted, but it’s a start,” Crawford said. “One thing you have got right is, I do want something.” She paused and leant forward to look at his beaming face. “How crass of you to think I want your money.”

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, staring to his front. “Let’s get this over.”

      “Oh my, Mr Findlay,” she said and laughed. “You have this situation so wrong. Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      Crawford grinned when she saw how Findlay was unable to prevent himself from appraising her. She inclined her head, and her long dark hair fell across her bulging blouse. She caressed her thigh.

      Findlay swallowed and turned away. He pulled on his cigarette again.

      “Turn and look at me,” she said. Her tone had changed from endearing to demanding.

      Findlay turned slowly. His gaze travelled slowly up and down the woman.

      She winked.

      “It was you,” he said. “You were the courier.”

      “Nothing gets past you,” she said. “Has your little daughter tried winking yet? It’s funny, how children pick up some things.”

      “Leave her out of this,” he said, ditching the last portion of his cigarette. He reached into his pocket for the pack and fished out a fresh smoke. He lit up with trembling hands.

      “Or you’ll do what?” Crawford leant toward him with her arm resting on the back of the bench. “One of the ground rules, as you should appreciate, is to do as you’re told. An important rule is never, ever tell me what to do.”

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered and turned away as he pulled on his fresh cigarette.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Crawford said. “There is an appropriate Americanism. Your arse belongs to me, Minister.”

      He spun around again.

      “I know,” she said. “In the photos I sent, it looks like your arse belongs to young Cindy, but now it belongs to me.” She gave a short laugh.

      “Please,” he said. “Tell me what you want, and let’s get this over.”

      “There you go again with the control freak attitude.” She paused until they made eye contact. “Make no mistake. Our relationship will last as long as I see fit. We’re going to take your secret submissive side to a whole new level.”

      “I’ll do whatever you ask, but please leave my family out of this.”

      “You seem to understand pictures,” she said and smiled. “Let me put you in the picture. I arrived back into this country under an assumed name, so presently, nobody knows I’m here. I’ve been abroad for a few years, and I’ve learned certain skills.”

      The words continued to flow from the sensuous lips.

      “Why would such information be important for you to know?” Crawford said. “In your position as a Member of the Scottish Parliament, I am your worst fucking nightmare.” She paused and smirked. “There are no negatives of those pictures, although there are five other excellent photos in the set. Your DNA is on the bra, and the missing piece of the panties which I have secured. If anything should happen to me, or my associate Cindy, there are several actions which will come into play and destroy your life.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “Mistress,” she said.

      “What?” he said and his brow furrowed.

      “I understand, Mistress,” she said. “You have to call me something, and I think it’s a suitable title. Now you try.”

      He swallowed hard, and his eyes closed briefly.

      “Come on now,” she said. “We both know you secretly enjoy the idea.”

      “I understand ... Mistress.”

      “Now that wasn’t so hard,” she whispered. “Unlike a certain part of your anatomy.” She reached across and used a steady, slender hand to caress his thigh.

      Findlay trembled as he pulled on his cigarette.

      “I’ll explain your first mission,” Crawford said. “I don’t expect you to take notes, but I do expect results, and soon.” It took less than five minutes to tell Findlay what was required.

      Crawford got up and strolled through the large public park towards the city centre. She was confident of three things. The first was; her choice of target was right. Second; the man would stay on the bench for the twenty minutes she’d suggested. Third; he’d have been looking at her legs and arse as she walked away from their meeting place.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 18th September

      Glasgow Airport

      Martina Crawford showed her passport and boarding pass as she made her way out to an early morning shuttle flight to London.

      “Thank you, Miss Rowlands,” the attendant said and handed back the documents. “Have a pleasant trip.”

      “I’m, sure I will,” Crawford said, smiled and left the desk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. Hide and Seek

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Monday 20th September

      Dunnet, near Thurso

      Northern Scotland

      Brian Simpson had sat in his rental car, patiently allowing his quarry half an hour to settle in. He checked the time, buttoned the top of his shirt and put on his tie. Simpson got out of the BMW 7-Series and lifted his jacket before checking his reflection in the window.

      Satisfied that he looked the part he reached into the back seat and lifted his zipped leather folder. He noticed the red van he’d seen the previous evening was still parked in the small market square. The two occupants were missing. It made Simpson smile when he considered his own activities, but found other people suspicious.

      He crossed the short distance to the bar. Simpson was a big man and had to duck under the lintel as he entered the place. He knew from his visits, many of the pubs in remote coastal towns were built with small windows and doors. It was integral to the design, keeping the heat in, and the weather out. When the weather was bad on Scotland’s north coast; it was terrible.

      Simpson approached the bar and glanced at his target. He looked around at the other customers before turning to the bearded, slightly-built man beside him.

      “Hi there,” Simpson said.

      The man nodded and turned away to stare at the upturned spirit bottles on display at the back of the bar.

      “Hello, Sir,” the young barmaid said. “What can I get for you?”

      “A pint of your best please,” Simpson said. “Have a wee glass of something yourself.”

      “Thank you very much.” The attractive twenty-something pulled a pint of beer.

      Apart from the man Simpson was interested in, there were only five other customers in the place. Of course, it was early in the evening.

      He paid for his drink when placed in front of him.

      “Cheers.” The barmaid lifted a glass of lemonade.

      “Aye, cheers.” Simpson took a long drink. He placed the glass on the bar and licked the froth from his lips. “This was worth the wait.”

      “Have you come far?”

      “I’ve been all over Scotland,” Simpson lied. “I’m trying to find a fella who seems to have disappeared from the face of the Earth.”

      “Is he a business acquaintance?”

      “After a fashion. He’s inherited a large sum of money, but our company doesn’t think he knows.”

      “You’ll be surprising him, then?” She gazed at Simpson’s two different coloured eyes.

      “I will indeed,” Simpson said. “I’ve been searching for him for a few weeks.”

      “Are you sure he’ll still be in the UK?” the barmaid said. “He might have gone abroad, and then you’ll have your work cut out for you.” She laughed.

      “I’ve been informed that he doesn’t have a passport, and he loves Scotland, so I’m hoping he’ll surface somewhere. I’ll keep looking until I find him.”

      “You sound determined.”

      “They don’t come much more determined than me.” He lifted his pint.

      The barmaid continually wiped surfaces, in the way bar staff do. She lifted her glass and took another sip of lemonade before going to collect glasses left on tables by recent customers.

      “I know this is a long shot,” Simpson said on the barmaid’s return. “I don’t suppose you’d know a local guy called Des Grant?” Using the large mirror behind the bar, he watched the reaction of the man beside him. The other man’s eyes widened, and his lips parted.

      Simpson thought, gotcha, you little bastard.

      “Des Grant?” the barmaid said. “The name doesn’t ring a bell.” She addressed the man beside Simpson. “Willie, have you ever heard the name Des Grant around here?”

      “No, I can’t say I have, Barbara,” Des Grant said, teasing his month-old beard.

      “Of course,” Barbara said. “You only arrived here in the last month or two, haven’t you, Willie?”

      “Aye,” Grant said. “I worked in Aberdeen before I came here.”

      “What did you do in Aberdeen?” Simpson asked, for amusement.

      “I worked in the prison service for a while,” Grant said, which was true, although he’d never worked in HMP Peterhead near Aberdeen.

      “That’s a coincidence,” Simpson said. “The guy I’m looking for was with the prison service for a couple of years.”

      “How much money has this mystery fella inherited?” Grant said.

      “You can’t go asking something like that, Willie,” Barbara said.

      “It’s okay,” Simpson said, shaking his head. “People are always interested in these things.” He turned to the man beside him. “I can’t tell you the figure, but it’s got some zeros in it.”

      “Lucky bastard,” Barbara muttered and busied herself once again along the bar.

      Simpson took his time with his pint, using the mirror behind the bar to observe the man beside him.

      “Barbara, isn’t it?” Simpson said to the barmaid.

      “Yes, would you like another?”

      “No thanks, I’ve got a bit of driving ahead of me, but I’ll leave you my card. If you hear the name Des Grant, please call me.” He wrote a number on the card and handed it over.

      “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.” Barbara glanced at the card. “Goodbye, Mr Taggart.”

      Simpson nodded, turned and nodded to the bearded man, and left the bar.

      When Simpson arrived at his car on the market square car park, he threw the zipped folder which contained nothing more than a newspaper, onto the back seat. A movement in his peripheral vision caused him to look across the square. The red van had an occupant. Simpson looked around as he shook off his jacket and threw it into the car. He sat behind the wheel and lowered the front windows to catch the breeze.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes after settling down to observe the bar, Simpson saw Grant come outside. The ex-prison officer looked left and right before walking to the corner. He stopped at a weather-worn public phone box, looked around and stepped inside.

      Simpson’s mobile phone burst into life. The device was plugged into the dashboard, so he hit the speaker button.

      “Bob Taggart,” he said. “How can I help you?”

      “Hello Mr Taggart,” Grant said. “Are you the guy who was at the bar a short while ago asking about a man called Des Grant?”

      “I am,” Simpson said. “To whom am I speaking, please?”

      “This is Des Grant, and I wondered if we could meet.”

      “Due to the nature of my business, I’ll have to see some photographic identification, Mr Grant.”

      “Okay,” Grant said. “I’ll see you down by the sea wall at the cove. There’s an old stone shelter there.”

      “It sounds peculiar Mr Grant. I don’t know if I want to meet in such a place.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Grant said. “I’d prefer nobody around here to know my name and what I look like.”

      “Okay. How long will it take before you get there?”

      “Give me twenty minutes to get my identification.”

      “Okay, twenty minutes it is. Bye.” Simpson hit End Call and shook his head. He watched Grant as he left the call box and headed down a narrow cobbled street. Simpson waited a few minutes before he started the engine and eased the big car across the tiny market square to go down the road.

      Under the steering column, a button-sized transmitter relayed everything said within the car. Across the square, a motorcyclist in dark blue leathers stood beside his machine pouring a hot drink from a thermos. The man sipped his drink before capping his flask and taking a stroll away from the market square.

      Halfway down the street, Simpson looked ahead at the sea wall two-hundred yards away. The North Atlantic hammered the outer wall, and the white spray lifted over the parapet. At the junction near the wall, Grant paused and turned right. Simpson let the car roll quietly down the narrow street and pulled over when he reached the wall.

      Half a mile to the right was the caravan site Grant was heading for.

      Simpson saw the stone shelter near to where he’d stopped the car. He turned again to watch his prey as he entered the caravan site. Grant climbed into a static caravan which stood on four sturdy supports. Two minutes later, he reappeared.

      Simpson parked the Beamer out of sight. He walked to the old stone shelter near the sea wall. It resembled a small bus shelter, allowing the sunlight in, but keeping the breeze out. Simpson got comfortable on the narrow seat inside and observed the caravan site.

      A few minutes later, the bearded wanderer approached.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be honest in the bar,” Grant said. “I’ve got a few enemies out there in the wider world.”

      “How unfortunate,” Simpson said. “I think your days of running are over now.”

      “Nobody should notice us here,” Grant said. “Here’s my identity documents.” He handed over a plastic photo driver’s license and a birth certificate.

      “These indeed confirm you’re the man I’ve been looking for,” Simpson said.

      “How did you locate me in a tiny coastal place like this?”

      “When I was making enquiries I discovered you had been working in a private clinic in Dunbartonshire,” Simpson said.

      “You found the clinic?” Grant said.

      “Yes, and they were mystified. The guy I spoke to told me you disappeared one day without any explanation.” He paused. “The peculiar thing was, it wasn’t a private clinic, it was a secure hospital, and one of the inmates was found dead not long after you disappeared.”

      “It doesn’t explain why you came up this direction.” Grant’s brow furrowed.

      “The guy at the clinic told me you didn’t have a passport.” Simpson gave a little laugh. “Strangely, the fella told me you'd been an odd-job man on camping and caravan sites before you got the job in the clinic.”

      “So you’ve been going around caravan sites in Scotland since mid-July?”

      “Something like that,” Simpson lied.

      “How much am I worth then?” Grant said.

      “If we go to my car I’ll explain more.” He got up and left the shelter, knowing Grant would follow. Apart from any other reason, Simpson still had hold of the license and birth certificate.

      They walked the short distance to the big BMW and Simpson flipped the boot open.

      “In there,” Simpson said, turning with a smile.

      “What’s in there?” Grant asked, his brow furrowing as he leant forward. His eyes opened wider, and he turned, but recognition came too late. The big man’s fist was already on the way to Grant’s gut.

      “You are in there,” Simpson said, laughing before he hoisted the doubled-up, gasping man into the cavernous space. “You make a fucking sound Grant, and you’re a dead man.” Simpson dropped the boot lid.

      Simpson drove up the steep, narrow cobbled street toward the market square, and drove out of the small coastal town. He congratulated himself on how the abduction had gone. He drove past where the red van had been parked.

      An hour later, Simpson reached the tiny cottage he’d rented in the Highlands. Like the rented car, the house had been paid for under an assumed name. The remote location would be ideal to interrogate Des Grant, the elusive prison officer, and murderer.
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        * * *

      

      On a hill a few miles south of Dunnet, a man stood beside a tree, a cigarette in one hand, and a pair of powerful binoculars in the other. He lowered the binoculars and took a pull on his smoke before he fished his mobile phone from his pocket. He hit speed dial.

      “Hey, Archie.” Harry ‘Redhead’ Renton grinned. “We’ve got them.” A motorcycle had been on the road half a mile behind the BMW, but Renton didn’t take any notice. His interest was only in the car. Renton told his accomplice in the van, to hit the main road south from Dunnet. Renton meanwhile, walked down the other side of the hill and climbed onto the off-road bike to ride to the main road.

      At last, he’d earn some credit for an idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. Getting the Point

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Monday 20th September

      Glasgow

      Joe Garside left the Glasgow High Court a free man, thanks to a well-paid solicitor, and a loophole in the justice system. Garside accompanied the solicitor to a service door to avoid the paparazzi in the Saltmarket.

      “Thanks, Terry.” Garside half-turned to shake the hand of the man who’d helped gain his freedom.

      “It’s what I’m paid for Mr Garside,” Terry Prior said. “And now I have to get you out of here to your ride.”

      “Have I got somebody waiting?”

      “A young woman passed me a note while we were in the courtroom. She had gorgeous eyes.”

      “Fuck the gorgeous eyes,” Garside said. “What did the note say?”

      “Here it is.” The solicitor read it aloud. “Use the West Service Entrance to get out. A bike is waiting. Carol.”

      Garside took the small piece of paper. “Carol knows how to do things.” He laughed and shook his head as he pocketed the note.

      “Mrs McGinley is a strong woman,” Prior said. “I reckon she’s as tough as her husband used to be.”

      “I wouldn’t bloody disagree with Carol,” Garside said. “I reckon she’s more dangerous than Mental Mickey ever was.”

      Prior indicated a short corridor. “Here we are.” He pushed a door, and the two men stepped out into bright sunlight, albeit in a narrow lane behind the court.

      “Bloody hell,” Garside said and lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the glare.

      “Until the next time,” Prior said.

      “Thanks again, Terry.” Garside shook the solicitor’s hand, before accepting the safety helmet from the silhouetted rider on a Honda Goldwing. The sunshine reflected from the glossy finish of the rider’s full-face black helmet.

      Garside pulled on the helmet he’d been given, and climbed onto the back of the bike, eager to leave. A low rumble sounded from the powerful bike, and it pulled away when Garside got comfortable.

      When the bike left the end of the lane, Garside glanced to the side and saw the waiting horde of press and TV crews. They’d be waiting for news of his trial. There had been a lot of conjecture whether he’d be doing a long stretch, or walking away. Not many men got away with murder, and even fewer the killing of a policewoman.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel Donoghue had been in a side street two minutes away from the court building, waiting patiently. When she received the text saying, ‘NOTE PASSED’, she rode around into the narrow lane behind the High Court. To pull off the scam she’d have to keep her visor down, and the engine ticking over. A running engine would create a sense of urgency.

      Both the note and the running motor had worked. After picking up her passenger, Rachel cruised into the city to add a few minutes to the journey. A ten-minute allowance would be required for her associate to reach the destination first. Rachel stayed with the flow of traffic and rode across the River Clyde on the southbound M8 motorway flyover.

      The third part of the plan involved heading south, towards the McGinley gang territory. Since Mental Mickey had died in July, his wife Carol had eased into position as the figurehead of the south side gangs.

      The only irritation for Rachel was her murderous passenger hadn’t chosen to use the handle behind the rear seat on the bike. He’d wrapped his arms around the rider. Rachel had put up with worse things to ensure a successful mission, so she’d permit the inconvenience.

      It took twenty minutes to reach Queen’s, Park. The bike turned into an immaculate street where there were eight new houses. Each had a ‘For Sale’ sign in the garden, except for one. The same signpost adorned the garden, but it had a red and white ‘Sold’ banner stuck diagonally across the offer price.

      The big bike purred along the street. A double garage door rolled up which belonged to the ‘Sold’ house. Rachel rode inside the garage, and the door lowered behind the big bike.

      “In there,” Rachel said, pointing to an adjoining door after she’d cut the engine.

      Garside removed the bike helmet and placed it on a shelf in the garage before he went through the door into the house.
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        * * *

      

      The spacious kitchen diner had three spotlights on telescopic stands, and two hard-backed chairs were facing each other in the middle of the room within the triangle of lights. Behind one of the chairs stood a tripod with a digital video recorder fitted, aimed at the chair opposite. A sticker on the recorder stated ‘BBC - News.'

      The wooden floor in the large room shone through from beneath a covering of clear plastic sheeting.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Garside said.

      “Hi there, Mr Garside,” a dark-haired young woman said as she approached from the kitchen area.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name isn’t important,” Eva said. “I’ve been chosen to conduct your interview.” She carried a reporter’s notebook and a pen. Eva wore a dark jacket over a white blouse. Her very short red skirt rode high up her thighs when she chose to sit.

      “I was told not to do interviews, so who authorised this one?”

      “I believe Mrs McGinley said not to do interviews, but that was until you were cleared.” Eva saw him glance at her legs, and she made a token effort to pull her skirt down.

      “How the fuck did you people know I’d be cleared?” he said, his brow furrowing. “I only left the courtroom a short while ago.”

      “Mrs McGinley doesn’t pay her solicitors to fail Mr Garside.” Eva flicked the notebook open and clicked her pen, ready to use. She inspected the nib as if it was a hypodermic needle.

      Garside stood near the other chair with his back to the interconnecting door. He looked at the floor, shaking his head.

      A pair of boots thumped the floor in a steady stride as the bike rider came into the room. Rachel had removed her helmet, so her dark, shoulder-length hair shone with health in the lights.

      “I’ll be operating the camera,” Rachel said. “It looks like bloody James has let us down.”

      “Who the fuck is James?” Garside said.

      “James is the cameraman.” Rachel stepped behind the tripod and switched on the digital recorder. “At least he’d be the cameraman if he turned up on time for a change.”

      “I’m not talking to anybody until I have a word with Carol.” Garside stood beside the remaining chair, having shown no interest in sitting.

      “Well, mate,” Rachel said. “I’m not a gangster, but when somebody like Carol McGinley calls and tells me to do a job, I do it.” She stepped away from the tripod, knowing her unzipped leather jacket would give Garside a decent view of her tight-fitting T-shirt. Two attractive girls would not pose a threat to a murderous thug.

      “What’s with the plastic sheeting?” Garside said. “It’s like a scene from a fucking Mafia movie.”

      Rachel glanced at her watch. “If we don’t get this tape made and Mrs McGinley sends a team, it will become a scene from a fucking Mafia movie.” She paused, having cursed for effect. “The floors are covered because the house is still on the market. We got access and put the Sold sign out to keep this secret.”

      Garside turned from one young woman to the other, squinting. He sat down facing Eva, with his back to Rachel.

      “I’ll tell you something,” Rachel said. “This guy asks more questions than those arseholes in Pitt Street.”

      Eva laughed. She winked and smiled at Garside before she spoke. “Are you ready Mr Garside?”

      “What are we discussing?”

      “Carol.” Eva paused. “Sorry—I mean, Mrs McGinley, has contracted us to give you a private interview. I understand it’s so you can slag off the justice system and the boys in blue down at Pitt Street.”

      “Does she want me to be fucking arrested again, or what?”

      “No.” Eva laughed. “We’ll produce this as part of a documentary which will make them look unprofessional and bloody stupid.”

      “Oh, you mean because they were all so confident about me doing twenty years inside, but they got stuffed on a legal issue?”

      “Are you not worried about the famous vigilante team getting to you?” Eva said.

      “Fuck off,” he said. “Do you mean the mysterious Hawk and his friends?”

      “There are at least four cases in the last year where a convicted killer has got off on a technicality and then been found; executed,” Rachel said.

      Garside half-turned. “It’ll take more than Mr Hawk and his pussies to take me down.”

      “We think you’re safe from them anyway,” Rachel said. “We don’t believe that you killed the policewoman, and from what I’ve heard, those vigilantes do their homework. The story about abducting her in her own car and killing her sounds a bit far-fetched.”

      “Do you reckon?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “You never had a scratch on you when you were arrested. If you did violently abuse her before killing her, she didn’t put up much of a fight.”

      “The stupid bitch was wearing driving gloves,” he said. “If they’re gonna let pretty young lasses out in a car on their own, it stands to reason a guy like me will be tempted.”

      “Oh my God,” Eva gasped. “Please don’t joke about such a horrible act.”

      A dimple briefly appeared in Garside’s right cheek. “You’re my type darlin’,—I’d suggest we get together after this interview. I’ll give you a bit of what I gave the feisty policewoman. Of course, you’re not a copper, so I’d let you stay conscious, and live.”

      “Before we go on with the official questions,” Eva said. “We can’t take you seriously if you start by lying now.”

      “I’m not lying sweetheart, and if those fucking clowns in Pitt Street police HQ had done their job right, I’d be in Barlinnie by now.” He grinned and continued. “The only reason the second copper didn’t end up near the fucking river with the first one is that she made me damage the car keys.”

      “What do you mean by the other one?” Eva said.

      “A dishy little blonde.” He sneered. “She lived alone, so the coppers are keeping it quiet. I heard they were putting the word out she’d been working undercover.” He laughed. She’s undercover alright, in a shallow grave.”

      “You must have thrown the keys pretty far,” Eva said. “According to reports, the patrol car keys haven’t been found.”

      “You see, that’s where the boys in blue fucked up big time. I’d already had plenty of time to put the keys with the rest of my trophies before they came to question me.”

      “So, you’re saying this was really your second murder of a policewoman, and you’ve evaded justice for both?”

      “I’m not evading anything. The cops are not good enough to get me, so I’ll go on until I’ve got a complete uniform. I might stop when I’ve got the ultimate trophy set.” He laughed.

      “I think we’ve heard enough bullshit,” Rachel said. “Now we’ve heard Mr Garside’s fantasies we should move on to the proper questions.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” he said, turning as he stood. “It’s not fucking fantasies, I did kill her, and the fucking blonde one last month.”

      “Oh yeah,” Rachel said. “What was the missing piece of uniform the police never gave out in their statements?”

      “Her fucking hat,” he said with venom. “They never found the blonde policewoman’s hat, and apart from car keys, they never found the second victim’s skirt. Happy now, bitch?”

      “I’m fucking ecstatic,” Rachel said. “Now sit down, arsehole.”

      “Fucking bitch,” Garside growled and took a step toward her. He would have gone farther more, but Eva’s statement stopped him.

      “You’re a wanker,” Eva said.

      Garside spun to find the woman standing less than an arm’s length from him.

      Before the man’s arms raised enough to grab her, Eva buried a six-inch blade in his groin.

      “Now,” Eva said as she stepped back, holding the blood-soaked weapon. “You tell us where your trophies are, or we’ll cut your balls off and feed them to you.”

      The man dropped to his knees, holding both hands tight to his groin. “I’m gonna enjoy killing you,” Garside murmured through gritted teeth. Blood seeped out through his fingers and tears flowed from his eyes. The wound registered as a dull ache initially but changed to searing, stinging heat.

      Rachel stepped up behind the murderer with a small, effective, leather-covered cosh in her hand.

      “Get me an ambulance for fuck’s sake,” Garside gasped. “I’ll fucking bleed to death.”

      There are physical injuries which weaken the hardest man, and a knife wound in the groin is one such injury. Garside blinked rapidly. His features screwed up tight as he looked up at his cute assailant.

      “Where do you keep your victim trophies?” Eva said without emotion.

      “Fuck you.”

      Eva looked beyond him and nodded.

      Garside’s world went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. Assessment

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Wednesday 22nd September

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      In the short time since they’d regrouped with Jake as the appointed leader, the BTL team had already executed a child-killer. The perpetrator had murdered two teenagers and walked free from court, laughing at the justice system.

      Ian of the BTL team had sat through the trial in the public gallery and later liaised with DI Amy Hughes regarding the supposedly ‘contaminated’ evidence. The suspect was guilty, and the horror and frustration of a legal technicality prevented his conviction.

      The writing was on the wall when Ian had presented his findings and Amy’s after the trial. One week later, the child-killer was discovered in woodland which teens frequented. In his possession, he had a digital camera with the images of several intended victims on the memory. In his gut, he had a stab wound, made by a knife similar to the weapon in the police evidence room.

      The blade which had killed the child-killer wouldn’t be found. Ian would need it on other occasions when the Beyond The Law team operated, and lived up to its name.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning.” Jake looked around at the other three faces.

      “Good morning, Boss,” Rachel said and grinned. She’d woken up beside this man only two hours earlier, and they’d had breakfast before setting off for the city on their bikes. Downstairs, Rachel’s black Kawasaki and Jake’s green Norton Commando were parked side-by-side.

      “Good morning,” Ian and Eva said in unison from across the large square table.

      “I’d like our agenda updated,” Jake said. “Shortly, we’ll check out the eight o’clock news on TV to see what the public is being told.” He referred to his notes and went over the team’s activities since the retirement of Phil and Annabel two months earlier.

      While Jake continued with his briefing, Rachel used the remote to lower the screen and shield the panoramic south-facing window. The morning sun would affect the visuals to come.

      In keeping with the policy of threat rather than an execution when possible, the team had closed down a protection racket. The perpetrators had been shown photographs of their own families and told any further criminal activity would lead to accidents. They were veiled threats. The BTL team would never hold an innocent party responsible, but the crooks only had news headlines to go on. Nasty things happened to bad people in Glasgow.

      “I believe we can all feel proud of our performance in the last few weeks,” Jake said. “On a couple of occasions we’ve used extreme prejudice, but many of the lowlifes in the city are getting the message.” He turned. “We’ll have briefings now, so we’re all up to speed.”

      “I’d like to confirm something,” Rachel said, addressing Ian and Eva across the table. “For a while, we’ll be keeping Phil and Annabel in the loop regarding our activities.”

      “Are you emailing, or phoning?” Ian asked.

      “Neither,” Rachel said. “One of us will take a hard copy in an informal report, and use a dead-drop.” She nodded to Ian when he grinned. “We know it’s old-fashioned, but they believe a physical message is more secure than electronic methods.”

      “From what I saw of those two guys,” Eva said. “I think a little bit of covert messaging will appeal to them.”

      “It will,” Rachel said, and grinned. “They’ll get the updates, and if they see any possible issues, they’ll be in touch with one of us. Whoever is free will liaise in person with either Phil or Annabel.”

      Ian said, “Do we continue to allow the codename Hawk to be used for our activities?”

      “Yes,” Jake said. “It creates continuity on several levels, although Phil will not be physically involved.”

      Both Ian and Eva nodded. Although the most recent members of the team, they’d participated in sufficient activity to understand the culture, and they’d proved themselves. They’d come from two different levels of covert operations, but both had put their lives on the line to serve justice.

      Rachel said, “You’ll remember Mental Mickey McGinley being taken out by Annabel at the end of the Braemar operation. Our intel reports from Freddie have confirmed the widow, Carol McGinley is established at the helm.”

      “It feels strange having Freddie working for us,” Eva said. “I know he’s an ex-soldier, but he had worked with the bad guys at one point. Are we confident he wouldn’t turn double-agent if offered enough?”

      “We’re giving the guy a chance,” Jake said. “He’s never been here at our HQ, and while he’s producing good intelligence, he’ll continue on probation. I’m confident he’ll make the grade.”

      Rachel said, “Freddie understands his position and ours, and he’s willing to risk his life to prove himself. His loyalty to us was initiated by Annabel wounding him when she had the opportunity to kill him.”

      Eva nodded. “I suppose he still has the incentive of knowing the gangsters caused his mate Geordie’s death.”

      “I believe in Freddie, and he’s keen to be one of us,” Ian said.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, we’ll move on,” Rachel said. She flicked a button on the remote, and a large picture appeared on the projector screen. A stern, but handsome woman in her forties stared hard at something off to her left. Rachel used the zoom function to highlight the face on the screen.

      “You’ll see a small scar situated between the right eye and the ear,” Rachel said. “In her teens, Carol led a gang of bloody ruthless girls. The opponent who gave Carol this scar was later found with a face no man would admire.”

      “Would it be better to think of Mrs McGinley as a female version of her late husband?” Ian said.

      “Exactly right,” Rachel said and flicked the remote again. “Never allow appearances to throw your decisions.” She nodded to four more pictures of Mrs McGinley on the screen. Two were head and shoulders, while the other two depicted her in smart outfits looking glamorous.

      The other operatives nodded, as they gazed at the pictures of the gangster's widow.

      “One of McGinley’s men has been a loose cannon; a guy called Joe Garside,” Rachel said. “His hatred of the police is well-documented, and he openly boasted he’d like to kill a police officer.” She flicked the remote, and a beautiful blonde police officer appeared on the screen.

      “This is WPC Catherine McCarthy,” Rachel said. “She disappeared while on duty several weeks ago. Only because of our contacts in the force, we know her disappearance was hushed up while being investigated.”

      “Surely family or friends would have queried it?” Ian said.

      “I spoke to Amy, and she said the missing officer lived alone. They figured the best method of catching her killer would be to watch and wait. Unfortunately, it didn’t pay off because Garside hoodwinked the police team. A second female officer was abducted, but on this occasion, a body was found.”

      “The police arrested Garside under suspicion,” Ian said. “In fact, he appeared in court a couple of days ago, but walked out a free man.”

      “He was whisked away from the rear entrance of the courtroom,” Rachel said.

      Ian’s brow furrowed.

      “Somebody took Garside away from behind the courtrooms on a big, shiny motorbike,” Eva said and smiled at Ian.

      “Shit,” Ian said.

      Jake nodded slowly.

      Rachel said, “I took Garside to a remote location where an interview took place with Eva and me. We found out where Catherine’s body had been buried, and where Garside’s policewoman trophies were kept.”

      “Remind me not to cross either of you,” Ian said. “Where is Garside now?”

      “We’re hoping to see his name mentioned in the news,” Rachel said. She glanced at the clock. “We’ve got twenty minutes if you’d like to give us your update, Ian.” Rachel placed the remote in the centre of the table.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” Ian said. “You’ll all remember Norrie Simpson. He was the big ugly guy who took our Eva here, but he was dropped by one of the Mental Riders, and Rachel.” He lifted the remote and pressed a button. “This is his twin brother, Brian.”

      “He was mentioned in a briefing before,” Jake said.

      Ian said, “He was the man who murdered Smith in Australia, and then he got to the estate agent in Spain.” Ian glanced at Rachel. “I was sitting with Rachel at a cafe a couple of hundred yards away, observing the estate agent offices. It was behind the offices in a car park where Simpson killed the guy.”

      “Wasn’t there a distinctive recognition feature with Brian Simpson?” Jake asked.

      “Two different coloured eyes,” Ian said. “One is blue, and the other brown, but other than that, he’s as ugly and brutal as his dead twin.” He flicked the switch. “This was Brian Simpson’s visit to his brother’s grave a couple of weeks ago.”

      “How did you manage to get the picture?” Eva asked.

      “It was thanks to Jake’s theory. Most of these bad bastards are sentimental about family so it would be a matter of time before Brian visited Norrie’s grave. I got in touch with our probationer, Freddie, and set him up in a flat near the cemetery, and it became a waiting game.”

      “You clever sod,” Eva said.

      Ian nodded in appreciation. “Freddie got in touch when he’d eyeballed the big guy, and then he followed him to a tenement block in the east end of the city. Simpson had been holed-up in a flat on Greendyke Street, on the edge of Glasgow Green. He’s since moved on.”

      Ian pressed a button. A picture came up alongside Brian Simpson.

      “Last Saturday,” Ian said. “Simpson went to the north coast of Scotland after renting a car. He had to be on a mission. I briefed Jake, and I headed off in pursuit.”

      “Surely he’d have spotted if he was being tailed,” Eva said.

      “No,” Ian said. “I used a car, and kept in touch with Freddie, who took over occasionally, but he was riding a motorbike.” He nodded to the screen. “Simpson searched for and located this guy. His name is Des Grant.”

      “I don’t know him,” Eva said, and turned to query Jake and Rachel.

      “Grant had been working in the private clinic, which held high-security prisoners,” Rachel said. “Grant disappeared after the death of the incapacitated crime Godfather, William Hartley.”

      Eva nodded slowly.

      “So where are Simpson and Grant now?” Eva asked.

      “I left Freddie on the case a couple of days ago,” Ian said. “He’ll report this morning.”

      “Good work,” Jake said.
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        * * *

      

      “I’d like to refresh our general scenario,” Jake said. “In Braemar in July, we dealt with Cameron and associates, which included Henderson, McGinley, and Norrie Simpson, who was Cameron’s right-hand man.” He paused. “We confirmed the existence of Brian Simpson the twin when he killed twice—same MO made the murders unique.”

      Jake nodded towards the pictures still on the screen.

      “There, we have the hunter, and the hunted. Brian Simpson, and Des Grant. Unless any of you can come up with a better theory, I don’t believe Simpson’s target is Grant. Simpson is an accomplished killer, but he’s not blessed with a high IQ. Either he or somebody hiring him thinks Grant knows something of importance.”

      The other three nodded.

      “I spoke to Annabel about this briefly,” Jake said. “She is the only person from our organisation whom Grant has met. Annabel visited Hartley as he sat helplessly in his wheelchair.”

      “Hold on,” Eva said. “If Annabel visited Hartley and Grant remembered her—could it be that Grant has contacted this big guy Simpson and told him he has information, but he wanted to be abducted to make it look good?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jake said. “According to Annabel, Grant is a lecherous slime-ball, but it’s doubtful he’d have the brain for working out a strategy.”

      “Maybe we’ll have a better idea of what’s going on when Freddie calls,” Ian said.

      “My money is on the same result,” Jake said. “For now, I suppose we’ll have to be patient, or we’ll end up with a dozen theories.”

      He flicked the switch to bring up the picture of Joe Garside.

      “Now, this guy Garside,” Jake said. “The girls interviewed him and left him out to dry close to his boss’s place on the south side. We now know he murdered the two policewomen, which I don’t believe will go down well with Carol McGinley. If she’s like her late husband, she’ll have wanted to keep a low profile while running the territory.”

      “She doesn’t mind brutality,” Eva said, “as long as it’s been sanctioned by her.”

      Jake nodded.

      “Three minutes to news time,” Rachel said. “I’ll get the coffees organised.”

      “I’ll give you a hand.” Ian stood.
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        * * *

      

      When they were all nursing a fresh coffee, Jake flicked the projector off, and the TV monitor on.

      ‘Good morning. I’m Sandra McVicar reporting for Glasgow Today, your local TV news programme’

      The lovely, dark-haired reporter glanced over her right shoulder as her camera operator panned across the road. Blue and white police incident tape fluttered in the breeze around the forecourt of a filling station and the adjoining car wash.

      ‘It was late last night when a man’s mutilated body was discovered in this car-wash in the Partick district,’ the crime reporter continued. ‘According to early police reports the victim had been stabbed to death. I’ve heard unconfirmed reports he was tortured before being fatally wounded.’

      Ms McVicar performed the ritual of screwing up her eyes and turning again briefly towards the scene of the discovery.

      ‘The police have confirmed the body is that of the recently acquitted murder suspect Mr Joe Garside. Mr Garside was charged with the abduction and murder of two policewomen, but he walked free from court two days ago. Until his body was discovered he had not been seen since leaving the court.’

      The four BTL associates watched the outside broadcast and listened to the theories being spouted by the melodramatic reporter

      Rachel said, “We delivered him injured, but very much alive.”

      Eva said, “We left him on a side street near the McGinley gang’s favourite bar.” She raised her eyebrows. “He had a single wound, padded with a large ice pack.”

      “Right,” Jake said. “You two know what you’re doing, so there’s no way he could have described you?”

      “No,” Rachel said. “We both wore wigs, and I wore an excessive pair of falsies under my T-shirt.”

      Eva smirked at the idea of Rachel’s chest requiring enhancement.

      “Which bike did you use?” Ian asked.

      “I borrowed a red Honda Goldwing at short notice. I thought something comfortable and easy for a witness to remember would be best. When we were finished, I took it back and parked it close to where I stole it from. The owner would be less likely to cause a fuss.”

      “In our actions, we’ve continued to send a message to the underworld,” Jake said. “We’ve let them know we’ll find them.” He tasted his coffee and looked at each of his companions. “If Garside was tortured and killed, I believe McGinley is sending back a message.”

      “She’s telling us to bring it on,” Rachel suggested. “She’s prepared to kill her own if they’re too weak. It seems strange the body was left on the north side of the river.”

      Jake said, “McGinley is sending out a message, and distancing her gang from the murder.” He switched off the TV.

      Eva’s lips parted, but she remained silent when Ian’s phone rang.

      “Hi Freddie,” Ian said. “I’ll put you on speaker mate. I’m with the other guys.”

      “Hello everybody,” Freddie said. “I hope I’m not disturbing anything important.”

      “No, please go on Freddie,” Jake said.

      “Right, before I continue,” Freddie said. “Ian, am I right in thinking you’ve told the team about Simpson?”

      “Yes mate, we’ve been waiting for your call.”

      “Okay, this undercover game is relatively new to me.” Freddie took a deep breath, which came across clearly on the speaker. “Simpson abducted Grant on Saturday, and drove off into the mountains.”

      “Could he have seen you?” Rachel asked.

      “No chance,” Freddie said. “I’d studied the local map and area. When the car turned off the main tourist route, I noted the junction, and passed by on my bike.”

      “What else have you got for us?” Jake said.

      “Before the car turned off the main road I saw a reflection on a hilltop. On my way to find a good observation point, I checked out the suspicious location. I found tyre marks made by an off-road bike, and beside a tree, I found a heap of cigarette butts.”

      “Well done mate,” Jake said. “Were you able to see the Simpson hideout?”

      “There are few buildings out there, and the place had no garage. The white BMW gleamed in the sunlight.”

      “Did they have any visitors on Saturday?”

      “No, but on Sunday a red van and an off-road bike turned up. The three guys were tooled-up. Two of them took Simpson and Grant away in the van, along with the dirt-bike. The third man led the way for a while, driving the BMW, and then ditched it in a village car park with the keys.”

      “How do you know he left the keys?” Rachel asked.

      “I checked the car after they’d all left in the van.” Freddie gave a short laugh. “I don’t understand why they ditched the car, but it made life easier for me because I had to retrieve my transmitter.”

      “Were you able to find out where the red van went?” Jake asked, shaking his head.

      “No need,” Freddie said and gave another little laugh. “The driver was the red-haired arsehole Geordie, and I had been teamed up with in July. Rachel will remember him.” Freddie paused. “I think his name is Renwood or Renton.”

      “I remember him,” Rachel said. “Why did you decide not to follow?”

      “The other two guys in the van work for the McGinley outfit.”

      “Great work Freddie,” Jake said. “You sound tired mate.”

      “I’m bloody knackered, Jake.”

      “Okay,” Jake said. “We’ll switch off the speaker now, but stay online and pass the van details to Ian please, mate. Call me direct tomorrow morning.”

      “Thanks, I’ll see you guys later.”

      “Bye, Freddie,” the two girls said, and Ian lifted the phone to take the details.

      “Thanks, mate,” Ian said into his phone one minute later. “Go get some sleep.” He ended the call.

      “This is shaping up to be a show of control by the McGinley, widow,” Jake said.

      “It sounds like McGinley is in control,” Eva said. “Do you think she’ll kill those other two guys?”

      “No,” Jake said. “She might think Grant is a waste of space, but I reckon she’d get along with Simpson.”

      “Perhaps she’s had both of them lifted for different reasons,” Rachel said.

      “She’s up to something,” Jake said. “We’ll thrash out some ideas while Ian checks out the van details and its whereabouts. We have to consider our next move.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. An Unholy Alliance
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      Wednesday 22nd September

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      “A couple of days ago when your boys paid me a visit,” Simpson said. “I was in two minds about a meeting. I’ve worked freelance for a long time.”

      “I told them to tread carefully, Brian. I knew if they went in like normal you’d probably bloody kill them.” McGinley grinned as she lifted her mug of strong tea and took a gulp. McGinley had never been a China tea set person.

      “It was close,” Simpson said. “Having said that, your man Renton showed empty hands when I opened the door.” He tried the tea and nodded before he drank more.

      “I hope your hire car was in good condition when you got it back last night.”

      “It had been cleaned inside and out and refuelled,” Simpson said. “Who did you send back for it?”

      “I sent Renton and one of the two who were in the van. God knows why they parked it instead of driving it down here in the first place.”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to work out how a man’s mind is working.”

      McGinley nodded. “Especially somebody like Renton.”

      The pair appeared ordinary, relaxing in the large conservatory at the back of the McGinley house. The garden took up half an acre, had an abundance of colour and was well-tended. It gave the widow and the hitman something to focus on as they chatted.

      “Yes,” McGinley said. “Renton had a bit of a scare not long back. He’s had to grow a new pair of balls to be in my revised organisation.”

      “It sounds to me like you’ve got bigger balls than some of your men.”

      McGinley laughed naturally, genuinely amused, and for a moment seemed like a regular middle-aged woman. “You saw part of the operation over the last couple of days,” she said. “What do you think?” The evil, sadistic monster in her became overshadowed.

      “It might be time for me to settle down to an irregular job,” Simpson said, grinning. “You deserve respect. I knew about Mickey’s reputation and about him being married, but I didn’t know you had such a colourful background.”

      “I don’t boast about how I used to be, but occasionally I flick my bitch switch to keep people in line.”

      “I could see myself working for one person, as long as the person had a strong character.” Simpson nodded and slurped more tea. “I’d like to join your organisation. I reckon I could kill for you, Carol.”

      The widow’s lips parted, and tiny dimples appeared on her cheeks, but before she could respond further, a shrill, metallic bell-ringing erupted from her mobile phone. She smiled when Simpson’s brow furrowed. A traditional telephone ring from a tiny modern device sounded peculiar to some folk.

      “I love the sound of how phones used to be,” McGinley said. “It reminds me how I made money from nothing in my teens, breaking into public call boxes.”

      They were both laughing when she lifted the mobile to her ear. Simpson indicated himself and stood to leave the room, but a wave of McGinley’s hand had him sit again.

      “Yes,” McGinley said into the phone. Her eyes narrowed and briefly closed tight as she listened to the caller. “Bring it to me at the house, Callum.” She ended the call.

      “A problem?” Simpson said.

      “Callum is one of my street-level guys. He’s not high on the payroll, although he’s a nice lad, and he’s got brain cells to burn.” She gazed at the phone in her hand for a moment before placing it on the coffee table. “There’s an article in the newspaper he thinks I should know about.”
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        * * *

      

      The doorbell chimed twenty minutes after the brief phone call. McGinley stood, but once again motioned with a hand for Simpson to stay put. The woman returned with a newspaper and settled herself into her seat in the spacious conservatory.

      McGinley scanned the front page, before opening the tabloid to browse the following pages. When she reached pages four and five, her gaze became fixed on page five. Her lips pursed, and she remained silent as her eyes flicked left to right repeatedly.

      “Fuck,” she breathed and peered over the paper at her guest. “Pour me a whiskey please, Brian—a large one.”

      Simpson stood and went through to the lounge. He returned two minutes later and handed his host a large tumbler half-filled with the pungent amber liquid.

      McGinley accepted the drink and nodded. She took a long pull of the strong spirit, briefly closed her eyes, and held her breath, savouring the kick, and the fumes. She handed the newspaper to Simpson.

      He held it open at page five to silently read the article before he spoke.

      “This blonde woman, her real name was Stephanie Henderson,” Simpson said. “Why do I think I know the name?”

      “She’s the little bitch who testified on behalf of the Crown when the charges against Mickey and the others were read out in court.”

      “There are two things I found strange when I read about the court case.”

      “Go on,” McGinley said, her features relaxing.

      “First; if the men were already dead, why did this Henderson woman switch sides in court?” He paused. “Secondly; how come the case came to court so quickly?”

      “I don’t know how much you’ve read about the case,” McGinley said. “Stephanie Henderson reckoned she was abused by her ex-husband, Peter, and then imprisoned and threatened with all sorts of shit.” She shook her head. “To bring the court case forward they used a special dispensation which only exists in Scotland. They had no solid defence case, so the Procurator Fiscal, or as you’d know them, the Crown Prosecution Service produced signed statements. They depended on two women who should know better than to testify.”

      “If Henderson was one of the women ... who was the other?”

      “Fitzpatrick’s wife, who was conveniently secured in a private clinic somewhere under police protection.”

      “I read the name, Cameron. Who was he?”

      “Cameron and Fitzpatrick were one and the same,” McGinley said. “He returned to the UK from exile in South America. His wife had organised new identities as Mr and Mrs Fitzpatrick ready for his return.”

      “It sounds like the authorities were outsmarted and were eager to sweep the whole thing under the carpet. Surely the two wives should have said nothing, or supported the dead men?”

      “Our solicitor was told he’d be wasting his time and my money. The case was too strong to fight because the women were prepared to testify.”

      Simpson shook his head. “So, how did this Henderson woman end up in Vancouver?” He glanced at the page again. “Wait a minute. It uses her real name under the picture but provides her alias in the story. Did they use her evidence as a publicity stunt, and then give her a meal ticket to Canada?”

      “Yes, but it didn’t do her any fucking good, did it?”

      “This guy Andy Hicks, in the other picture—who is he?”

      “He was one of my best people. I sent him to find the blonde trollop.”

      “Was he supposed to kill her and it’s all gone wrong?”

      “No,” she said. “Andy wouldn’t have killed without my order. His briefing included finding and questioning Henderson, but not killing her.”

      “What would she have known of any use to your organisation?”

      “She could have described the vigilante bastards who executed Mickey, Cameron, Henderson and the others at Braemar in July.” McGinley took another gulp of whiskey and winced. “It took Andy a while to find young Stephanie, and he called me two days ago.”

      “If he took a while to find her and he didn’t kill her, it means somebody else found her faster and was there when he turned up.”

      “How do you work that out?” McGinley said. “Andy was bloody efficient.”

      “That’s my point. If your man Andy was good, he didn’t think there was any opposition. He must have entered her apartment intent on interrogating her, so if somebody managed to be a step ahead of him, he wouldn’t be expecting it.”

      “I’m with you now,” McGinley said. “You think somebody else was there, and killed Andy, before dealing with the Henderson bitch?”

      Simpson nodded slowly. “As an hitman, I’m trying to imagine how it could go wrong,” he said. “Let’s say, whoever happened to be in the apartment, found a gun belonging to Ms Henderson. The Henderson woman comes home and is secured in the place somewhere. Your guy Andy turns up and is shot by the intruder using Henderson’s gun. The intruder then uses the gun close-up on Henderson and sets her up like a suicide.”

      “Who could have found her quicker than Andy?”

      “You said these vigilante guys were good,” Simpson said. “What if they knew she could identify them, and they were worried about reprisals by you?”

      “You’re right, Brian, and I think they’re right to be worried because we’re going to find the bastards.” She finished her whiskey and placed the tumbler on the table. “You said you didn’t get much out of that guy, Grant.”

      “He doesn’t seem to know much, except Hartley had several visitors in the secure clinic.”

      “Do you think Grant can tell us anything useful?”

      “Grant had been having an affair with the clinic boss’s wife. Fitzpatrick got the lowdown, and blackmailed Grant so he would kill Hartley.”

      “William Hartley was a dominant figure.”

      “No, Carol,” Simpson said. “Hartley might once have been the Godfather, but he was in a wheelchair, in a vegetative state. He was nothing, and would be easy to finish.”

      “Did you find out why Hartley had to die?”

      “Fitzpatrick found out somebody had fitted an unnecessary hearing aid on Hartley, which was equipped with a transmitter. Fitzpatrick wanted the leak plugged.”

      “So, Grant killed Hartley, and did a runner for fear of Fitzpatrick returning to tie up loose ends?”

      “Pretty much,” Simpson said. “Grant’s fucking quaking now, because he’s not sure if he knows anything else useful. He realises he could be expendable.”

      “Excuse me one minute,” McGinley said and lifted her phone. She hit speed dial and listened. “Hi, Tug—Carol,” she said. “Have you got anything?” She listened. “Keep him for another day and then finish him. When you dump him, do it on the other side of the river.” She paused. “Yes, I want our shit dropped on the north side.” She put the phone on the table and nodded slowly.

      Simpson met her gaze. “Have you got a motive for planting your waste bodies on the other side of the Clyde?”

      “Yeah, we know the vigilante and his associates probably operate from over there, and I want to discredit the bastards.”

      “We’re back to square one then?” Simpson said. “We haven’t got anybody who’s seen these vigilante do-gooders?”

      “Maybe we have,” McGinley said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of them before.”

      “Who?”

      “One person is the widow of the guy we knew as Cameron or if you like, Fitzpatrick.”

      “Okay,” Simpson said. “Where is she?”

      “I believe she has either been moved to a secure hospital wing, or she’s in a private clinic, but I’m sure we could find her.”

      “Who is the other person?”

      “Redhead Renton,” McGinley said, nodding. “He told me he’d been hit on the head from behind, but I’m now wondering if the slimy bastard covered his arse in case I questioned him about the vigilantes.”

      “You said Renton had a close call, but do we know if it was the vigilantes or undercover police?”

      “We’ll find out, or Renton will become excess to requirement.”

      “You don’t suffer fools gladly, do you?”

      “No Brian, I don’t suffer anything gladly.” She picked up the phone.

      “Tug, Carol again—where is Renton at the moment?” She listened and nodded as her chief interrogator replied. “When he gets back at the weekend, I’d like a close eye kept on him. No more than two guys to watch him. They liaise with you directly.”

      “Make sure he’s not able to do a runner,” Simpson whispered.

      McGinley nodded. “Tug—once Renton is back in Glasgow, make sure he doesn’t have access to a weapon or a set of wheels. Tell him we’re keeping things tight for a while.” She ended the call and grinned at Simpson as she handed him her empty whiskey tumbler.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. Bad News Travels Fast
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      Friday 24th September

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “Okay team,” Jake said and looked at the faces. “We’ve got a couple of issues we’ll have to address as a matter of urgency.” He glanced at the clock. “I’ll let our local crime reporter give you the public verdict, before our discussion.”

      He dropped a daily newspaper on the desk and nodded to Rachel.

      Rachel flicked the TV remote. She increased the volume as the newsroom handed over to the outside broadcast unit.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Good morning. I’m Sandra McVicar reporting for Glasgow Today, your local TV news programme. I am standing on Renfield Street at the entrance to Bath Lane. The city’s one-way grid system has been altered by police during their investigation.’

      The reporter half-turned, allowing her cameraman to focus briefly on the white tent erected in the narrow city centre lane.

      ‘A man’s mutilated body was found here early this morning. The victim has not been officially identified. However, there is speculation it is the missing clinic orderly, Des Grant. Mr Grant was last seen around the time of William Hartley’s murder in July at a Balloch secure unit. It is widely suspected that Grant was contracted to kill the ex-Godfather.

      Two days ago, I reported the discovery of Joe Garside’s mutilated body in a car-wash, and due to his injuries, there was some conjecture about his killer.

      We must now consider the involvement of the famous Scottish vigilante, nicknamed Hawk. Is the Hawk responsible for the deaths of these two men, and has the public hero moved from execution to torture? As always, we will bring you the latest on this peculiar turn of events. This has been Sandra McVicar for Scotland Today.’

      She stepped back as her cameraman zoomed out, and panned around to show the usually busy street cordoned off and devoid of traffic or pedestrians.
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        * * *

      

      “If conjecture were news,” Ian said. “Ms McVicar would be crime reporter of the year.”

      “Before we get underway, guys,” Jake said, lifting the newspaper he had brought. “We have some more pieces of this mysterious and worrying puzzle.”

      Rachel was up to speed because they’d read the report together at breakfast.

      Jake said, “A small column appeared on page five in Wednesday’s paper. I’ll read out the salient points. I know the two recent murders in Glasgow are being laid at our doorstep, but I believe this article is a concern.” He opened the paper, cleared his throat, and read aloud.

      “Does Hawk have a flock?” Jake shook his head and continued. “In Vancouver, Canada, on Tuesday, Twenty-first September a cleaner discovered two bodies in a rented apartment. The victims have been identified as Stephanie Henderson, age; twenty-six, and Andy Hicks, age; forty-four.

      Mrs Henderson was living in Canada under an assumed name, having fled her native Glasgow in July of this year. Mr Hicks has been linked to the McGinley gang on Glasgow’s south side.

      A police spokesman has said the crime scene is still being investigated. It is unclear if a third party is being sought about the deaths. Both persons died due to fatal gunshot wounds. Scottish police have been requested to supply officers to assist with intelligence regarding the casualties. Mrs Henderson was beaten and tortured before being murdered. Unofficial reports suggest the notorious vigilante, Hawk or his associates may be involved.”

      Jake finished reading and closed the paper before dropping it on the table.

      “Never let the truth spoil a good news story,” Eva said. “Would you like me to organise a brew while you calm down Jake?”

      “Thanks,” Jake said. “I shouldn’t let it get to me, but this type of publicity does nobody any favours.”

      “I’ll give you a hand with the coffees.” Rachel squeezed Jake’s shoulder as she stood. “Easy tiger, you’re not alone.”

      Armed with a fresh brew, the team set up a battle-board complete with photos of deceased gang members. They had to see, understand, and discuss the links between Henderson, Hicks, and the recently discovered body of Grant, however tenuous.

      The team called it a day in mid-afternoon. Jake explained he and Rachel had a special date on Sunday, but they’d get in some time on Saturday, visiting places to pick up Intel on the gangland scene. Ian and Eva agreed they’d spend their weekend working independently to get in touch with various outside contacts. Jake reached Freddie and told him to stand-down for the weekend.
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      Saturday 25th September

      Glasgow Airport

      Martina Crawford arrived back in the UK on a flight from Amsterdam.

      “Welcome back to the UK, Miss Harper,” the passport control officer said.

      “It’s lovely to be back, thank you,” Crawford said, and slipped the Harper passport into her bag. She made her way to the exit and the coach shuttle service to the city. Taxis were too personal, and the drivers could never resist checking out a lone female. It was an international feature of their profession.

      In less than an hour, Crawford was strolling through Central Station. She recovered her laptop and her few other personal effects from the Left Luggage lockers. It was an inexpensive, simple, and secure method of leaving her possessions at short notice. Since initially returning to the UK a few weeks earlier on her personal mission, she had yet to stay in any accommodation for longer than three days.

      Crawford took a seat upstairs in a city centre coffee shop and powered up her laptop. Before she engaged the local Wi-Fi, she initiated her custom Firewall programme. Unlike other security protection devices, Crawford’s allowed a hacker to gain access, but only to the first level.

      When she’d left the UK some years before as an eighteen-year-old, she’d trained as a programmer and analyst. She was employed using a computer in a regular job and spent her evenings honing her skills. Every week she stole the equivalent of her monthly salary until she had a bank account set up to deal with expenses. Nadia Henderson, aka Martina Crawford, had three international accounts, each with a five-figure balance. Six-figure balances she’d learned attracted attention.

      A fistful of passports with different identities proved useful for international travel, and she kept a record of the dates she flew from one country to another and under which name. It wouldn’t do to be highlighted at airport security for overstaying her welcome in any destination.

      “Let me into your world,” she murmured as she joined the Internet. A slender hand reached out and lifted her latte, and before sipping the drink, she winked at a teenager sitting nearby who glanced away, pretending not to have been admiring her.

      “Fucking pussy,” Crawford whispered, as the young lad turned crimson, finished his coffee and left. Crawford spent half an hour checking out UK newspaper stories, grinning at individual reports. From what she could see, her bigger plan was still in the early stages but continued to look feasible.

      As Crawford logged into another of her mailboxes, a small caption appeared in the bottom right corner of her screen. The emoticon she’d set up with it was a face with one raised eyebrow, to remind her of her displeasure at being hacked. She paused for a moment to observe her handiwork operating.

      The original emoticon was replaced with a nodding, smiling emoticon and the single word, ‘Gotcha!’. Crawford grinned as she continued to her mail. She quickly scanned the messages, deleting rubbish as she went. Of all the messages in her mailboxes, she searched for one and found it.

      She sent a reply to her co-conspirator—‘Go to next stage.’. Crawford left her Inbox and checked the identity of the unfortunate person who’d attempted to hack into her system. Her customised anti-virus programme had noted the hacker’s IP address, before blocking further entry.

      “Hello Roger Gillespie,” she whispered as the details appeared. Crawford conducted a rapid search and found apart from being a novice hacker, Mr Gillespie was a forty-year-old man who had a lovely wife and two teenage children. Due to being away from home, he was active on social media, showing regular photos of his prowess at various outdoor activities when not working with clients.

      “You’ll learn not to fuck with me, Roger my dear,” Crawford said. She looked up to see a young man in the coffee shop uniform. “Would you be a darling and bring me a latte, please?”

      “Of course, madam,” the youth said, and tripped over his feet to fetch the attractive customer a fresh drink.

      Ten minutes after checking out her hacker’s details, Crawford enjoyed her new latte and put the finishing touches to a photo-shopped picture of Roger Gillespie leaning over a desk. In the new version, he still bent over the desk, but now appeared to have no trousers, and his hips were being gripped by a naked male colleague directly behind him, grinning over Roger’s shoulder.

      “Let’s see how many of your three-hundred friends care enough to ‘like and share’ it now,” Crawford said and hit the Return key. She packed away her machine, finished her latte and left. On her list of things to do was the rental of furnished accommodation hidden from prying eyes. There were several reasons for Crawford to have privacy since her return to the UK. None of those reasons were in the public interest.
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      Monday 27th September

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      “Go through to the conservatory, Brian,” McGinley said. “I’ll fetch us tea, and you can tell me about your proposed plan.”

      “Right, thanks, Carol,” he said and paused to look at the laptop on the table before he took a seat. The Internet was already on the screen, showing what he assumed was his host’s homepage. His eye skimmed across the screen, but McGinley wasn’t logged into anything interesting. Three websites on the toolbar were regular social network titles, but there were two other websites he didn’t recognise.

      “Are you messing with my computer?” McGinley said as she approached with a tray.

      “I’ve been known to use computers in internet cafes, but I never mess with anybody’s bloody machine,” Simpson said. He accepted the large mug of strong tea and took a seat.

      “I can just about get by myself,” she said. “Why do you use internet cafes?”

      “It means I can go online to send or receive messages and I’m not on the phone.”

      “You said earlier your clients had to use special nicknames for your targets, so I suppose all the details are sent in a message?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You don’t have to be a whizz-kid to send and receive messages.” He smiled. “How have you managed with this up until now?”

      “If it goes haywire, I have to get Callum to help me. The younger generation is always better with these things.” “Mickey might have looked and acted like a Neanderthal at times, but he was bloody good on this machine. He always intended to show me how he saved stuff with special names, and how to access all the information.”

      “Have you been in there often since you lost Mickey?”

      “I manage to get on, but most of the jargon is a mystery to me. I log into messages once a week, but there’s a lot of information in notebooks which is copied in here.”

      “I know the basics,” Simpson said. “If you don’t want Callum to see any sensitive stuff I’ll give you a hand. If there’s anything you don’t know, I’m sure we could work it out together.”

      “I’d appreciate it, thanks. Have you considered my intentions regarding this bastard vigilante?”

      “I thought about it over the weekend, and I’ve got an idea for you to consider.” He lifted his mug of hot tea and enjoyed a long slurp. He watched his new boss as she drank her tea and stared at the laptop. Simpson wondered if she was as hard as she portrayed herself. Yes, she could order a hit, but was she capable of actually killing?

      “Let’s hear it, big man?”

      “I’m in agreement with the idea of going after this Hawk guy, and his colleagues, because he definitely doesn’t work on his own.” He drank some tea to drag things out.

      McGinley said, “You really believe we could pull it off?”

      “It has to appear natural as if you’re carrying on with business, unafraid of this guy and whatever team he controls—as I said, I’m sure he has a team.”

      “I like the way you think, Brian.” She nodded. “I don’t suppose you’ve come up with an idea for the bait?”

      “To put this together, and to consolidate the hold on your operation, I think you have to consider a new place for gatherings where you expect to have several of your best people involved.”

      “Yes, that’s one of the issues I brought up with Mickey a few months ago. The bloody cops are a constant headache. Go on.”

      “From what you’ve told me, if there’s a meeting it takes place in one of your warehouses, or in the backroom of a club, and each time you get reports of your guys being followed?”

      “Yeah, and it makes me worry about whether they can get listening devices near us, so I’m paranoid about using the same places we’ve always used. Like you said the other day, the coppers would only need to gain access once, and we’re fucked.”

      “I was thinking, how about renting, or maybe buying a place they’d never think of checking.”

      McGinley squinted but nodded.

      Simpson said, “I’m talking about having a venue where you could get everybody together, and the cops wouldn’t know. Apart from anything else, you could plan how to get this team of vigilantes.”

      “You’re giving me the impression you’ve got somewhere in mind Brian.”

      “Martin Cameron, or Gordon Fitzpatrick as he became known, had the right idea. A castle or something similar would be a good idea, but he went overboard, and it stood out. I thought, instead of a castle to renovate like he did near a small village—how about a ruin?”

      Carol continued to nod slowly.

      “We’ve got bloody castle ruins all over Scotland,” Simpson continued. “If you were to grease the right palms, I reckon you could gain access to a ruin, but a remote place where there were a couple of useful floors for your purposes. It also wouldn’t be as expensive as a building in good condition.”

      “Brian, that is a fucking genius idea,” she said. “We’ve got enough money stashed away, and if my mind was at ease, we might interest more of the regional guys for a meeting. The way things are now, I have to speak to individuals for security purposes.”

      “Do you want to leave it with me and I’ll see what I can find, and then you can choose?”

      “How long will you need?”

      “I reckon a week or two would be long enough. It might be best if I stay on the move as I check it out, or the cops are going to see you and me together at some point.” He grinned. “Wearing glasses, a hat, and carrying a briefcase is a necessary disguise, but has been good enough since my first visit to you.”

      “How will we stay in touch, since we know it’s easy for them to catch our phone conversations?”

      “I’ll pick up a cheap one of these things,” he said and nodded toward the laptop. “If we have a couple of different email addresses it will make it harder for anybody to know who’s talking to whom.”

      “Okay. I should be capable of getting in and out to messages.”

      For the next twenty minutes, Simpson observed as Carol logged in, and out of her primary email account, and her main files. More than once, he placed a fingertip on the screen unnecessarily to point out a symbol, while he looked elsewhere to memorise information.

      “I don’t think you’re as bad as you make out,” he said when satisfied. “We’ll go through it again before I go if you like.” He paused. “While I’m on the road I’ll consider ways to draw out the vigilantes. Leaking the news of a meeting, and maybe the venue might help, but we can work out later how to deal with those people. We don’t want the coppers turning up.”

      “Good idea,” she said. McGinley gazed out at the vast garden.

      “Are you okay?” Simpson asked.

      “Aye, Brian. I was lost in thought for a minute.” She paused. “I know your brother Norrie worked for Fitzpatrick, but did you ever see Mrs Fitzpatrick?”

      “Yes, she was a handsome woman before her husband buried her alive and nearly bloody killed her. I saw pictures of her in the newspaper after the big shootout in Braemar.” He gazed at her. “Why did she come to mind?”

      “Is Fitzpatrick the sort of woman who might entice a fella into an affair?”

      “Before she was hospitalised, she was, but I don’t know if she’s recovered back to what she looked like before.”

      “You sound very sure about her.”

      “She murdered a Spanish estate agent’s wife so she could have the husband, which means she was attractive to men, and a bit of a wild one.” Simpson didn’t add that at a later date, he had carried out the contract to murder the Spanish estate agent.

      “Do you know where Mrs Fitzpatrick is now?”

      “She’s being rehabilitated and protected somewhere before extradition to Spain.”

      “I’d appreciate a little favour if you didn’t mind, Brian.”

      He nodded.

      “Find out if she can identify the vigilantes, and if she seduced my Mickey.”

      “Would you like me to reduce the chances of her extradition?”

      “You have a lovely way with words,” she said. “Aye, Brian, I’d prefer it if she never made it to Spain for trial.” She stared into the garden. “Mickey went to a lot of meetings at short notice in the weeks before the Fitzpatrick kingdom came tumbling down.”

      “Being freelance has meant my clients are international,” Simpson said. “Of course, I’ve never had anybody depending on me to come home to them.”

      “I’ve never been further than the Costa del Sol,” McGinley said. “Tell me about some of your favourite places.”

      Simpson indulged the woman and for a while told her about hits he’d completed in faraway places. The pair chatted and had more tea. By mid-morning Simpson had enthralled the widow with his exploits abroad, but suggested it was time to be on his way.

      “Thanks, Brian. I’ll wait for your messages.” She opened the front door, and Simpson walked to his car.

      He turned and waved before driving off.

      “Aye, it’s good to have a trusted big man again,” McGinley murmured. She wouldn’t have believed that at the same time, her new man was trusting somebody he hardly knew.
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      Monday 27th September

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      On the north side of the River Clyde, the members of the vigilante team were assembled in their briefing room. Each had compiled notes which they’d made after a weekend of inquiries at several levels of humanity.

      “Right guys,” Jake said. “We’ll go around the table and see if we can put some meat on the bones of what we know. Eva, you first please.”

      “Nothing much to report, I’m afraid,” Eva said. “I went to a couple of the clubs I’ve been before with Ian and Rachel, but apart from the occasional small package passing hands, there’s nothing significant going on.” She paused. “I mean, there’s nothing major anybody at street level seems to know.”

      “Thank you,” Jake said. “Ian?”

      “I went to a couple of bars where we know some of the independent big-hitters socialise in Bearsden, Kelvinside, and the city.” Ian paused. “I may be wrong, but there’s a calm atmosphere.”

      “You mean generally?” Jake asked.

      “Yes, it’s as if they’re pulling in the money from their individual operations, and they’re happy not having a Godfather figure calling the shots.”

      “How many places did you check out?”

      “I reckon about twelve. I paired up with Freddie so neither of us would appear to be loners, and it allowed us to act naturally. We checked clubs, looking for specific characters who like to show their wealth, and we visited five pubs and snooker halls in the housing estates on the north side of the river.”

      “How did you avoid suspicions regarding either of you?” Jake asked.

      “I told people I wasn’t long released from a Spanish jail, and Freddie was helping me get to know my native Scotland again. It helped cover my Edinburgh accent when I said I had to learn a bit of Spanish to get by, so it destroyed my accent. It made most of them laugh.”

      “Good work,” Jake said. “It sounds like you’re doing well with Freddie, so we’ll keep him occupied with tasks. He’s shaping up.”

      Jake turned and nodded to his partner in work, and more recently in private.

      Rachel gave a brief nod and addressed the two people across the conference table. “On Saturday, I went to a secret location to meet Max. He told me there was no word of anybody trying to establish themselves to the north of the river.”

      Eva said, “Surely there must be a power vacuum following the termination of the top names in July?”

      “We have several gang leaders who are continuing their operations,” Rachel said. “For the time being, we believe they’ll maintain the status quo. If none of them is beholden to somebody higher up, the individuals might not get greedy, but we’ll see.”

      Ian said, “The bikers are in tune with most of the action, so why do the gang bosses never try to get them onside?”

      “They’re recognised as independents,” Rachel said. “The Mental Riders and gangs like them could work alongside one group for a week, and then change allegiance the following week. I have a feeling we have a special relationship with Max’s guys, and in good faith, I told him we’d keep them in the loop.”

      “You’ll all have seen the headlines and the newspapers regarding the appointment of Sam Griffiths as the new Chief Constable.” Jake paused. His lips curled into a smile. “Sam is coming to Glasgow, having spent a couple of years in different appointments at the Police Academy in Tullieallen.”

      “I read in the newspaper he was ex-SAS,” Eva said. “Perhaps he’ll know Phil.”

      “Sam is a close friend of our founder, and they served together in some dangerous situations. Both Rachel and I were invited to Sam’s house yesterday, along with Phil and Annabel for a barbecue.”

      “I like it,” Ian said. “Your second research day consisted of enjoying a barbecue and rubbing shoulders with the new Chief Constable.”

      They all laughed as Jake held his hands up.

      “Suffice to say,” Rachel cut in. “We had a good day, but we had an informal chat after the food and drink. Sam is already on board, but you’ll hear his official line when he appears on TV making a press statement.”

      “During our unofficial discussions,” Jake said. “Sam and Phil were of the opinion it wasn’t going to stay quiet for much longer. It’s the nature of the big players to want more. They’ll always say they’re happy with their lot, but they rarely are.”

      “It’s a waiting game then?” Eva said.

      “Yes,” Jake said. “Our bet at the moment is somebody has already started a course of action. We have to be patient and watch, but the south side is showing early signs.”

      “You mean regarding the two bodies which have turned up recently?” Ian asked.

      “Yes, and we found out at the weekend it will be DCI Eddie Monroe and DI Amy Hughes, who are going to Vancouver to assist the RCMP. Eddie and Amy have a better grasp of our gang leaders of recent times.”

      “Why do you think the Henderson woman was killed in Vancouver?” Ian said.

      “It looks like the intention is to discredit us,” Jake said. “We’re seen by a lot of the underworld and the public in Scotland as the unofficial gatekeepers of justice.”

      Eva said, “I suppose the good news is that the important people know it wasn’t us.”

      All three of the others nodded.

      “If there is something bigger underway,” Rachel said. “Stephanie Henderson and the guy found with her are part of a smokescreen.”

      “Do you think there will be more bodies turning up?” Eva asked.

      “Apart from us, Phil, Annabel, and of course Freddie, there aren’t too many folk alive who bore witness to the massacre in Braemar.” Rachel paused. “The Mental Riders should also be kept in mind because they were working alongside us.”

      “I told Freddie he’d be safe,” Ian said. “His only connection to the gang was when he was with Geordie at the old ruin in Balloch.”

      Rachel said, “I’ve warned Max to brief his guys to be extra vigilant, but unfortunately, being bikers they welcome trouble.”

      “Is there anybody else?” Eva asked.

      “Fitzpatrick’s wife,” Jake said. “She’s still recovering and been moved to a secure facility. As soon as she’s okay, the authorities will send her to Spain to answer murder charges. It’s a waiting game with her.”

      “There is one other thing on the subject of waiting,” Rachel said. “We’ll be out of touch with Phil and Annabel for a while. They’re flying to New Zealand, and they’ll be away for the whole of October.”

      Eva said, “It’s normal for folk to go away for several weeks if they go to Australia or New Zealand on holiday.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not a holiday,” Rachel said. “Annabel last saw her parents a long time ago. They completed their service with the Foreign Office and settled in New Zealand. Annabel’s mother died last year, and now her father has been in touch to say he’d like to see Annabel before he dies. He’s terminally ill in hospital.”

      “Oh my,” Eva said. “That is so sad. I hope they get to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes after Ian and Eva left to follow up on threads of information, Jake and Rachel worked separately on their notes.

      Jake returned to the table having made a fresh brew.

      “Here you go,” he said. “Coffee will get those brain cells working overtime.”

      “Thanks,” she said and touched his hand as she smiled up at him.

      “I’m not going to pry,” Jake said, “but from the quiet chats you and Annabel had at the barbecue, I guess you two have each other’s confidence?”

      “You’re getting more like Phil,” she said and shook her head. “He seems to have a sixth sense for knowing what’s going on in other people’s minds.”

      Before sitting, Jake bent down and kissed Rachel’s cheek. “I’m like Phil in two ways. I’ll never fully understand women, and I’ve got a beautiful girlfriend.” He laughed as he took his seat and continued working.

      Rachel grinned and shook her head. For a moment she stared at her notes but thought of her idol and mentor. Rachel knew a little of Annabel’s history and why her parents had not been in touch for many years.
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        * * *

      

      Annabel had been an attractive fourteen-year-old and attended boarding school in Europe. While in the privacy of a language tutor’s study, the man made the mistake of trying to physically abuse the trusting teenager. In Annabel’s efforts to prevent being raped, the man was rewarded with a sharpened pencil thrust deep into his ear; which killed him.

      At the inquiry a few days later, Annabel was disowned by her parents, and at the end of her formal education, she made a life of her own. As a teenager, while training with the Army Cadet Force, she was talent-spotted and interviewed by the Secret Intelligence Service. In a short time, her potential was realised, and she was trained for covert operations.

      Unlike her parents, with age, Annabel had learned to forgive. She told Rachel and Jake she’d make the trip to visit her dying father, and Phil would be by her side.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Glasgow Green

      Glasgow

      Martina Crawford strolled through the massive park with a faint smile on her lips as she thought back to her activities in the morning. As always, she remained aware of every person around her. She walked towards the area where the river flowed past the southern edge of the park, but she’d already spotted her target.

      She paused at the metal fence near the St Andrew’s Suspension Bridge, and gazed across the river at the Gorbals district for a moment, before turning to face the park. A few feet away sitting on a bench, his nerves in tatters, was the suited figure of Gregor Findlay MSP; a Member of the Scottish Parliament.

      “Don’t follow me straight away,” Crawford said as she sauntered past, and surveyed the many paths crisscrossing the park. “Meet me upstairs in the People’s Palace in fifteen minutes.” She glanced at the politician’s face, smirked, and strolled towards the venue.
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        * * *

      

      Findlay turned to watch the elegant walk of the woman in the summer dress with the jacket over her arm. Even though his insides were in turmoil, he couldn’t help fantasising about the woman who presently controlled him like a puppet. She was deadly, but she was also beautiful. He checked his watch.

      Fourteen minutes later, Findlay walked up the wide, ornate staircase within the People’s Palace. Before he reached the upper floor, he became aware of the sounds of the interactive displays. Voices and music from Glasgow’s past filled the air.

      The MSP turned left to see a family of four admiring paintings and drawings. Findlay paused for a moment and turned right. The Mistress stood there, a few yards away reading a vivid description of how the city developed and became a sprawling industrial centre after WWII. Findlay sidled up to her and stared unseeing at the display. He saw her check her watch.

      “Maintain your obedience to the standard of your punctuality,” Crawford whispered. “If you do, the pressure will ease.”

      Findlay saw the woman slipping a small notepad from her shoulder bag. The notebook was held up as if she was writing, but it was for the man to see.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to source something like this quickly,” Findlay said. “It’s peculiar.”

      “I’ll be in touch with you on Wednesday afternoon,” Crawford said. “If I’m specific with my requests, it saves you having to overthink.”

      “How will you get in touch?”

      “Read your emails in private on Wednesday afternoon at four o’clock, and please don’t insult my intelligence by obscuring your camera or the condenser microphone.”

      “I might have an interruption.”

      “Why do you think I want the camera lens kept clear?”

      “So you can see my expression or if somebody is with me?”

      “Oh, you should be so lucky. When you check your emails, your private office door will be locked.”

      “Why would I lock it? I never lock my door when I’m at work.”

      “Yes, but you’re not generally naked when you check your emails.”

      Findlay’s face turned ashen, and his lips parted.

      Crawford said, “I want you to log in and stand in front of the machine, so I know you’re complying. Don’t bullshit me.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to use a phone?” He was panting in his desperation.

      “If you don’t thank me right now and go away, I’ll change your instructions.”

      Findlay closed his eyes and swallowed. “Thank you,” he said, and he saw her eyebrow rise. “Mistress,” he mumbled.

      Crawford half-turned to look over her shoulder and turned back to hold Findlay’s gaze, but it wasn’t all she held.

      The politician gasped when he felt a firm hand grip his arousal through the front of his suit trousers.

      “I thought so.” Crawford winked. “Maybe one day I’ll let you thank me in a more personal way.” Dimples appeared on her cheeks. “Now fuck off and get busy.”

      Findlay’s face beamed as he made his way through the museum’s visitors. He glanced back, and she was watching him. Fuck it—now she knew how bad he had it for her. The submissive side of him recognised his Mistress would despise him for his weakness, and he knew it would feed her desire to control him. Findlay knew he was on a sinking ship, and he wasn’t wearing the Captain’s hat.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Wednesday 29th September

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      McGinley spent an hour going through files on the laptop, and thanks to the lessons Simpson gave her she could locate information quickly. Until he’d showed her how to find and gain access to programmes and accounts, she’d used Callum. It was frustrating to depend on the teenage gang member because she couldn’t let him view anything in detail.

      At 10 am, the widow sat alone when the landline rang. The system clicked to check the caller and said ‘Unknown Caller’ before it cut off. It happened again fifteen minutes later. At 11 am, when her mobile phone rang, McGinley had been wondering if it was Simpson trying to contact her, so he was on her mind.

      Instead of checking the caller and giving her usual curt response she picked up the mobile phone and reacted out of character. “Hello, Brian?” The line went dead. McGinley was convinced she’d heard breathing on the line.

      “Fuck you,” she said and slammed the phone down on the table.

      At 11:15 am, McGinley’s mobile phone rang again, but she took a deep breath and checked the caller ID before responding. It stated, ‘Big Man’ on the screen, so she pressed the loudspeaker.

      “Hello, are you there Carol?”

      “Aye, Brian. Were you trying to call me earlier?”

      “No, I’ve been driving for the last hour.”

      “You haven’t tried to ring me on the landline or this number?”

      “No, I pulled into a cafe about five minutes ago, and I’m waiting for a hot meal. Is there a problem?”

      “Nah, it will probably have been one of them nuisance cold-callers.” She didn’t believe it.

      “I’m on my way to check out a location, but I’ll email you in about two hours. I don’t want to mention any details on here.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait until after lunch before I check the messages.”

      “Do you remember the code name I’ll use in the subject line?”

      “Aye, I’ve written it into a document. I made up a file and listed all my passwords and things like you suggested. I’ll never remember them all otherwise.”

      “Have you got rid of the notebook in which you listed those details?”

      “It’s hidden upstairs, but I’ll burn it tomorrow. I’ve double-checked the information is all listed. Tomorrow the book will go onto the barbecue.”

      “Good,” he said. “Right, my snack is here, so I’ll be in touch later.”

      “Bye, Brian.” The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      McGinley resisted going on her laptop until 2 pm. She had a few calls to make so made them her priority. She looked forward to finding out what Brian had been doing.

      She logged into her Inbox and found several messages, but the one which stood out was sent at 12:50 pm and the subject was ‘Round Table.' She grinned as she opened the message.

      ‘Hi, Carol. I’ve been on the go for two days. I’ve found a place which I think will be ideal for meetings and suchlike as we discussed. It’s the fourth place I’ve checked out, but it looks good. I’ll be in touch again tonight. Big Man.’

      McGinley wanted to let him see she’d taken in some of his guidance. She hit the Reply button and sent back a brief message.

      ‘Thanks, Big Man. Look forward to hearing more. C.’ She hit Send and closed the machine down.

      In the evening, McGinley opened the laptop and worked her way through the files again to the best of her ability. Her greatest problem was remembering to close down one programme or file before opening another. Mickey had invested in a decent machine so it could deal with multiple applications simultaneously, but Simpson had said it was always safer to use one programme at a time.

      A few whiskeys before bedtime and McGinley reminisced about the good times with Mental Mickey. They were good times in her memory, but for many of the men and women who’d crossed either of them, they were dreadful times. She grinned as she recalled callous sessions of torture. It occurred to her, she had yet to check on her emails again.

      “Here we go, Carol,” she muttered and powered up the laptop. Her fingers didn’t hit the keys as accurately as they had earlier, mainly thanks to her bedtime tipple. As she tried to type her password, she recalled her new friend and employee Brian, laughing at the idea she preferred a couple of whiskeys to a cup of cocoa before heading to bed.

      When she eventually gained access to her mail, she squinted to see the new messages. One of them had the subject ‘Round Table 2’, while the other said ‘Round Table: Two’.

      “Why has he sent it with two headings?” she asked an empty room. She considered calling him to ask which one he’d sent, but then in the perfect world provided by her whiskey, she opted to open one of the messages. She chose ‘Round Table: Two’ and thought it a better layout than only using a number.

      ‘Hello Carol, Please check the attached photo.’

      “You’re a strange man, Brian,” McGinley muttered. She sipped her drink. “One minute it’s ‘Hi’ and then the next it’s ‘Hello,' and ‘please’ as well.” She laughed and moved the cursor down to the attachment and clicked.

      The screen filled with a graphic of a brick wall. Several cartoon men in suits walked across the screen and lined up. Above their heads, painted on the wall in red, ‘Remember St. Valentine’s Day?’

      While McGinley was reading the question, from the speaker came the sound of rapid firing. The cartoon men sprouted holes all over their bodies. First there were holes in the bodies, then the ground, and the wall filled with the colour red. The whole screen became red. The mystified woman stared at the screen. Superimposed in white on the crimson came the words, ‘Thank you’. The screen went blank.

      “What the fuck?” McGinley said, and she remembered what Brian told about her ever seeing such a thing. She had to switch off, but how? There was no button on the screen.

      “Bastard.” She did what Mickey once said would be the emergency shutdown. She held down the power button until the machine went dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. Possible Answers

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Thursday 30th September

      Yoker

      Glasgow

      Rachel and Jake enjoyed a gentle run, followed by a shower to start the day. They sat across the table from each other enjoying breakfast and listening to the radio.

      “What’s the best part about living with me?” Rachel watched her man’s expression.

      “You mean apart from the great company, the amazing sex, and looking at you?”

      “I was serious.”

      “So was I.” He winked. “I suppose having an almost regular lifestyle.”

      “What’s the worst part?”

      “Seeing you sometimes drift off into your darker memories,” he said. “And, of course, knowing you put yourself in danger far too often.”

      Rachel lifted her cup with both hands and stared at him over the rim and sipped tea.

      “Same questions back at you,” Jake said.

      “Same answers.” She reached out a hand to hold his.

      A revving motorbike sounded from Rachel’s phone, which danced across the table. She glanced at the caller, her brow furrowed, and she hit the speaker button as she met Jake’s gaze.

      “Hey Max,” Rachel said. “I’ve got you on speaker and Jake’s with me.”

      “Hi guys,” the biker said, but in a less animated tone than usual. “I got to the club this morning early to work out plans for a ride over to Brussels, but it’s on hold now.”

      “Go on,” Rachel said.

      Max said he’d prefer to explain in person.

      Rachel said she and Jake would meet him in fifteen minutes at the emergency RV. She reminded him to be armed, accompanied, and vigilant. Rachel suggested none of the bikers should go anywhere alone until the mystery had been solved.
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        * * *

      

      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “We didn’t have to wait long for the next move,” Rachel said, addressing Ian and Eva. Jake sat beside her in silence.

      “You guys don’t look happy,” Ian said. “What happened?”

      “We had a breakfast call from Max this morning,” Rachel said. “He turned up at the clubhouse expecting to find Snake already there. Instead, Max found a package waiting for him.” She took a deep breath, turned and met Jake’s gaze, and announced their news. “The box contained Snake’s helmet.”

      “Do you think he’s been taken?” Eva asked.

      “No, we think he’s dead,” Rachel said.

      “He could have been abducted,” Ian said. “Perhaps it’s a scare tactic to keep the bikers out of any future action.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not the case,” Jake said. “The helmet was covered in blood, inside and out. Whoever is responsible knows exactly what they’re doing, and to a biker gang this isn’t a scare tactic, it’s a tease.”

      “The best way to unbalance the bikers is to make them angry,” Rachel said. “We’ve done our best to calm Max, but we know he’ll have a terrible job trying to convince the other members of the gang.”

      “Do we contact the police on this before a body is discovered?” Ian asked.

      “I’ve already contacted Sam Griffiths,” Jake said. “He’ll wait to see if the bikers report the incident. In the meantime, he’s getting in touch with Eddie and Amy, who are over in Vancouver. We’ll get a call if anything relevant is discovered.”
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      .

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      McGinley finished breakfast and sat in her spacious conservatory with a large mug of strong tea. Her laptop was open on the table in front of her, but following her experience of the previous night, she wasn’t happy about switching on. McGinley had considered calling Callum to ask his advice but didn’t like telling him too much. Watching the birds in the garden squabbling over fresh seed felt like the most relaxing thing she could do.

      McGinley tried to call Simpson three times from eight o’clock. Time marched on, and she felt like a prisoner in her home. Since Mickey’s death, the widow had hardly been near the tenement flat her husband had preferred. Carol McGinley had always wanted a big detached house with a driveway. She lived in it in the belief she could evade the intrusive eyes of the police. In recent times the boys in blue had discovered the house.

      One morning McGinley looked down from her bedroom window and wondered how much it cost the taxpayer to have a car or van parked along the street all day; every day. McGinley had gone out the back door as a test. She went through the paths between the neighbouring properties and stepped out into an avenue two-hundred yards away from her house.

      At the entrance to a back lane, a man in a tracksuit stood using his mobile phone. He’d glanced at McGinley and smiled, wishing her a good morning. Yes, it was a quiet neighbourhood, but he’d blown his cover because strangers in this neighbourhood didn’t wish you a good morning. McGinley had wondered at the time if the greeting was accidental or intentional.

      “Fuck it,” she said. McGinley switched on her laptop. Two minutes later she gazed at her regular desktop screen. Whatever had happened the night before didn’t seem to have caused any lasting damage. She went to her Inbox.

      McGinley scrolled up and down the messages, but there was no mention of ‘Round Table’ with a figure 2, or with the word Two. She tapped the Trash and Spam, but they were both cleared. McGinley couldn’t remember getting rid of any of the information. Did they empty themselves automatically, she wondered. She closed the Inbox, promising herself, she’d recheck her mail later.
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        * * *

      

      At 11 am, McGinley’s mobile phone rang. She checked the caller ID to find ‘Big Man’, but before she could accept the call, it went dead. It happened again two minutes later, so she decided to get back to her laptop, believing he might have sent a message.

      ‘Round Table: Issues’ showed. McGinley selected the message.

      ‘Hi, Carol. I’ve had a few problems. I sent a message late yesterday titled ‘Round Table 2’ and I attached a picture of a great building, but I found out the area was popular with the outdoor types and bird watchers. It means it was no good.

      Today, I reckon I’ve got the ideal location, but I’ve been having issues with phone signals. I have one more place to check, but for now, I’m attaching a picture of the proposed building. If I don’t contact you again, I’ll see you tomorrow morning.

      Big Man.’

      It was with some trepidation McGinley scrolled down and selected the attached photo. She downloaded the picture and saw it was the type of thing Brian had suggested; a remote castle ruin near a coastline.

      She sent a brief reply saying thanks and closed down her laptop. The day looked better, so she returned to the list she’d been making for her first proposed meeting. There weren’t many names, but she had a good feeling about the few she had.

      While she enjoyed lunch, McGinley switched on the TV to catch the news.

      ‘Hello, this is Sandra McVicar reporting for Scotland Today. Earlier this morning I attended a press conference to meet the new Chief Constable, Sam Griffiths.

      He told us petty crime was at an all-time low in the city, so his primary focus would be in closing down organised crime. Mr Griffiths said, following the shootout in the remote Highland village of Braemar in July, there had been an unofficial clean out of big names.

      The Chief Constable said he would have a zero-tolerance policy on gangland criminals, however well-established. I asked about the people’s hero—the vigilante known as Hawk, and the response was, “He’s a criminal, and we will actively hunt him down.” This has been Sandra McVicar, reporting from Police HQ at Pitt Street in Glasgow.’

      “You do that, Chief Constable,” McGinley said to her TV. You hunt the bastard down, and leave us to get on with our wicked ways.” She laughed aloud and began channel hopping.
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        * * *

      

      While taking an evening walk with her dogs around the perimeter of a nearby golf course, Mary Watt, a middle-aged spinster, discovered the mutilated body of a partially-dressed man among the trees. A motorbike had been hidden in bushes nearby. The distraught woman called the police and as instructed, waited a short distance away with her dogs.

      When the discovery was confirmed, the police requested Ms Watt not to disclose the occurrence to anybody else. Next of kin would have to be notified, and the officers in attendance assured Ms Watt it was not a matter of public concern. A liaison officer arrived to stay with the woman to calm and reassure her.

      Following orders from the Chief Constable, the officers cordoned and secured the area for the investigation team. For good measure, in the case of media intrusion with telephoto lenses, they shielded the motorbike with tarpaulin.

      The newly appointed Chief Constable Sam Griffiths surprised his officers by attending the scene, which was to the north of the city. Sam arrived at the same time as the Scene of Crime team. He asked several questions, gave a personal brief to those on the site, and walked back to his car to make a phone call.

      Less than five-hundred yards north of the golf course, somebody observed the situation. The woman had watched patiently from a car parked on Balmore Road. She had driven past the area more than once in the previous forty-eight hours. The woman grinned as she placed her binoculars in the glove box, and drove to her rented house.

      The next victim became a focal point for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. Hidden in Plain View

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Friday 1st October

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “I apologise for pulling you from your efforts on the south side,” Jake said. “How is it looking so far?”

      “We believe it could be a lot worse.” Ian exchanged a glance with Eva. “The south side is in turmoil right now, because the European gangs are trying to squeeze themselves onto the scene across the city. As you know, a few Europeans made a move on the north side of the Clyde, and they disappeared without a trace.”

      “Unfortunately,” Eva said. “The Europeans knew the average British coppers weren’t armed, but they didn’t count on the Glasgow villains having the weapons and the guts of a small army.”

      “From what you’ve discovered so far,” Jake said. “You don’t think things will escalate too quickly?”

      “No,” Ian said. “We both have contacts inside gangs down there, so if any more weapons arrive in the city, we’ll find out quickly.”

      “Good work,” Jake said. “We’ve got an update on our situation regarding the recent killings in Vancouver, and here in Glasgow. There’s a tenuous link, but I’ll let Rachel explain.” He nodded to Rachel.

      Rachel said, “Last night Jake received a call from Sam Griffiths. A body was discovered in the woodland north of the city. Nothing has been reported officially yet, although if you’ve listened to the radio, you’ll have heard the usual speculation.”

      Ian and Eva sat stone-faced and silent.

      Rachel glanced down at her notes before continuing. “We’re sure it’s Snake’s body, although once again it’s been mutilated.”

      “Are we considering it to be the same perpetrator who killed the other two men?” Eva asked.

      “We’re not ruling anything out,” Rachel said. “Sam will give us a heads-up as soon as his forensic team have completed their first pass.” She nodded slowly. “I received a brief text from Amy to get in touch. I emailed her this morning.”

      “If she’s in Vancouver she’ll be several hours adrift,” Ian said.

      “The city is on Canada’s west coast, so I think it’s several hours behind us,” Rachel said. “I got a response within an hour. The combined teams have confirmed the two people over there were murdered by a third party, so it wasn’t murder and suicide which is how it was staged.”

      She took a gulp of coffee before continuing. “Amy has told me there was DNA from a third party on one, or possibly both bodies.”

      “So the murderer was careless?” Eva suggested.

      “No,” Rachel said. “Carelessness is what the police over there are thinking, but Amy has another theory, with which both Jake and I agree.”

      “It’s a taunting tactic,” Jake said. “This is somebody who knows the Canadian authorities don’t have the DNA on record, but it’s something which would be checked.”

      “Okay,” Ian said. “If you guys agree with Amy’s theory, what’s the next step?”

      “We’ve already acted,” Jake said. “We’ve asked Amy to send a sample of the DNA to a friend of mine in New York in the good old US of A.”

      “Surely it will have the same result,” Eva said.

      “Not necessarily,” Jake said. “If the murderer has ever lived in the US, there are a dozen reasons their DNA might be recorded. As they say, it’s a long shot, but it’s being checked out now.”

      “Isn’t there a load of red tape to cut through when dealing with DNA?” Eva asked.

      “My friend Maria will get through any official obstacles,” Jake said. “She’s resourceful and determined.”

      “We’re left powerless until we get some sort of break,” Ian said. “We’re already sure we’re dealing with a multi-horned beast. The torture and murders might not be perfectly synchronised, but they’re not all down to one person.”

      “I agree,” Jake said. “We had a chat this morning over breakfast,” and he nodded toward Rachel. “We believe this could evolve into a nasty situation. Honing our skills would create an advantage.”

      “You mean more training?” Eva asked, and smiled.

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “Unless you two guys have any plans, we’d like to use this coming weekend. The investigation is all very well, but we have police conducting business on both sides of the Atlantic, and a biker gang putting out feelers over Glasgow.”

      “Training always sounds good to me,” Ian said.

      “I’m in,” Eva said and smiled. “I’ll be happy to improve my skills in any way.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      At 10 am, McGinley went to the front door dressed in a light jacket and outdoor shoes. The visitor wore a taxi driver's ID on his shirt.

      “A cab for a lady named Carol,” the man said. “I’m Barry.”

      “Aye, Barry. That’ll be for me,” McGinley said and stepped outside, locking the front door behind her.

      “I didn’t come into the driveway because the man who ordered the fare told me to park around the corner.”

      “Don’t worry,” McGinley said. “He knows what he’s doing.” She walked towards the street corner with the taxi driver and pretended not to notice the man in the parked car along the street from her driveway. McGinley grinned as she and the driver turned the corner to see two red cabs.

      The first cab pulled out fast, took the corner and drove past McGinley’s house on the way to Glasgow city centre. McGinley meanwhile, climbed into the back of the second cab. Barry got behind the wheel and started the engine. One minute later, a call came over the radio.

      “Hello Barry, this is Chris, a blue Ford pulled out, and is now following me.”

      “Thanks, Chris. You know what to do.” Barry turned to his passenger. “It looks like we’re ready to go, madam.”

      “Aye, on you go.” McGinley relaxed and smiled as they set off.

      “It looks like your stalker took the bait,” Barry said. “Personally, I’d contact the police.”

      “Aye, you’re right. It is a police matter, but they’ve got enough to do.” The passenger grinned.

      McGinley got out of the cab at the Hampden Park football stadium. The man had been paid, but his passenger gave him an excellent tip and said she remembered loyalty and people who could keep their mouths shut.

      “Understood,” the driver said, tapping his nose with the tip of a forefinger.

      As the cab pulled out and joined the traffic flow, a white BMW-7 Series pulled up, and McGinley climbed into the front passenger seat.

      “Good morning, Carol,” the driver said.

      “Good morning, Brian.” McGinley looked around the interior. “This is much nicer, although it might stand out.”

      “When you know it might be seen around an expensive property, the car must look the part, or it will contrast.” Simpson grinned as he pulled into the traffic. They headed north-west to join the M8 motorway signed for the Erskine Bridge to cross the River Clyde.
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        * * *

      

      The deception had worked perfectly. The surveillance officer had followed the wrong cab, while McGinley had been whisked away to meet up with Simpson, her new trusted employee.

      A few minutes after the two cabs and the police car left the quiet road where McGinley lived, an inconspicuous small red car pulled up twenty yards away from McGinley’s driveway. A young woman in a smart trouser suit got out, lifted her attaché case, and walked along to the unoccupied house. Her skeleton key opened the back door without force. The intruder went through the long hallway and lifted a decoder from her shoulder bag.

      She grinned as she held the calculator-sized machine close to the alarm. The item she carried was a quarter size of the device it decoded. The pre-set number appeared on the digital display, and the alarm cancelled before the timer would contact the security company.

      A pair of latex gloves ensured no fingerprints would be left behind accidentally, and Martina Crawford used a well-rehearsed approach to searching every room in the house. Time was on her side, but she worked steadily. Her camera recorded anything of interest on the exploration. When the laptop was discovered the intruder’s lips curled into a wicked smile.

      The password wasn’t much of a challenge, and fifteen minutes after finding the machine, every file on the two hard drives was copied. It was ironic to think the copious amount of information on the laptop took such a short time to record, but the handwritten information took longer to find and to photograph. Fortunately, Crawford knew what she needed and concentrated on bank details, rather than balances and payments.

      One hour after entry, Crawford reset the alarm and left the place as she’d found it. As long as Simpson followed his orders all would continue to run smoothly. It was almost worth it meeting him briefly now and then just to watch him drooling as he listened to his orders. The man saw himself as a partner—not a subordinate.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Tyndrum

      West Highlands

      Two hours after leaving Glasgow, the big air-conditioned Beamer pulled off into the car park of a roadside cafe. The big man explained to the gangster's widow it was better to use a cafe than a hotel—there was less chance of being remembered.

      “We’ll have a break here where there is no chance of CCTV capturing us together,” Simpson said as he cut the engine.

      “I could do with a snack, and it’ll make a change being able to relax, knowing there are no bloody prying eyes at the next table.” McGinley gave a rare smile. “Is it much farther, because I haven’t seen anything outstanding yet?”

      “You’ll have seen signs for Oban further along the A85, but we’re not going that far.”

      They enjoyed tea and sandwiches. Simpson had already given the woman a brief rundown on the location he’d ‘found’, but for good measure, he went over the layout again and answered questions.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing this place,” McGinley said. “The only downside you can see is the lack of signal for mobile phones?”

      “Well, the absence of a decent signal is the only thing if you don’t count a couple of hours for total security and peace of mind. If no mobile phones are used by anybody attending meetings it’s even better.”

      “If it means improved security, I’m sure nobody will complain.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Inverawe

      Refreshed after the break the pair headed west. They’d been on the road a short while when a road sign showed Taynuilt and Airds Bay at twenty-eight, and twenty-nine miles respectively. Oban was forty-six miles farther west.

      “Here is where we leave the main road.” Simpson swung onto a narrow gravel track. It led through a dense forest and at regular intervals passing places were carved into the edge of the tree line.

      “This is beginning to look promising,” McGinley said and turned to grant her man another brief smile.

      They arrived at a small cleared area which would allow a vehicle to manoeuvre for turning, but there was no picnic bench. McGinley got out and walked a few yards down a nearby track. He returned one minute later and drove slowly along the same path. It was mainly dirt, but gravel was spread in patches here and there which indicated it had been prepared for use by somebody.

      Fifteen minutes later, they exited the forest and arrived at a high grassy embankment. Simpson followed the side of the banking for fifty yards, before turning left to drive through a gap and out of sight of the track. He stopped at a double gate bearing a sign, Ministry of Defence - Keep Out. He got out of the car, unlocked the gates and drove through before returning to lock the gates from the inside.

      McGinley sat in silence as they drove forward and crested a small hill before stopping on the other side. The pair looked out over the picturesque view to their front.

      “Bloody hell, Brian,” McGinley gasped. For once, her tone leant more towards awe than a gangster’s widow displaying anger and frustration. “Is that the castle down there?”

      “Yeah,” Simpson said. “The ruins you see is Fort Etive. The vast expanse of water is Loch Etive.”

      The ruin appeared more like a sizeable fortified tower, and from their vantage point gave the impression of being out in the loch because the water almost encircled the foundations.

      “Is it built on an island?” McGinley said.

      “It looks like it, but there’s something you can’t see from here.” He drove on, and the track descended in a winding route through woodland, heather and gorse towards a large, old brick building, surrounded by a wire mesh fence and another gate. Beyond the building, a strip of land was visible, which was one hundred yards long, and barely the width of a car. The waters of the loch lapped lazily against the sides of the tiny gravelled isthmus.

      “The final strip of land looks a bit fucking precarious,” McGinley said. “Do we have to drive across?”

      In reply, Simpson turned and grinned before driving forward toward the gates outside the building. For those who might have misread the first sign, there was another warning this was MoD property. Visible on the front of the building was a sign which read, Danger - High Voltage. On signs to either side of the gates were the standard black and yellow lightning bolt symbols. The signs were old and weather-beaten, but distinct in their meaning.

      McGinley had been looking around, silently assessing the area since they’d left the main road. It wasn’t lost on her, as soon as they’d come through the first barrier back in the forest, they were out of sight of the public.

      Simpson got out of the car again, and this time opened the gate and went forward to open the two wooden doors of the building. He walked back to the car and got behind the wheel. He drove forward into the building and left the car to go out and close the gate and the doors.

      When Simpson returned and got behind the wheel, the only illumination was the car’s courtesy lights. He switched on the headlights, turned to smile at his passenger and then drove straight forward rapidly.

      “Fuck!” McGinley gasped as the large car descended on a dark ramp and travelled along a tunnel with no more than two feet clearance to either side, and three feet above the vehicle.

      “I meant to ask if you were claustrophobic before we came down here,” Simpson said and laughed. He drove on and took the car up to twenty miles per hour, which in the confines of the tunnel felt fast. Two minutes later the tunnel rose sharply, and the vehicle drove into what was a large, square-shaped room. Ancient grey and brown stone reflected the car lights.

      McGinley said, “What is this place?”

      “This would be the car park of your new headquarters if you like what you see.”

      “How many levels does the place have?”

      “There are four. The top floor is no more than a walled enclosure—no roof. Next down is what you would call the main floor and conference rooms. We are on the next floor down, which is on ground-level and sea-level, which is why I think of this as the car-park. Below this is a basement.”

      “Bloody hell, this is good, although it’s a bit cold.”

      “We can deal with the temperature if you like what you see,” Simpson said. He reached behind his seat and lifted a large flashlight from the floor.

      The pair got out of the car and Simpson shone the bright beam around the area as he explained.

      “In this space, you’d have enough room for eight vehicles. In the northeast and north-west corners, are stone staircases which take you to the next levels up or down.”

      “Is there anything in the rooms above?”

      “Yeah, most of the rooms have old, but sturdy furniture and there are a couple of smaller storage rooms. There is one room you could use as a conference room. It must have been a briefing room at some stage.”

      “What did you say was on the next level if you go up to the top?”

      “Your secret weapon,” he said. “The top level is a flat and slightly damaged stone floor, which is open to the elements. It has the remnants of the four walls, but there is no roof remaining on the castle.” He grinned. “There is access through a small room on the third floor. I’m sure there will be another way up—these places always have secret passages.”

      “So,” she said. “If anybody were to fly over in a helicopter it would look like there was nothing inside the place?”

      He nodded and smiled. “The floors are so thick you could have a party on one floor and not hear it on the other levels.”

      “Brian, this is fucking magical.” Carol dared to believe that Simpson wasn’t the simple brute he might first appear to be. “Well done.”

      “Thank you,” he said, happy to take the credit for having actually sourced this place. “Would you like to see the remainder?”

      “Yes, I think I would.”

      “We’ll start up top, and work our way down to the dungeons.”

      “Dungeons?” McGinley said. “Seriously?”

      “Well, they would have been dungeons in their first use, but they’ve been improved a little. Come on up, and we’ll take a look around the area.” Simpson headed for the stone staircase.

      He took McGinley to an old staircase which led up from the car park floor. They arrived in a short corridor. A maze of corridors existed in the old place, and there were many small rooms. At the end was the large conference room.

      He led the way through the trap-door next to the meeting room. A gap of several feet of darkness was next, before the second trapdoor which exited onto the open top floor. Simpson explained there were two separate hatches because of the thickness of the stone floor.

      For a few minutes, they stood on the partially sheltered upper level, taking in the glorious view.

      “I wonder why there’s still a flagpole,” McGinley said. “If there’s no roof, why would somebody not have ripped out the bloody flagpole?”

      “I think you’ll find it’s been left as a lightning rod,” Simpson ventured. He had no more idea than Carol why the thing was there, but his explanation was typical of his instant response to her questions. All queries were answered. “I thought I’d let you see the top floor so you’d be confident you’d have no unwelcome visitors.”

      “It’s a good view, and as long as we stay behind the remaining parts of the wall, I doubt if anybody would see us.” She looked around and back at the mainland. “There’s the hill we stopped on after coming through the first set of gates.”

      “If you look down close to the coastline you’ll see the old building we drove into.”

      McGinley performed a slow three-sixty-degree turn as Simpson outlined the surrounding area.

      He said, “To the right, about sixty per cent of the loch goes northeast. To the left, there is a narrow channel and the west portion of the loch. It’s not landlocked, which means it’s open to the sea.”

      “If there were some sort of emergency, could we get away from here on a boat?”

      “Yes, I’ve checked it out. Opposite the estuary, you are facing the Isle of Mull, and beyond it is the North Atlantic.”

      The pair went down through the trapdoors down into the corridors of the central accommodation on the floor below. They inspected a few small rooms, and the conference room, before going down to the car park and the dungeons in the basement.

      Simpson sensed McGinley’s delight on seeing the size and number of the modernised cells. The big man had suggested the rooms could be used to accommodate ‘friend or foe,' which caused a chuckle from the gangster's widow.

      McGinley said, “Depending on who we have as guests, we either strip out a room or leave it furnished down in the dungeons.”

      Simpson nodded and waited while McGinley took a second look around the chambers in the bowels of the ruin. They returned to the car and left.

      And so it was, that one puppet had bluffed sufficiently to show another around the ruin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. Ailsa Craig

          

        

      

    

    
      Being an ex-Royal Marine, Mike Longhurst wasn’t afraid of a fight, however dangerous. If the truth were known, the more dangerous, the better; he missed the action of his service life. Since meeting Phil and the original BTL line-up in July ’96, Mike had offered his services and his twenty-one-foot cruiser Per Mare, Per Terram.

      In July, Mike had been assisted by Sinbad on a mission. The ex-Marine and the Mental Rider became friends.

      Sinbad usually seized the opportunity to be involved in anything violent, or illegal. On this occasion, Sinbad escorted by Wyatt and Pedro, arrived at Mike’s workshop early in the morning. Following the incident with Snake, the bikers heeded the suggestion of going nowhere alone. In the case of the bikers, they didn’t ride together through fear, but because more of them could be involved if anything kicked off.

      Sinbad parked his bike inside Mike’s motorbike workshop and rode with Pedro to Mike’s private mooring on the Clyde. Wyatt and Pedro waited until the boat had set off before they hit the road back to the clubhouse on Byres Road.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Saturday 2nd October

      Dalmuir, near Clydebank

      Mike and Sinbad arrived at the small and partly concealed mooring.

      Jake and Rachel parked their bikes in a secure long-stay car park on the outskirts of Clydebank. Within minutes the two operatives were picked up by Ian and Eva in a black Range Rover. For the sake of registration, it was kept in Ian’s name, and parked at his rented house in Knightswood.

      When the team arrived at the mooring, they unloaded the equipment, weapons, ammunition and rations into Mike’s boat. Greetings between the full-time and part-time associates were kept to nodding and smiles so they could get underway with haste.

      The sun shone on the small craft as it went under the Erskine Bridge on the way to the Clyde Estuary. Sinbad dealt with the brews. Apart from Mike, Sinbad spent more time on the boat than any of the others.

      “Hey Jake,” Sinbad said when they were all on the deck. “How is it looking for information on this murdering bastard?”

      “We’re waiting for Intel reports from reliable sources mate,” Jake said. “Don’t worry—you guys will be kept in the loop.” He caught Rachel’s eye and raised his eyebrow. They knew to involve the bikers too early would be fatal, for all the wrong reasons.

      As Mike steered the channel between Dunoon and Gourock, the boat lifted in the larger swells. There was no idle chatter as each person watched the land passing on both sides. For twenty minutes the only noise on the boat was the engine.

      “What is this Ailsa Craig thing?” Sinbad asked, feeling the need for conversation.

      “It’s a small uninhabited island about ten miles off the coast,” Jake said. “The closest town on the mainland coast is Girvan, but they won’t hear what we’re up to.”

      “Will you be shooting out there?”

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “You won’t be left out. Mike has brought out a machine-gun to teach you how to shoot from a boat.”

      “Really?” Sinbad said, turning to Mike, and for the first time sounded excited.

      “Yes, mate—I think you’ll enjoy the idea.” The ex-Royal Marine grinned.

      The others pretended not to notice how animated the biker had become at the mention of shooting.

      Mike steered wide to sail around the island and approach from the south-west. “I’m going around the place first. It means we’ll be able to see if there’s anything else visiting, apart from seabirds. The lighthouse, compound and outbuildings are on the southeastern coast.”

      After circumnavigating the small island, the boat pulled up to the short pier, and within twenty minutes would be ready to leave again. Mike had promised Sinbad some instruction on how to handle the little cruiser in open water.

      Jake said. “We’ll get the gear unloaded and let you pull away from the pier, Mike.”

      “Okay mate,” Mike said. “Remember to keep in touch, because we’ll be using the west coast for target practice.”

      “We’ll see you guys later,” Rachel said. “I take it you intend to take the soft option and sleep on land overnight.”

      “We’ll come back if you promise to make us a nice meal.” Mike smiled.
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      .

      Ailsa Craig

      The team hauled their gear to the outbuildings and stashed everything in the most secure shed. There was a small accommodation block which was ideal for organising meals, and an overnight stay.

      A lunchtime meal and brew were fixed up before Jake set off to conduct a recce. He’d paid a visit once before when Mike had told him about the place, so it wasn’t new to him, but a look around was always recommended before commencing training.

      He’d be looking for areas to practise rock-climbing and abseiling. The ideal location for setting up a firing range for the boat crew was on the west coastline, so he’d be liaising with Mike before live-firing. High-velocity weapons would be used from the vessel. Both high-velocity and pistol practice would be done within the compound area.

      When Jake returned to the lighthouse complex, it was set up with standard four-foot targets at ten, twenty-five, and fifty yards. A pair of trestle tables was set up near the firing point, each with a Glock, Browning, Colt, and Walther. On a separate table were the two collapsible rifles preferred by Rachel since being under Annabel’s instruction.

      While they had the ideal weather conditions, Jake told the team to select a weapon apiece, and practise stripping, and assembly. He took part himself, believing all practice is good. When satisfied, Jake set up a target of one foot in height at a distance of one-hundred yards so Rachel could get in practice with her Simonov self-loading carbine and the Armalite AR7.

      “Don’t you need a much greater distance for this?” Eva asked.

      “No,” Rachel said. “At this distance with a target so small, it represents a target of average height, which is much further away.”

      “Why do you always say target instead of man?” Eva said and laughed.

      “The target might not be a man,” Rachel said, without humour. “Besides, as Annabel taught me in my early days with the team, I should never think of a target as a person.”

      “I’ll remember that,” Eva said.

      The others watched as Rachel zeroed both of her weapons with ten rounds apiece, and when content, put them aside for cleaning later. She joined the others in handgun practice.

      Rachel turned to Eva. “After the handguns, we’ll get you firing the rifles.”

      Eva bit her lip like an excited child.

      Jake coached each person individually on their handling and ability with each of the firearms. He proved his proficiency with a weapon as he demonstrated the most efficient techniques for firing with, or without any protective cover. All weapons were dry-cleaned and packed away. They’d be lightly oiled in the morning.

      For an hour the team got physical with self-defence skills training. Disarming an opponent with a knife or gun was a lesson worth getting right.

      “It pays to be efficient in tackling somebody who’s threatening you with a knife,” Jake said. “If you haven’t got a handgun or a knife, you need to use their weapon against them. Always remember, it’s you or the other guy—no mercy.”

      They cleaned up and enjoyed a snack.

      While there was sufficient natural light, the latter part of the evening was spent working with explosives, detonators and lengths of det-cord.

      “We’ll cover practical demonstrations tomorrow morning,” Jake said. “This island may be uninhabited by humans, but it’s a bird sanctuary, so we’ll have to be selective about what we blow up.”

      Mike waited until dusk before bringing his small cruiser around from the west side of the island. He moored the boat, and both he and Sinbad went ashore to spend the night on land to have an evening meal outdoors with the team.

      It gave them a chance to catch up with what the others had been doing. Mike took the opportunity to make detailed notes with Jake regarding the next day.
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      .

      Sunday 3rd October

      After breakfast, Mike and Sinbad set off in the Per Mare, Per Terram.

      “We’ll get a couple of miles west, out to sea,” Mike said. “My idea is to drop a few floats as targets, and I’ll be able to demonstrate how to shoot from a boat.”

      Sinbad liked Mike’s relaxed manner and his irreverent humour. The jokes and one-liners Mike used appealed to the biker.

      “Which sort of weapon, will we be using?” Sinbad asked as they skipped gently over the moderate waves.

      “It’s in the wooden case over there if you’d like to lift it out for a look.” Mike nodded to the large green box stacked against the inner starboard side of the boat.

      “Fucking hell,” Sinbad said as he lifted the large weapon from the case. “I vaguely remember training on one of these in my short naval career. What’s the name of it?”

      “It’s classed as a Light Machine Gun, or LMG,” Mike said. “The model is a BREN L4A5, which fires one-hundred and twenty rounds per minute. It has a chrome-lined barrel, and this model was at one time the issue for the Royal Navy.”

      “I have to say, it looks old but feels like a beast. By my calculation, two rounds per second from this thing would cause a lot of damage.”

      “You might think a little over one-hundred rounds per minute isn’t impressive these days, but they are 7.62mm which means they have serious stopping power. If you fire the weapon with any accuracy, you don’t need a lot of hits on target.”

      “Shit,” Sinbad said, inspecting one of the live rounds. “A few of these babies on target would be the end of the road.”

      “Here we are,” Mike said when satisfied. “We’re far enough from any land or other shipping. You can throw a few of those orange floats overboard, and we’ll use them as targets.”

      Sinbad dropped the floats into the water, and as they hit the surface, they bobbed around. He looked back at them as Mike steered the boat a distance away. The biker watched while the skipper flipped up two short, hollow pipes into a vertical position. The tubes were spaced four feet apart.

      “What are they used for usually?” Sinbad said. “I’ve never noticed them before.”

      “If anybody asks, they’re for helping to support deep sea fishing rods, but you’re about to see the proper use.” Mike lifted two metal poles and slotted them into the tubes. He turned and grinned at Sinbad.

      Mike fastened a heavy-duty canvas strap between hooks on the vertical poles before he hoisted the BREN to rest on top. The strap sagged with the weight of the weapon. In a smooth, practised movement, Mike folded the bipod back along the big gun, then he lifted a little, and pulled back, so the folded bipod legs gripped the strap. Mike held the butt hard against his right shoulder, and the heavy gun settled in position on the sagging belt. He turned to the biker.

      “If you’d like to pass me one of those big curved magazines, I’ll show you how this gun performs in a sling.” Mike flipped the top cover open. He accepted the magazine and clipped it into position. In a rapid movement, he forced the butt into his shoulder by holding the narrow section with his left hand. He used his right hand to pull back sharply on the cocking handle.

      “Cans on.” Mike lowered his headphone-style ear defenders.

      Sinbad dropped his cans over his ears and grinned as he watched a man who had obviously done this many times.

      “I’ll set the sights on three-hundred for now and see how it goes,” Mike called as he flipped up the sights, made a rapid adjustment and took aim. “I’ll aim for the float to the far left. I’ve loaded the first magazine with alternate tracer rounds, which means you’ll see them clearly.”

      Sinbad steadied himself and raised the binoculars he had draped around his neck.

      The boat lifted easily in the gentle swells as Mike positioned his feet to keep his balance, and take the pressure of the recoil. There were four deep thuds from the big machine gun when Mike squeezed the trigger.

      “Splashes appeared in front of the first float, and I saw the three tracers,” Sinbad shouted.

      “Close,” Mike called back. “You’ll have noticed you don’t need the binoculars to see the tracer rounds, but it’s good practice for you. Now I’ll try bursts of five, and we’ll see how the swell affects aiming.” Again, there were loud and rapid thuds from the weapon.

      “Two hits,” Sinbad cried. “Two fucking hits Mike.”

      “Take the binoculars off and get over here mate,” Mike said as he lifted his cans from his ears. “It’s time for you to fire a proper weapon.”

      Two minutes later, Sinbad balanced on the shifting boat, and not for the first time, recalled his short period of service with the Royal Navy. He pulled the machine gun tight into his shoulder. Mike stood close by and gave final instructions before lifting the binoculars to watch what happened out at sea.

      “Change lever to automatic, squeeze the trigger and count to two,” Mike shouted.

      Five thuds sounded from the gun, and the biker shook his head. “Fuck.”

      Mike grinned but didn’t laugh aloud. He reached out and touched Sinbad’s shoulder.

      “Okay, mate,” Mike shouted. “This time, squeeze and count ... one ... two.”

      Three rapid thuds sounded from the gun, and the session was properly underway. Sinbad received more detailed instruction and used an entire thirty-round magazine before hitting one of the floats. Mike didn’t believe it was the one being aimed for.

      When Sinbad was told he’d hit a target, he reacted as if he’d won a gold medal at the Olympics, but then calmed down and tried to act casual. He turned away to rub his bruised shoulder, but he wouldn’t be able to hide the pain. The next time he fired the gun the new pressure would hurt like hell.

      “Okay, Sinbad, well done,” Mike said. “We’ll pick up the floats, head closer to the west coast of the island and fix up a brew before the next session.”

      “Are we firing at the island?”

      “Yeah, and I’ve no doubt you’ll hit it.” Mike laughed. “Seriously, Jake will have set up a couple of targets for us, complete with a flag for wind direction.” He paused. “Don’t worry—the team will be on the other side until lunchtime.”

      “Don’t we put one of them bandolier things on the gun?”

      “You’re thinking of the Jimpy as we used to call it—the General Purpose Machine Gun,” Mike said. “I prefer this baby because I used one for so long. I’m sentimental about some things.” He laughed again. “It’s easier to use this weapon alone if required.”

      “Do you need two guys for the Jimpy?”

      “To be practical you do, unless you’re making a Hollywood movie.”

      Sinbad caught on immediately and burst into laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Jake had set off early and fixed up targets and a bright yellow flag on the west coast, as required by the guys on the boat. He returned to base camp and enjoyed breakfast with the others.

      “There will be no safety ropes today,” Jake said. “We’ll wear helmets and gloves, so the worst I expect anybody to experience is bruising or a fracture.”

      “Bloody charming.” Eva finished her second big mug of hot tea.

      The others laughed. In previous lessons, Eva had been less than enthusiastic about the abseiling aspect, although she climbed well enough.

      “What goes up must come down,” Rachel had said, remembering her first time.

      It took an hour to reach the rock face Jake had chosen for the training session. Jake climbed first and secured the rope they’d be using for the abseiling. The climb was two hundred feet and required average ability, which was sufficient.

      By the time she’d successfully climbed and abseiled down three times, Eva admitted she was enjoying herself. It was a productive, confidence-building session.

      In mid-afternoon, Ian and Rachel organised a meal, and right on time the blue and white cruiser pulled in and was tied off.

      Sinbad happily answered questions from the others about how his shooting experience had gone. Jake had primed the others, knowing Sinbad would need a bit more support. The death of Snake was still a fresh wound to the BTL team, but more to the members of the Mental Riders.

      Ian went around with Jake to collect the remnants of the targets set out for Mike and Sinbad. The targets were numbered to allow identification for Mike to verify the accuracy from the firing at sea. By early evening all equipment and weapons were packed and ready for loading onto Mike’s boat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. Keeping Track
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      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      McGinley sat in her conservatory on Sunday evening, sipping whiskey and looking at the plans and drawings she’d been given by Simpson. While on-site at the castle ruin on Friday, McGinley asked numerous questions, and Simpson was equal to the challenge.

      The woman sat now looking at her pictures and the layout of the floors. Yes, she liked it a lot. It took a couple of hours to drive there but was out of reach for the coppers who seemed to have a knack for turning up everywhere.

      McGinley loved the idea of the secret tunnel from the mainland, or at least she enjoyed it once she’d gotten over the first time of being whizzed through it in the BMW.

      Simpson had told her to think about it over the weekend, and if she wanted to go ahead, he’d deal with the leasing of the property and the grounds which appeared to be listed as Ministry of Defence property.

      McGinley envisaged a meeting of the gang leaders she’d listed. Yes, they’d be impressed. She had another drink and before going to bed decided she’d email Simpson the next morning. He could get the ball rolling and secure the location.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Monday 4th October

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “I’ll finish updating the board if you guys would like to organise the brews.”

      “Will Jake be joining us?” Eva crossed the room.

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “He’ll be with us shortly. He had an urgent meeting with Sam Griffiths.”

      Five minutes later, Ian and Eva were sipping coffee and watching Rachel drawing solid, or dotted lines to connect characters on the battle-board; depending on whether the link was definite or suspected. When the board was completed, Rachel sat at the conference table and nodded her thanks before she sipped her coffee. She finished her notes and looked up.

      “I apologise for the silence guys, but I promise it will be worthwhile when Jake gets in, and we match up all the new information. Most of it will make sense.” She sipped her coffee again. “Did you enjoy the weekend away?”

      Eva nodded. “I’ll admit, the weapon training was good, but the unarmed combat and climbing without a safety rope left me with a few bruises.”

      “But, in a good way?” Rachel suggested, grinning.

      “Yes, in a good way. I’m more confident, and looking forward to the next sessions.”

      Ian said, “I loved every aspect of the training, but like Eva, I think I enjoyed the weapon training the most.”

      Rachel nodded. “It still makes me laugh when I watch some of the antics of the heroes in movies. You don’t appreciate how much there is involved in real weapon handling until you’ve been shown correctly.”

      “I was jealous of Sinbad,” Ian said. “Using the machine gun from a boat sounded like a crazy thing to do, but I’d love to try it sometime.”

      “I mentioned it to Jake,” Rachel said. “Next time we go out there we’ll all have a machine-gun session with Mike on the boat.”

      Eva said, “I asked Mike about the idea of the sling, and he said it can be used on land too. He said in some circumstances the infantry have been known to fire at low-flying enemy aircraft.”

      “Wow,” Ian said. “Did he say if it was effective?”

      “Apparently it’s not imperative to bring the plane down, but unless the pilot is using ‘fire and forget’ missiles, it ruins his concentration to have a stream of bullets incoming.”

      Ian laughed. “I imagine it would, but how would the pilot know?”

      “The guys who are shooting have their ammunition loaded with a tracer every fifth round. The tracer is illuminated, and they look like a stream of hot metal on the way to the target.”

      “Now, that would definitely put me off,” Ian said.

      “Mike had every other round loaded as a tracer so Sinbad could see where his shots were going.”

      Ian and Rachel both nodded and smiled.

      There was a click, and the interior door opened. Jake entered wearing his leathers and carrying his helmet. “Good morning guys. I’ll be two minutes.” He turned and pushed the door to the inner corridor.

      “I’ll fix you a coffee,” Ian said and followed Jake into the Admin area.
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        * * *

      

      “Here we go,” Rachel said when the team was assembled around the table. “We’ve got information on the murders on both sides of the Atlantic.” She paused. “We are now in possession of a few pieces of information which are not going to be made public yet.”

      “How good are our sources?” Eva asked.

      “The best,” Rachel said. “Our intel on the murders in Vancouver has come from Amy, and from Jake’s contact in the NYPD.”

      Jake said, “Maria has assured me she’s kept the details from prying eyes because she knows it’s important for us to get a break on the sequence of events.”

      Rachel continued. “We now know the two people in the apartment were killed by the same weapon; the gun which belonged to the male visitor. The dead woman was Stephanie Henderson as we were told, and the man was Andy Hicks, who worked for the McGinley gang. Hicks was a big guy, which suggests he was held at gunpoint by the killer, and after he surrendered his weapon it was used on him first.”

      “Excuse me,” Eva said. “How can Amy be sure that this guy Hicks was killed first?”

      “Stephanie Henderson was shot with the same weapon as Hicks, which means she was alive when he arrived at her apartment. There is a strong possibility the killer was in the apartment when Henderson came home.” Rachel glanced at her notes. “A disturbing aspect of Henderson’s condition was evidence of her being tortured before being shot.”

      Ian said, “Torture seems to be playing a big part in the recent murders.”

      “Importantly,” Rachel said, “we have more than one person conducting the treatment.”

      “How do we know?” Ian asked, squinting.

      “The forensic team in Vancouver has ascertained the person who tortured Henderson with a blade, was left-handed. We know from local sources, the person who killed Snake was also left-handed.”

      Ian said, “What about the guy you and Eva delivered across the river, and the dead prison officer found in the city?”

      “Both showed signs of torture, but by a right-handed assailant with a blunt instrument and a blade,” Rachel said.

      The others listened intently as facts were related. Jake was aware of most of the information but was keen for Rachel to deal with this aspect of the briefing.

      “In all probability,” Rachel said, “Mr Hicks was on a mission to interrogate or kill the Henderson woman, which meant she was on borrowed time. The RCMP in Canada is aware there was a third party involved, but so far we don’t believe they have as much evidence as we do.” She smiled and flicked the remote control for the projector.

      Two strands of hair were displayed on the large white screen.

      “On the left,” Rachel said, “is a strand of blonde hair. It is neither Stephanie Henderson’s, nor the killer’s, and before you ask, it didn’t belong to Hicks—he was bald. The hair is synthetic and comes from a wig.”

      Ian and Eva both nodded.

      Rachel said, “The hair on the right, is dark brown, human, and belongs to a woman. We also know she has been known to have used peroxide in the recent past. Our killer was a Caucasian woman who is naturally dark-haired, but probably goes blonde as a disguise.”

      There was silence in the room as the team all stared at the picture of the two strands of hair which said so much.

      “We are confident the killer is left-handed,” Rachel said. “Latex gloves were worn, but in places where a trace was taken on furniture or fittings, it was right-handed—which suggests she had something in her other hand most of the time.”

      “How could such a theory be supported?” Eva asked.

      “It was Eddie Malone, who came up with the explanation,” Jake said. “Eddie went over there to work with Amy. He was keen to walk through with the forensic team, and he noted the final act, which he believes confirms the killer left-hand preference.” Jake sipped his coffee before he continued.

      “There was a flat, right hand used against the door surface on the outside, which indicates the left hand turned the door handle. Using both hands ensured the door made no noise when it was closed from the outside.”

      Eva said. “What makes Amy believe the hair was left accidentally if so many other precautions were taken by the killer?”

      Rachel said, “Natural hair will fall out of its own accord, but hair from a hairpiece will usually only come loose with some persuasion.”

      Eva nodded.

      “As you all know, I’ve come from a short meeting with Sam Griffiths,” Jake said. “Strands of hair were found near Snake’s motorbike, but they didn’t belong to him. The DNA is the same as the human hair found by the team in Vancouver. Snake’s killer may have been wearing a safety helmet and removed it for a while.”

      Ian said, “Our mysterious killer is a left-handed woman, who changes her hair colour, and rides a motorbike. Surely a trace of the DNA will show up in national records on one or other side of the Atlantic?”

      “Not necessarily,” Jake said. “There are several reasons for DNA to exist as a matter of public record, but unless our culprit is a convicted person, or fits one of a few other profiles, there is no reason for anyone to have her blood.”

      “She must be using more than one identity,” Eva said. “Even if we started checking out blood samples we would need to know where she’s been as a resident.”

      “We are aware we’re dealing with a professional,” Ian said. “Having murdered in two continents in such a short period, we must consider flights across the world. She wouldn’t have flown directly to any of her destinations which means tracing her movements would be a lengthy task.”

      Rachel nodded. “Until we have a name or accurate description we’ll create our killer’s profile on the main notice board piece by piece.” She stood and drew a line down the centre of the board. On the left side, she wrote ‘Assassin,' and listed all the facts known so far.

      Jake said, “It’s a small consolation, but my contact across the pond will continue to call in favours on our behalf.”

      Eva stopped scribbling on her pad. “We also can’t confirm if this killer is an independent or working within an organisation.”

      Jake said, “You’ve highlighted one of the most worrying aspects of this case. If it were gang-related, we’d have more chance of discovering something useful.”
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      .

      Glasgow Green

      Simpson parked the BMW in a car park on Charlotte Street. He strolled toward the north entrance of the grand expanse of parkland. The text message had been brief and suggested the time of the meeting, the venue, and direction of entry. He’d already deduced his partner in crime was cunning but felt such an admiration for her audacity it softened his usual attitude.

      “Take a seat,” a woman’s voice said.

      Simpson had walked past the bench and turned towards the person who’d spoken to him. An attractive redhead occupied the seat. She was sipping coffee from a thermos cup and eating a sandwich. At her side were a folded newspaper and a plastic container containing an apple.

      “I know we’ve only met twice before,” Simpson said, “but I’d never have recognised you.”

      “Thank you—I’ll take that as a compliment.” Crawford sipped her drink and looked around the area. “How is it going with the widow?”

      “We’ve been to the location, and I think she’s impressed, but I’m waiting for confirmation to go ahead and secure the lease.”

      “You sound as if you’ve got something on your mind, Brian.”

      “I’ve got two questions, although you’ve probably got things covered. How certain are we that we’ll get the place if McGinley goes for it, and how soon do we go to the next stage?”

      “You let me worry about the planning, and the lease is secured and waiting. Your primary task is to ensure she goes along with the ideas.” She sipped her coffee. “Strings will be pulled, and the place will have her name listed within a week.”

      “There will be no connection to either of us?”

      “No—keep it that way when you discuss it with her.”

      “Okay. What’s your plan regarding the vigilantes, and the bikers?”

      “If possible, I want to deal with the leader in both teams personally. I’ll leave you and Mrs McGinley to deal with the others as you wish. Of course, I’m hoping none of them survives your personal touch.” She paused. “If everything works out well, you should have enough firepower in use to deal with all of them.”

      “What about my retainer?”

      “If you’d like to borrow my newspaper for a minute, you’ll find a package in there containing £10,000 in cash. You’ll have to flash a lot of money around for the next phase, which I’d like you to begin as soon as we have the castle deal sorted.”

      “Maybe we could get together for a celebration drink when it’s all over?”

      “We might do that, Brian.” The sweet expression gave more credence to the words than they deserved. “Maybe when it’s all over we’ll share more than a drink.”

      A smartly dressed man carrying a briefcase strode past on his way through the park. As he passed the pair on the bench, he glanced at them but continued on his way.

      The woman’s smile faded for a moment, and her right eyebrow rose as she watched the businessman stride along the concrete path toward Nelson’s monument a few hundred yards away.

      Crawford finished her coffee and screwed the gleaming cup onto the thermos. “I know you’ll be eager to get on,” she said. “I deposited £50,000 in your account this morning, and with each successive stage you’ll gain £20,000.”

      Simpson tapped the laptop bag which hung over his shoulder. “I’ll go and find somewhere to check my messages.”

      “I’ll be in touch,” Crawford said. “I think we’re evolving as a good team.”

      Simpson watched as she packed away her office-worker lunch-box, stood and sauntered along the path in an easterly direction; towards the Nelson monument. More than ever, he was looking forward to celebrating the end of this whole operation.
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        * * *

      

      The Crawford woman appeared to be in no hurry, but then neither was he. Simpson was intrigued to know where she might be going next. For five minutes the beautiful figure continued along the path. Simpson stood and took a route to the northern part of the park. When satisfied he wouldn’t be seen, he turned to walk parallel to the woman.

      At a distance of two-hundred yards, Simpson paused beside a large tree and observed. Crawford had stopped again and sat on a bench. Simpson moved to a seat which afforded him a partial view of his associate but kept him out of sight.

      A dark-haired man in a suit, carrying a briefcase approached the bench where Crawford was sitting. Simpson opened his laptop and went to the document where he’d been noting his thoughts on the present peculiar arrangements. He looked up and focused on the man in the suit. It was the guy who’d walked past earlier and turned to look at him and Crawford.

      “Now then,” Simpson said aloud. “Who the fuck are you, mate?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. Keeping Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Wednesday 6th October

      Rachel strolled into the food market on Byres Road and lifted a basket. She walked along to the bread and morning goods section and chose a variety of items. Rachel appeared to check the ingredients of each product before replacing it.

      While she was reading the labels a heavily built man in a leather jacket and jeans strode up the aisle and stood beside her. He lifted a selection of wrapped bread and checked the date labels.

      Rachel whispered, “The person to be aware of is a woman. She’s probably attractive which will make it easy for her to get close to men. We have a feeling she’s between twenty-five to thirty-five years old.”

      “Thanks,” Max said. “I can appreciate it’s quite a wide age range, but maybe it will help the guys to be a bit more careful on their sexual adventures for a while.”

      “A couple of other things,” Rachel said. “We’re confident she’s left-handed, and she also changes names and appearance at the drop of a hat—until we have a picture, tell the gang to trust no-one, and please stress the attractive woman angle.”

      “Thanks,” Max said. “Do we know who she’s working for?”

      “At the moment it’s not clear if she’s with somebody else or she’s a loner, but as soon as we know—you’ll know.”

      Max nodded. “I can’t think of a woman who’d have a reason for a personal vendetta against us. He placed his most recent choice of bread on the shelf and left.

      Rachel stayed in the store for a few more minutes, bought a couple of items and she too left. The information had been passed, but she was left with a nagging question. The idle comment Max had made before he went etched itself into Rachel’s memory.

      A vendetta? Both Jake and Rachel had considered and almost dismissed the idea.
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      .

      Friday 8th October

      Inverawe

      Two plain white vans approached and turned off the main road onto the forest track. Both vans were towing trailers with generators mounted. The drivers stopped when waved down by Simpson.

      His rental car had been the recognition point for the van drivers. The white Beamer was parked a few yards in from the main road, but easy to see on the final approach. Simpson approached the driver of the first van.

      “Carol told us to give you this,” the driver said and handed over an envelope which had C. McGinley signed across the seal—exactly as Simpson had suggested she should.

      Simpson tore open the envelope and read the single sheet before looking at the driver and passenger. “Names, and trades?”

      “I’m Carl, and this is Paul, and we’re both chippies—that is; carpenters.”

      “I know what a fucking chippy is—don’t get smart.” Having seen the carpenters, Simpson shook his head as he went to the other van. He didn’t need smartarses. He checked on the other two men to find that one was an electrician and the other, a plumber.

      “What’s the deal?” Carl asked, leaning from his window.

      Simpson said, “Follow me on, and take your time—we’ll be stopping more than once to go through gates, and the tunnel will be tight for the vans. I’ll come back to lock up before we go any further.”
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      .

      Fort Etive

      When Simpson had the team of tradesmen in the car park in the ruin, he lifted out his large flashlight and stood it on the floor pointing upwards. The light reflected around the stone walls. Simpson made his briefing simple.

      “In a nutshell, we need basic lighting fitted throughout—nothing fancy. We also want to have heating arranged in each room.”

      Marty, one of the electricians, said, “We didn’t bring miles of fucking cable.”

      “You don’t need miles of fucking cable,” Simpson said. “The big room in which we’re standing will be used as a car parking area, which means it only needs basic lights and nothing else.” He nodded at them. “This ruin was owned by the MoD, and apart from this level, it has a network of rooms and a conference room up above, complete with furniture. There will be sufficient cable for most of the electrical fittings. On the floor below us, it has cells which have been converted into living quarters.”

      “If it’s all fitted out, what do we have to do?” Carl said.

      “I’m here with you from now until Monday morning. Your jobs will be to check the generator system downstairs is working, and get all the existing electrics up and running, so we’ve got light, which includes lighting through the tunnel. We also need heating and a brew kit so we can have a fucking hot meal and the occasional cup of coffee.”

      Paul said, “Why do you need carpenters?”

      “You guys check out and repair anything necessary in your line of work. For example, there are a couple of doors which need attention, and we don’t want to have a conference upstairs and have the fucking table and chairs collapsing.”

      Paul laughed, but it was cut short when the big man turned to look at him.

      Simpson said, “I’ll be here with you boys all weekend, so if you need anything, I’ll go out with one of you to fetch what’s required—and the others stay here. Understood?”

      Grumbles and reluctant nodding were the only responses.

      “One other thing,” Simpson said. “Just in case Mrs McGinley didn’t mention it—if anybody talks about this place after the job is done, I’ll find you, and fucking kill you.”

      There were no more questions.
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      Monday 11th October

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      McGinley sat in her favourite spot, in the conservatory looking at the pictures on her laptop which Simpson had taken and downloaded for her. “I’m impressed, Brian.”

      “It’s still a bit rough,” he said. “If we have the first meeting set up and you like what you see, we can get your guys back out there, and we’ll improve it further.”

      “We might do that,” she said and flicked through the screenshots again.”

      “You were saying something earlier about checking out your suspicions.”

      “Aye,” McGinley said. “I’ve got a couple of people on the payroll I’d like to shake up a bit, you know, to see what falls out.”

      “Apart from their teeth?”

      “Aye, it might come to that, Brian. It might well come to that, but we’ll see.”

      “Who is it that you have in mind for a wee chat?”

      “You’ll remember I said about Renton—he was a member of the team who came to you when you had Grant in the mountains?”

      “Yeah, if I remember rightly, I didn’t like Renton. There’s something about him. Who is the other one?”

      “His name is Freddie. He’s an ex-soldier, who worked for Mickey a couple of times, but Freddie’s not been back with us very long. I heard a little rumour he was involved in an ambush that went to shit a while back.”

      “Even if it went to shit, how did he survive?”

      “You’ve spotted the problem already, Brian. I’m not an expert in tactics, but as far as I know, no victims should survive an ambush—and if the people who spring the trap fuck it up, then surely they should all be killed.”

      “I’m inclined to agree, which makes our man Freddie a bit of an anomaly.” Simpson slurped his tea. “How did you find out this guy Freddie was involved in an ambush?”

      “I overheard the name and the situation being mentioned by Renton in one of our clubs. He’d had a couple of beers and was probably trying to impress somebody.”

      “I couldn’t imagine a story like that from young Renton having much credibility.”

      “I’d agree, and it got me thinking—I wondered how many ex-soldiers called Freddie were working for me. I also considered if Renton knew so much about the ambush, perhaps he should be interviewed?”

      “We have a lot of coincidences occurring there, Carol. Have you taken any precautions regarding those two?”

      “Since I heard about the ambush story I’ve made sure both of them are kept apart, but always working with somebody else. I’m dealing with the situation the way you suggested, to make sure they don’t do a runner?”

      “Continue as you’ve done so far, but let me have time to think of a plan.”

      “Have you worked out an approach to deal with the gang leaders I told you about?”

      “I’ve got a couple of issues to resolve, but I’ll be starting my visits this week. I’ll keep you up to speed on progress, but I don’t foresee any problems with attendance.”

      “On the subject of resolving issues, have you located our missing person?”

      “If you mean Mrs Fitzpatrick, I have,” Simpson said. “I’ll have to fit in a few minutes outside the usual visiting hours.”

      “Where have they got her now?”

      “She was in one of the leading city hospitals until recently, and for some reason, it was decided to move her.” He grinned. “She’s now in a private clinic outside Cumbernauld.”

      “Do you know her condition?”

      “Yes, unfortunately, she’s started talking again, and she’s scheduled for visits by a therapist next week. I’ll make sure she doesn’t have much to say.”

      “Thank you, Brian. I appreciate your efficiency.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Scotstoun

      Glasgow

      Apart from being members of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club, Toolkit and Wyatt had worked together for over two years to build up the business of their small back-street repair shop. The establishment wasn’t large, and the opening hours were sketchy, but basically, if either of the guys was around—the place was open.

      Wheel Fix It was the first stop for any of the gang if repairs were beyond a quick fix at the roadside. Occasionally gang members called in and if capable, used the broad range of tools and equipment. Regular bikers dropped by for a repair, on the understanding that official receipts probably wouldn’t be forthcoming. The proprietors had an understanding book-keeper. He ensured all money going into the venture was reinvested—with the enterprise.

      At 2 pm a black Triumph 500cc rumbled in through the large, sliding wooden door at the entrance. The rider dismounted and removed his helmet.

      “Hey, Numbers,” Toolkit called. “How is it going?”

      “Good, mate,” Numbers said, and the two men clasped their right hands together in a fraternal greeting. “Where’s Wyatt?”

      “He nipped out to help with a chain problem on a back road near the airport.”

      “I didn’t know you guys had started a recovery service.” Numbers laughed while he removed his jacket.

      “We get the occasional call from riders who know our number, but this was a female who recognised the problem, but didn’t have the tools to sort it.”

      “Have you got much work on at the moment?”

      “We’ve got two bikes to finish off this afternoon, and we’ll close for the day.”

      “Will I have about an hour to go through your paperwork?”

      “Aye mate, I’ll leave you to it.”

      Numbers left his bike parked at the back of the workshop and went through to the small room used as an office and staff canteen.

      A few minutes after the brief conversation, a black van pulled up outside the entrance. Something was thrown in through the large doorway, and the van’s tyres screeched as it pulled away.

      “What the f—” Toolkit watched the red and black item roll across the floor and thought some joker had thrown a ball into the workshop. When the object stopped moving, Toolkit’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. Visible on the sides of the mainly red helmet, a pair of silver six-guns were emblazoned.
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      Tuesday 12th October

      Glasgow

      DI Amy Hughes placed the two lattes on the table and looked around at the nearby customers as she took a seat.

      “Thanks,” Rachel said. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “You too,” Amy said. “How are things going with you and Jake living under one roof?”

      “Pretty good, and I never imagined myself saying so about any guy.” She lifted her coffee. “It must be strange for you and Eddie too, cohabiting and working together at HQ.”

      “It is, and you have no idea the amount of grief we both have to take from colleagues—especially after tasks like our recent trip to Canada.”

      “Have you come up with any theories on the Vancouver victims?”

      “Yes, and obviously being with Eddie, we’ve had some lengthy discussions. We’ve come to the conclusion Henderson has to be a vendetta victim, but we’re thrown by the killing of Hicks.” She paused to sip her drink. “The best we can come up with so far is, wrong place—wrong time.”

      “I thought it was quite a coincidence for a Glasgow gang member to be visiting the widowed wife of a former gang member—when she had disappeared under a new name.”

      “Eddie had an interesting theory regarding Hicks,” Amy said. “He wondered if the bald guy was sent to locate Henderson and question her, rather than kill her.”

      “If he was going to talk to her why did he have a gun?”

      “It’s second nature for gang members. If they travel to a place like America, they buy a black-market gun on arrival.”

      “Jake suggested you guys would typically look to family members as the primary suspects in the case of somebody like Stephanie Henderson, but that could be ruled out since her nutcase of an ex-husband was already dead.”

      “Yes, Peter Henderson is dead, and his sister Nadia has been missing since she was about eighteen. Our records show she travelled to the US in 1992, but there are no traces of her. She may have moved on again. Their father, Lenny is doing time in Barlinnie.”

      Rachel said, “The news earlier today about Wyatt has put a different angle on things. To happen to two bikers from the same gang sounds a bit strange, but we might have an avenue to check out.”

      “What have you got?” Amy said. “I know the police force isn’t on the bikers’ Christmas card list, so they wouldn’t expect us to do much investigating. The truth is, we treat their suspicious deaths as seriously as any other.”

      Rachel said, “I got a call from Max this morning. He was understandably raging and upset at the discovery of Wyatt’s body yesterday, but he gave me a snippet of information.”

      The two women leant closer, which to an outsider gave the impression they were sharing a secret, but few could guess the substance of their conversation.

      Rachel said, “After Snake’s murder I met up with Max and told him about our suspicions of a woman being involved in the Vancouver murders. It must have preyed on Max’s mind. Today he said, a day or two before his death, Snake had been upbeat about meeting a woman who had recently returned.”

      “Recently returned from where?” Amy said.

      “He couldn’t say,” Rachel said. “Max thinks it was a woman Snake had been keen on and she either left the area—”

      “Or the country ....” Amy said, nodding.

      “Or the country.”

      “We need something solid, but what Max told you has given me an idea. When I get back to the station, I’ll chase it up.”

      “Jake is waiting for word from his friend Maria in the NYPD. Apparently, she’s reducing some massive list using their filtering programme, and then she’ll forward names for us to follow up.”

      “Will she send it to us at Pitt Street so we can investigate officially?”

      “Yes, Jake has already asked her to keep you and Eddie in the loop.”

      “Do you know this contact’s name, so I’ll recognise the message?”

      “Yes, there will be no mistaking it. The woman is Detective Investigator Maria Delano, and she works for the NYPD.”

      “Thank Jake for us,” Amy said. She looked around before reaching a hand out to touch Rachel’s arm. “I know in my line of work, it’s unprofessional, but on behalf of the two girls he killed, thank you for dealing with the scumbag, Garside. There was a lot of subdued celebration in Pitt Street when his body was found. We knew it was you who picked him up from the court, and don’t worry—we have a fair idea who tortured and killed him.”

      Rachel nodded. “He was a twisted bastard, Amy, and he would have continued.”

      “I needn’t tell you, the forensics boys didn’t dig too deep if you’ll pardon the expression.”

      “We’re working on a two-way street.” Rachel gave her friend a weak smile.

      The police detective finished her latte and left the coffee shop, followed a few minutes later by the young vigilante.
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      Wednesday 13th October

      Maryhill

      Glasgow

      Brian Simpson stood at the bar of The Turk’s Head as he watched and listened to the locals. He pulled out his small notebook and scribbled a few more words and another name. After his chat with McGinley in her conservatory on Monday, Simpson had parked his rented car and moved around the city by taxi.

      For three days he’d visited clubs and bars in a variety of districts, occasionally making idle conversation, but mainly observing and noting small details. It never ceased to amaze him how careless people were in conversation, especially after a few drinks. Unless the words were never shared, there was no such thing as a fucking secret.

      Simpson had no reason to spend time on the south side of the city because most of it was already under the command of McGinley and her lieutenants. No—Simpson’s mission involved visits to establishments and a handful of residences on the north side of the river. At one time it had all come under the auspices of the Godfather, William Hartley, but since the man’s death, the territories had reverted to criminals who were further down the food chain.

      As Simpson’s third evening of casual drinking and information gathering came to an end, he felt satisfied with his efforts. He’d continue his investigative efforts until Saturday night when he could confirm a few points. Simpson hailed a taxi to head back to his apartment for a shower and rest.

      He had to prepare mentally for the coming week, which would start with an early appointment on Monday.
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      .

      Friday 15th October

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “We’ve got more info guys,” Jake said, as Ian and Eva took their seats and placed their coffees on the table.

      “Where is it from?” Ian asked.

      “It’s from Maria, my contact in the NYPD. You can enjoy your coffee for a couple of minutes while Rachel gets our attachment printed.”

      “I shouldn’t be long,” Rachel called over her shoulder.

      Jake said, “We’ve been here for a couple of hours already, and Rachel knows as much as I do about the first message. While we wait for the printout, I can update you two. A friend of Maria’s who works with the FBI has located a DNA match.”

      Ian grinned, and Eva shook her head slowly. Both remained silent.

      “A young woman was involved in a road traffic accident in Texas two years ago,” Jake said. “The casualty was unconscious and taken to an emergency room. As a matter of course, a blood sample was taken.”

      Ian lifted his coffee, but his gaze never left Jake.

      “The woman regained consciousness and left the emergency facility without a word to anybody. As you can imagine, her case became suspicious and the local police were informed. The casualty’s US Driver’s Licence was found in the emergency room beside the bed. The license was a fake.”

      “Result,” Ian said and smiled.

      “Were the medics able to give a description,” Eva said.

      “They did,” Jake said. “The casualty was attractive, in her mid-twenties and according to a guy who bumped into her in a corridor—she was English.”

      “Which means she could be English, Scottish, Welsh or Irish?” Ian said.

      “My money is on Scottish,” Jake said. “Due to her sudden urge to disappear, the case was passed to the FBI, who listed her as an illegal alien.” He nodded towards Rachel at a side table, where she continued to print the attachments from an email. “Right now, Rachel is printing out a list of women who’ve arrived in the USA from the UK in the last five years, only to disappear.”

      “Do we know how many names we have to check out?” Eva asked.

      “Five-hundred,” Jake said.

      “Five-hundred?” Ian repeated, to which Jake nodded and grinned.
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        * * *

      

      “Here we are,” Rachel said, carrying a handful of printed pages when she joined the others at the table. “I’ve published a full set for each of us, which is why it took a while.” She separated her bundle into four smaller piles and handed them out around her colleagues.

      Jake said, “We all have the complete list?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “If we all have the full list and we go through as individuals we’ll spot any name from our known catalogue.”

      “Okay guys,” Jake said. “Eyes down, and don’t say anything unless it’s a possibility.”

      The room was silent except for the noise of coffee cups being placed on the table after a drink.

      “Yes,” Eva said after three minutes.

      The other three placed a finger to keep place on their respective lists and looked up.

      “The fourth page,” Eva said. “Halfway down—Nadia Henderson arrived in the USA from the UK in 1998.”

      “Well spotted Eva,” Jake said. “Okay guys, highlight the name and continue to the end.”

      Ten minutes later it was agreed Nadia Henderson was the only name of any significance and in all probability the prime suspect.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel emailed the FBI directly, using the codeword given by Maria. In her message, Rachel requested a photo and description of Nadia Henderson. She confirmed the woman to be the suspect in two murders in Vancouver, Canada, and more recently, two more in Glasgow, Scotland.

      Rachel said, “Would you like me to inform the FBI, Jake? I know they’ll be interested now.”

      “How about asking Maria to contact them?” Eva said. “It would initiate another useful contact for her, and give a little payback from us.”

      “I like it—I’ll do it that way, Eva.”

      Jake said, “We’ll contact other people over here when we have a photo and description because a name by itself will be useless to them.” He nodded towards Ian and Eva. “I’d like you guys, to start now and chase up anywhere which might have reason to have Henderson’s name or description on file. We might manage to get more than one photo.”

      Ian and Eva both gave a thumbs-up, and while giving their laptops two minutes to boot, began working together to brainstorm establishments which could have a person’s details or photo on file.

      Images were sourced from the Passport Office, Driver and Vehicle Licensing Office, two schools, and the Army Cadet Force.

      An hour after Rachel’s messages to Maria in New York, and the FBI in Washington, a set of images were sent which had been taken for a variety of purposes by official departments in the US.

      Rachel printed every picture. Eva helped pin all of the photos to the notice board under ‘Assassin,' but in the second column; opposite the known details.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Jake said. “Rachel, if you contact Amy and Max, I’ll get in touch with Sam.”

      “I’m on it.” She lifted her phone.

      “Time for a brew.” Ian stood.

      Eva stood at the notice board to study the young woman who had turned out so bad.
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        * * *

      

      When all the necessary contacts had been updated, the team sat around the table.

      “I think we’ll assimilate what we have on Henderson, or whatever she calls herself,” Jake said. “We’ve got plenty of images now, and we have to imagine her as a blonde too.”

      Rachel stood at the board and lifted a large marker. “What have we got new?”

      Ian said, “The DVLA has her driving categories listed to include motorcycles.”

      Rachel wrote ‘Bike Licence’ in the left column.

      Eva said, “According to the Army Cadet Force she’s an exceptional shot with handguns and rifles.” She looked down her notes. “Her school reports suggest she was good at French and was the top student in IT studies.”

      Rachel added French language, weapons, and computer literate to the board.

      Jake said, “If she weren't a psychopath she’d have made a great addition to our team.”

      The others turned toward him.

      Jake’s deadpan expression suggested his statement had been serious. It was an admission the Henderson woman was a considerable threat, deserving of grudging respect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. Simpson’s Greetings
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      Monday 17th October

      Harrington Hill Clinic

      Cumbernauld

      Glasgow

      Helen Fitzpatrick woke up in her private room and glanced at the clock; 03:00. She started to sit up and stopped to rub her eyes. Something had disturbed her sleep.

      “It can’t be,” she gasped.

      A man stood at the foot of her bed, dressed in a white doctor’s coat, clutching a black ski-mask in his right hand. “You’re quite right—it can’t be,” the heavily built man said. He stuffed the black mask into one of the coat pockets and stepped closer.

      Fitzpatrick stared. Were the nightmares returning? Was this the brute who’d raped and abused her multiple times, sometimes beating her unconscious? No, it couldn’t be, because he was dead. His death had been reported in the newspapers along with her crazy husband and the others.

      “You’ll be looking at me and thinking of Norrie, my depraved twin brother.”

      Tears poured silently down Fitzpatrick’s cheeks and dripped onto her hospital gown. Her lips parted, but she couldn’t make sound come. As the man advanced along the side of the bed, his gaze was mesmerising.

      “What—”

      “You want to know what I want?” the man said. “I’ve been asked to make sure you don’t go talking to the police, or anybody else for that matter.”

      Fitzpatrick shook her head, and once again her heart raced, just as it had when her husband had buried her alive in a transparent coffin, topped off with a similar casket which contained her severely beaten lover.

      “I was asked to see what you remember about the vigilantes, but I imagine you’d take too long to tell me anything useful.” He had no notion of asking about the woman possibly having an affair with Mickey McGinley, or anything else for that matter.

      “Please—”

      “I know, I know.” Simpson continued his slow advance. “You lie back now and relax. Have a long sleep and forget everything.” The woman’s right hand shot to the side toward an alarm cord, but the slender, weak arm was gripped by the man and forced back to the bed.

      Fitzpatrick sobbed uncontrollably as the big man’s right hand came around and pushed her flat onto her back. The woman’s lips parted as she tried to scream, but a dry throat prevented any noise. Her left hand came up and was ineffectual as a massive clenched fist slapped it away. The woman squirmed and kicked under the crisp, clean sheets when the man used one of the large pillows to place over her face.

      Simpson pressed both hands down on the centre of the pillow and ignored the slender, weak hands which gripped and attempted to scratch him, slipping from the latex gloves he wore. He looked at the billowing sheets without emotion and watched until they were still. The woman’s arms fell by her sides.

      “There now,” Simpson said. “Isn’t that much better, and you won’t have to go and face charges in Spain?” He lifted the pillow, reached forward and using two fingertips, he gently applied pressure to the side of Fitzpatrick’s neck. The carotid artery had no pulse. The pillow went back under the patient’s head. Unseeing eyes and a gaping mouth would greet the first nurse of the new day.

      As he left the clinic, Simpson wore the black ski-mask, as he had done on entry. He glanced over the counter at the young man he’d knocked unconscious with a single blow to the head. The duty orderly was still out cold. Simpson went out into the night, and a few yards away from the security camera lenses he pulled off the black ski-mask, white coat, and latex gloves. He rolled the items into a tight ball and stuffed them into a plastic bag.

      Simpson had listed himself several appointments for the coming week. They didn’t all have to end in a fatality, and he wondered if he should work harder to meet people halfway. No, he thought, they’d merely have to go along with his suggestion. In each case, he’d have the choice of immediate action, or take the time to consider a response at a later date.
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      Monday 18th October

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Jake stood at the panoramic window, staring out across the river and the southern part of the city. It was a pose which had often been adopted by Phil when deep in thought. Jake sipped his coffee and half-turned.

      “Our target is out there somewhere, Rachel, and we have to outsmart her. Maybe the solution would be—”

      Rachel’s phone buzzed and Jake turned to face into the room. They were the only people in the office, and it was 07:30.

      “Good morning, Amy,” Rachel said. “You’ve got Jake and me.” She pressed the loudspeaker, as the team members did with such calls. News for one was news for all.

      “Hello you two,” DI Hughes said in a flat tone. “Following your update on Friday afternoon, which we appreciated, we organised a duty officer to guard Helen Fitzpatrick.”

      Rachel and Jake met each other’s gaze. Amy didn’t sound happy.

      “Due to manpower shortages, the first shift was due to start today,” Amy said. “I worried about the efficiency of our killer, so I organised an officer to be in situ before breakfast.” Amy went silent for a few seconds and voices could be heard in the background.

      The detective continued. “Our young officer arrived at five o’clock this morning to find a hysterical cleaning lady, and a desk orderly with a fractured skull. I’m at the clinic now with Eddie, and it’s a murder scene.”

      “Shit,” Jake said.

      “There’s worse news, Jake,” Amy said. “Unless there was an accomplice, this wasn’t our prime suspect. Helen Fitzpatrick was murdered by a big man who knocked a guy out with one punch. I’ll get back to you when we’ve got more to go on.”

      “Thank you for the update,” Rachel said.

      “Thanks, Amy,” Jake called across the room to the phone.

      “Keep in touch,” Amy said. The call ended.

      Jake nodded to Rachel. “You call Eva, and I’ll call Ian. We could use an update from Freddie.”
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      .

      Drumchapel

      Glasgow

      Sammy Smart was forty and had lived in the sprawling housing estate for most of his adult life. He was the go-to man for drugs, and he ran a tight ship. It was said that the other drug dealers on the estate were independent, but they all paid their dues to Smart. Independence in the drug dealing world was a relative thing.

      Although not a small man, when Smart went to the local betting shop in the shopping centre, he did so with at least two bodyguards. He enjoyed the idea of having a couple of ‘heavies’ with him when he was out and about. Having won a small amount on the horses, Smart told his men he was going for a celebratory pint around the corner.

      In the pub he stood at the bar, aware of those regular folk around him trying to avoid his gaze.

      “Cheers Stevie,” Smart said when the barman placed a pint in front of him.

      A big man stepped up beside Smart, unfazed by the threatening posture of the two men either side of the drug dealer. “I’d like a word.”

      Smart turned and gave a lopsided grin. “Do you know who I fucking am?”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be talking to you,” Simpson said. “I’d prefer to talk in private, so we can ask your boys to move away, or I’ll tell my boss you weren’t interested.”

      “You’ve got balls. What makes you think I want to hear you out?”

      “Was it in June your young protégé Tony Harrity was slaughtered in the car wash?”

      The smirk left Smart’s face. He nodded to his two bodyguards to create space. They both moved away and ensured no other customers came within earshot of this area of the bar.

      “I’m listening,” Smart said, squinting and half-turning. “What do you know?”

      “My boss thinks she has somebody in her employ who might be one of the men you’ve been looking for.”

      “Your boss is a woman—are you fucking joking me pal?” He shook his head.

      “Let me put this in perspective for you Mr Smart.” Simpson leant forward, so the two men were close enough to taste each other’s breath. He spoke in a whisper. “My present employer is a woman, but she’s probably killed more people than these two useless, ugly fucks who are watching your back.”

      Smart’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the deal? Everybody wants something.”

      “You have a buy-in option to a new cartel which is being set up.”

      “A fucking what?”

      “My employer is strengthening the position of every bad bastard in Glasgow, but she’s hand-picked the people she wants to have involved—you are on her list.”

      The grin returned to Smart’s scarred and pockmarked face. He leant on the bar. “Okay, Mr Hard Bastard, tell me more.” He tapped on the counter with his knuckles. “Stevie, a pint for my new pal—thanks.”
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      .

      Bearsden

      Glasgow

      Simpson smiled as he drove through the streets of charming houses. He drove past the local filling station and noted the two cars being refuelled were both top-end Jaguar models. The residents of this district had money, but it didn’t alter Simpson’s opinion of his next appointment. The man in question was a gangster; however, he enjoyed the cloak of respectability.

      Two streets along from the filling station a small sign indicated where the private club could be found. Simpson took the corner and parked his BMW in a visitor space of the small car park. As he walked toward the entrance, he noted a car nearby—the newest Saab model with a KEN 1 personalised plate.

      “Egotistical wanker,” Simpson muttered. He looked up and saw a man in a black shirt and dark suit sizing him up from within the glass doors. Simpson glanced over his shoulder and looked around the area. Quiet. Good.

      “Members only, squire,” the would-be bouncer at the door said and smirked.

      “Tell Mr Montgomery I’ve got a message for him.”

      The twitch of the doorman’s eye was enough.

      Simpson being a big man tended to cause adversaries to make a mistake—to believe he would have slow reactions.

      A mistake had been made by the doorman. When the straight fingers struck the man’s throat, his eyes bulged, and his mouth gaped.

      Simpson pushed him inside.

      The gasping man’s reaction wasn’t to fight back; it was to fight for breath. He stared helplessly at the visitor, slowly shaking his head and massaging his throat.

      The glass door closed gently behind Simpson as he used one hand to force the man in black against an interior wall. “Learn from the experience,” Simpson said. “When you can talk, tell me where Mr Montgomery is, or you’ll die right here.”

      The man spoke amidst gasps. “He’s ... in ... the ... snooker room. Who shall—”

      “Stay here. I’m not going to hurt him. If I were—you’d both be fucking dead by now.”

      Simpson strolled along the carpeted corridor, ignoring the photographs and trophies which adorned the oak panelling. The few doors he passed were decorated with pretentious brass nameplates. He turned right at the end of the main corridor.

      “Here we are.” He pushed open the door with Snooker Room 1 on its brass plate. “Mr Montgomery,” Simpson said, closing the door without turning.

      Montgomery stretched over the end of the green baize table ready to strike the cue ball. His left hand formed a bridge under the cue. Montgomery’s right hand gripped the back end of the thin wooden shaft. The long piece of wood had been gently sliding back and forward but stopped.

      The player looked up slowly but didn’t raise his head. “I’m fucking concentrating.” Montgomery resumed his pose, staring along the cue. A powerful hand lifted the gleaming white cue ball from the table, leaving the player with nothing to strike.

      “I’m pleased to hear you’re able to concentrate.” Simpson stepped forward, grasping the ball. “I’d like your boys to give us some privacy.”

      Montgomery didn’t nod but glanced to his left and right.

      For a man like Simpson, the sequence was important. It stood to reason the other two men were not playing, but merely in the room as bodyguards, watching their boss practising. They’d move in order.

      The first man to react came from Simpson’s right and received the cue ball firmly and with force in the centre of his forehead. He dropped silently to the floor like a wet blanket. The other man should have taken the hint, but continued around the large table in haste.

      Simpson reached forward and grasped the wooden cue, which Montgomery had dropped on the snooker table. The big man spun the long stick in one hand like a professional drummer and ended the movement by grasping the thicker end. One slam against the edge of the expensive table reduced the cue to half-length, but with a splintered end.

      As the bodyguard gripped Simpson’s jacket on the left side, the big man crouched, dropped his left arm back, and thrust his elbow hard up into the assailant’s solar plexus.

      The man’s eyes widened, and he started to double over retching. A whistling sound was created around the chewing gum, now stuck in his throat.

      Simpson stepped back, gripped the man by the throat and held the back of his head down on the polished wooden edge of the snooker table. The splintered end of the cue hovered one inch from the man’s staring right eye.

      The assailant-turned-victim stared sideways wildly to his boss for help, steadying himself with both arms stretched outwards along the table edge.

      Montgomery was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. He’d beaten men to death, occasionally shot somebody and spent time using a blade. One of the lessons he learned early in his gangland life was to respect speed and skill in an opponent, especially if the opponent was over six feet tall, was heavily-built, and moved like greased chicken-shit.

      “Now, Mr Montgomery,” Simpson said in a conversational tone. “Either you and I have a private talk, or I’ll take this fella’s eye out, and ram it up the other bloke’s arse.”

      Montgomery glanced at the man on the floor, who was regaining consciousness.

      “Get outside, both of you.” He paused and looked from one man to the other. “No phone calls, unless our doorman needs an ambulance.”

      When Simpson left the club after a chat with Montgomery, he didn’t know whether to feel insulted or amused having had Montgomery offer him a highly-paid job. He reached the main corridor, and there was no sign of the two men from the snooker room scuffle.

      The man in black pulled the door open and stood back. Simpson paused and nodded slowly, but without expression. He didn’t grin until walking towards his car.
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      .

      Easterhouse

      Glasgow

      Barry Brown, better known in the large estate as ‘Barry the Bastard’ enjoyed a can of beer and a smoke. It was three o’clock in the afternoon and half an hour since he’d had the strange phone call. He strode across to the living room window of his fourth floor flat. From here he could see a large part of the infamous estate on which he lived.

      “Let him fucking try,” were Brown’s final words before he slammed his mobile phone onto the coffee table. He turned to the young man waiting expectantly and briefed him on what was to be done in preparation for the possible uninvited visitor.

      Brown shook his head and grinned as he flicked on the TV to watch the snooker. When the camera zoomed in on the first player, Brown chuckled, imagining the scene which had been related to him on the phone.
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      .

      Tuesday 19th October

      “Wake up,” Simpson said. “I want a word.” It didn’t matter to Simpson whether he was in Easterhouse or Beirut—he used a similar technique.

      Brown’s eyes had flickered a few times. When the eyes opened properly, they went wide. Brown sat up and swept his hand across his lap before looking down. On the coffee table in front of him were an ashtray full of cigarette ends, eight empty beer cans, and a Glock 9mm automatic pistol. The pistol had been on his lap before he fell asleep.

      Two things caused Brown to decide against grabbing his favourite weapon. The gun was on a coffee table, broken down into its individual working parts, as if prepared for cleaning. The other reason he stayed in his chair was ‘the elephant in the room’, but not the type referred to in the euphamism.

      Although not an elephant, a real one would have had a similar effect to the visitor. A well-built, bald man of six-foot stood in the middle of the living room with an automatic pistol, but his weapon was in one piece. Fitted at the end of the barrel, was a long, black cylindrical device which had starred in many movies.

      “I’m assuming somebody was making nasty phone calls about me,” Simpson said. “Now that I see you like this, I don’t know if you’re worth the conversation.”

      Brown turned and squinted at the digital clock.

      “Quarter to four in the morning,” Simpson obliged. “I’ve found it to be a wonderful time for opportunity, like getting to meet people who surround themselves with shit protection, and then have a few drinks.”

      Brown’s eyes narrowed. “If you’ve hurt those lads out there—”

      “Oh, do you mean the two I dealt with on the landing, after I’d evaded the four in cars. Those guys should have been standing on the street corners. To put your mind at rest, I didn’t kill either of your would-be bodyguards on the landing.” He grinned.

      “What have you fucking done—”

      “They’ll be helping each other to get down to street level for an ambulance, and the emergency team will have to be fucking careful.”

      The living room door flew open, and a man in his twenties stepped in with a gun in his hand. He looked down at his weapon as he gripped and pulled back on the breech slide to chamber a round. By the time the working parts moved forward and collected a round from the magazine, a bullet from a different weapon entered the young man’s forehead.

      Brown turned from the sight of the dead body on his floor and glared at Simpson. “I’m gonna fucking kill you,”

      Simpson raised the automatic, and it spat another small piece of metal across the room.

      “So much for the art of conversation, and fucking negotiation.” He stepped over the two bodies and left.
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      Wednesday 20th October

      Kelvingrove

      Glasgow

      A wailing two-tone noise echoed from downstairs, waking Gregor Findlay. The politician turned toward his wife, Sandra, but she snored quietly beside him. Findlay glanced at the red digital figures of the alarm clock.

      “Bloody three o’clock in the morning,” he muttered as he slid from the comfort of the bed. “The damn car showroom will hear from me.” He continued to grumble as he pulled on his dressing gown and stepped into his slippers. As he tiptoed along the upstairs, he considered his daughter and gently opened her door—Katy was fast asleep.

      When Findlay got downstairs, he lifted the keys from the decorative array of hooks and made his way out to the garage. At least it wasn’t raining, and it wasn’t cold. He pressed the remote control, and as he waited for the door to rise, he wondered once again about having an interior door from the garage through to the kitchen. He’d get an estimate.

      The garage door reached halfway, and the piercing alarm was deafening, now being echoed around the garage and directed at the tired man. He cancelled the car alarm, and raised the small remote device to close the garage. Something caught his eye.

      “What the hell is that?” He stepped into the large garage and switched on the lights. Secured by one of the wiper blades, was a small white card. Findlay stepped forward and reached for the wiper arm. He lifted the wiper to ensure the rubber blade wasn’t twisted, and he took the card in his other hand.

      The words had been cut and pasted from a newspaper or magazine, in the fashion used by blackmailers in the movies. Findlay’s blood ran cold as he squinted in the bright, fluorescent glare within the garage.

      ‘Anniesland Cross at 9 am. No cops.’

      “Anniesland Cross is a big area,” Findlay murmured with a trembling voice. This was a peculiar communication from the woman who’d been blackmailing him. As if finally awake, he spun around and looked at the high hedgerow, and the many rose bushes which decorated the front garden and bordered the long driveway. A movement among the bushes would have had most men investigating. Findlay wasn’t most men.

      Findlay’s wife would be none the wiser if he returned to bed, because she slept soundly, and late. The man shook his head, switched off the garage light, closed the door, and avoided looking at the hedgerow as he went indoors to his study.

      The politician sipped a strong black coffee and stared at the items on his desk. He had spread out the photos being used by the Mistress to blackmail him. Right beside the images, he had the scrunched up mound of black lace; the panties with the small square cut out. To the left was the card with the latest message.

      “I have to stop this—I can’t take any more.” Tears rolled down Findlay’s cheeks as the enormity of the issue, and the futility of his position hit home. He’d used his position to open files which were covered by the Official Secrets Act, and he’d cut corners by forging signatures.

      It was after he’d processed everything it occurred to Findlay—he’d used his own name and password to gain access to HM Government—Ministry of Defence; Restricted Property files. What the hell the Mistress wanted with a bloody castle ruin was a mystery, but now he was irrevocably connected to the unofficial and illegally processed paperwork.

      He picked up the small card and stared at the message and deadline for today. What if this wasn’t the Mistress—it wasn’t her style to skulk around in the dark. She was brazen.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Findlay stared at the card briefly before he closed his eyes and bowed his head. He felt tired.
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      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “Thanks for coming in earlier guys,” Jake said as Ian and Eva took their seats.

      “Hi,” Rachel said, as she came from the Admin corridor with a tray of coffees.

      “Hi Rachel,” the two latest arrivals said in unison and accepted a brew.

      Jake said, “I know we all have our individual tasks for today, but what I’ve got is worth sharing before we continue.” He glanced at his notes. “I’ve received another email from Maria in New York.”

      He picked up the printed version and read aloud:

      “Hi, Jake,

      I realise you and your team must be working hard with every piece of evidence you’ve gained, and things might have become more precise, but more complicated.

      Larry Zimmerman was a highly respected, independent IT consultant. He had all the usual toys associated with rich playboy types, like a jet, yacht, and so on. He was known to play the field where the ladies were concerned. Six months ago, he was found with a bullet in his head in his bachelor pad in Miami, Florida. Mr Zimmerman’s death was at first listed as suicide but later amended to suspicious.

      Casper Keel was a high-level hacker who had been convicted for accessing State Department files. He was given a conditional discharge from the authorities when he pleaded his case as ‘testing the system for the benefit of the country.' Mr Keel left Washington and set up home out west in Los Angeles. Three months ago, he was found in similar circumstances to Mr Zimmerman.”

      Jake paused in the lengthy message and sipped his coffee. He looked in turn at each of his colleagues before he read the summary.

      “I’ve no doubt you’ll be wondering what the connection is to your present case. In both cases, in their final weeks enjoying life, those two men were seen with an attractive young woman—an Englishwoman, although she could have been Scottish. Traces of female DNA were found on clothing in Miami and Los Angeles. Among the traces were positive matches to your suspect, Nadia Henderson—in both homes.

      Please be extra vigilant, and pass my best regards to your team. You are all doing a job which is much appreciated by those of us who carry a badge but have our hands tied.

      Your friend across the pond,

      Maria.”

      Jake didn’t read out the final line which said:

      ‘P.S. Honey sent me a card from Europe, and sends best wishes.’

      A brief smile teased the corner of Jake’s lips as he considered Maria’s ex-colleague and the life she now led. He placed the message on the table and looked at the team.

      Eva said, “The information confirms Henderson is callous and calculating.”

      Rachel stood. “I think we may safely add computer hacker to our assassin’s skill set.”
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      Kelvingrove

      Glasgow

      Findlay had sat at the desk in his study until he heard his young daughter coming down the stairs. The man was exhausted through worry, and lack of sleep. He opened a desk drawer and locked the incriminating evidence away before placing the key in his dressing gown pocket.

      Six-year-old Katy’s constant chattering was like an ongoing, unstoppable irritation to the man as he fixed breakfast cereal for her.

      “Daddy, you’re not listening,” Katy said. “I’ve asked twice—nicely.”

      “Yes, my darling,” he muttered as he placed the bowl on the table in front of her. His mind was in a different place.

      “May I have the radio on, please Daddy?”

      “Of course.” He flicked the switch and caught the information in his sub-conscious while he poured himself a fresh coffee.

      “Well,” the DJ said. “For some of us, it might seem like a lifetime ago. That was Billy J Kramer and the Dakotas, with their hit Do You Want to Know a Secret? Here in sunny Glasgow, it’s Wednesday, Twentieth October, and the time is one minute to eight. Have any of you listeners got secrets?”

      The combination of the song title and the time-check came as a double-whammy.

      “Shit.” Findlay spilt coffee on the marble worktop as he ditched his cup.

      “Daddy!” Katy said. “You said a naughty word—I think you owe me another surprise pressie.” She grinned, already having learned the rudiments of blackmail.

      “Eat your damn breakfast, Katy,” Findlay said in a harsh tone, before rushing from the spacious kitchen diner. The door slammed closed behind him.

      Katy’s young brow furrowed as she gazed along the hallway at the front door. “Maybe I’ll have to talk to Mummy about secrets.” The child continued to eat her cereal to feed her body. Her imagination had already been well-fed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Anniesland Cross

      Glasgow

      Gregor Findlay drove west on the Great Western Road, passing a random police speed-check camera. Fortunately, the two officers were in the process of synchronising the equipment, but the shining, new dark blue Jaguar stood out as it whizzed past.

      On the approach to the massive multi-junction of Anniesland Cross, Findlay assessed he couldn’t park on the main road. Double-yellow lines were in place along both kerbsides for over a mile because it was the primary route, but there were blocks of apartments and shops, meaning cars could be parked somewhere nearby.

      Half a mile from the busy junction, Findlay took a left onto Cranborne Road, a residential street with smart houses. This area too was armed with double yellow lines and permit-parking zones. He drove a few hundred yards and took a right on Hatfield Drive.

      “Thank God,” he breathed when he found houses similar to his home, and most had a sizeable driveway. The big car wouldn’t look out of place parked at the kerbside. In those few seconds, as he relaxed, his mobile phone burst into life. He parked before reaching inside his jacket.

      “Hello,” he gasped and checked his car clock. 08:59.

      A deep male voice boomed from the speaker. “Park the car and go on foot to Dawsholm Park. In twenty minutes, sit on the bench, which is two-hundred yards from the west entrance.”

      “Dawsholm Park, near Anniesland Cross?” Findlay queried to play for time. He tried to recall if he could drive there and park closer.

      “Yes, Dawsholm Park,” the gruff male voice said. “Leave the car, and go to the woodland—where you take your daughter to feed the squirrels.” The call ended.

      “Fuck.” Findlay put his phone away. He pushed the driver’s door open and slammed it shut again when a loud horn sounded. The near miss was by a big white van with red and blue arrows on the side. The logo boasted of rapid parcel delivery—no mention of caution.

      Findlay sat in the leather seat and watched as the courier braked hard and turned left farther along the road. The politician was conscious of the perspiration oozing from his body. He had to cover one and a half miles on foot, and he was saturated with sweat now. Italian leather shoes and an expensive suit were not the best outfits for running.

      Ten minutes after leaving his car, Findlay was forced to walk and loosen his tie. He wanted to cry, but he didn’t have the energy or the time. When he turned onto Bearsden Road, he tried jogging again, and the slight gradient looked like a mountain pass. By a miracle, he arrived at the appointed entrance with one minute to spare. Findlay’s breathing sounded like an enraged bull, his face was dripping, and his fancy suit and shirt were sticking to him.

      Why had he dressed in his regular working clothes for such a meeting? He sat on the bench, conscious of the perspiration increasing. His breathing was ragged, and his legs ached.

      “Don’t turn around,” a deep voice said from the dense bushes behind the wooden bench.

      Findlay placed his hands on the bench on either side of him and felt the sweat continuing to ooze from his pores, causing his shirt to feel cold as it stuck to his arms and body. A few people walked past, and Findlay avoided their gazes. This was not a day to be recognised as the outspoken politician.

      A grey squirrel climbed down a tree and hopped halfway across the track to sit and wait expectantly for a free snack. The animal squatted onto its hind legs, fluffing and flicking its grey and brown tail as it tilted its head left and right. Tiny eyes stared at the human.

      “Fuck off,” Findlay said to the friendly rodent. He had used the ‘F’ word more in the last few days than in the previous few months.

      “Listen,” Simpson said. “Don’t take notes. Do as I tell you if you don’t want your little girl to go missing—and do not fuck this up.”

      “I’m listening.” Findlay was panting, and he stared straight ahead into the trees, but listened to the voice in the bushes behind him. He recognised the voice, but couldn’t remember from where.

      Findlay had to repeat everything twice before leaving to get on with his mission.
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        * * *

      

      .

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      “Where to—Mrs McGinley?” Freddie said and licked his lips.

      “Tug,” McGinley said, addressing the man in the front passenger seat. “What have you told Freddie about today?”

      “I’ve told all three drivers what they need to know and no more, Boss,” Tug said. This conversation was a part of the smokescreen, which the chief interrogator himself had planned.

      “You can tell Freddie the next part now.” McGinley feigned annoyance.

      Tug turned to the driver. “If you check your mirrors, Freddie, you’ll see that the other two cars have arrived. We’re going to play cat and mouse with the coppers.”

      “Surely two cars would be enough,” Freddie said. “If coppers were watching the boss, we could use this car and one decoy.”

      “Yes, you’re quite right.” McGinley leant forward. “The coppers were fooled the last time, and now we’ve got two bastard cop cars parked along the street.”

      “This will work, Boss,” Tug said. “We’ll deceive the coppers, and then we’ll find the bastard who’s deceiving you.”

      “Now you know why I pay you so much, Tug,” McGinley said. “I know you enjoy your craft, but you always get results, and results are important to me.” She glanced forward into the rear-view at Freddie’s expression. McGinley eased back into her seat.

      “We’re ready to hit the road,” Tug said.

      “Let’s go.” McGinley met her temporary driver’s twitching gaze in the rear-view.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Central Station

      Glasgow

      Amy said, “I know you guys don’t like us getting together in a public place, but I’m already on borrowed time today. Eddie is collating all relevant intel he can from informants.”

      “Does Sam Griffiths know where you are?” Jake said.

      “The Chief knows who I’m meeting, but not where.”

      “What’s the latest with the mysterious killer and the gang leaders?” Rachel asked.

      “Both Eddie and I are of the opinion we have something serious going on. The murder at the clinic was committed by a big man. Of the many gangland bosses in the north of the city, we’re investigating the death of three of them, but we don’t believe it’s a gangland feud.”

      “Why not?” Jake said. “According to television and newspaper reports they were killed by somebody able to get close, and it’s usually family, fellow gangsters or associates.”

      “We’ve put out feelers to our snitches across the city, and whoever is behind this has made a slight misjudgement in their planning. This is why Eddie is working back at Pitt Street with what we’ve heard.”

      The two BTL associates nodded and waited.

      Amy suppressed a smile. “There have been no casualties south of the river, which indicates to us, the person behind the campaign is being controlled, at least in part by Carol McGinley.”

      “Mental Mickey McGinley’s widow?” Rachel said.

      “Yes,” Amy said. “One other incident captured our attention today, which involved the widow. We’ve had her under surveillance for a while, and a couple of weeks ago by using a decoy car, she ditched the tail we had on her.”

      “She’d expect you to put an extra car on the job,” Rachel said.

      “We did,” Amy said. “Today, however, three identical cars exited from the end of her long driveway, all silver cars, and all with tinted windows.”

      Jake said, “Your guys would have to make a judgement call on which two to follow, and which one to let go—”

      “Yes,” Amy interrupted, nodding. “It was a hard decision to make when the team had the three of them, and they drove to the Clyde Tunnel in convoy. In the tunnel, the three silver Fords overtook other cars by crossing the double white lines, and as they travelled through the tunnel they each switched their lights on and off at intervals.”

      “Somebody knew what they were doing,” Rachel said. “Did you lose any of them?”

      “The whole operation was scuppered. On the exit road from the tunnel our team got within range to observe, but on Crow Road, a van conveniently pulled into the path of one of our covert pursuit vehicles. It created an accident scene which blocked the road in both directions. The guy who was driving the van had been paid to piss us around.”

      “No doubt he’ll be represented by McGinley’s bent lawyer?” Jake said.

      “We’ve checked out the driver, and he has no criminal record, which means he owed them a favour, he’s being paid handsomely, or his family has been threatened.”

      “Hollywood and Pinewood have a lot to answer for,” Rachel said.

      “To be fair,” Jake said, “the movie-makers take a lot of their ideas from reality.”

      “Well,” Amy said, “this situation is real, and I have a feeling the stakes are high.”

      An ambulance stopped at the main entrance of the station, and the sound of the two-tone sirens echoed into the cavernous station concourse. The conversation was a temporary casualty. Two paramedics dressed in green overalls ran past. One was carrying a large shoulder bag, and the other, a folded stretcher.

      Jake turned from watching the sprinting medics. “Now there is a professional attitude to a job.”

      The two women nodded, and the three friends got back to the task at hand.

      Rachel said, “We got a brief from Max earlier. One of his contacts has suggested an alliance of some kind might be on the cards. The contact talked about an unknown bloke turning up at pubs and clubs to have a quiet word with the principal local criminals.”

      “Did Max’s contact give a description?”

      “A big guy with two different coloured eyes.”

      “Oh, shit,” Amy said.

      Jake nodded. “We’re hoping we don’t get an alliance forming.”

      Amy’s mobile buzzed. “I’m sorry. Excuse me, guys.” She held her phone to her ear. “Go on Eddie.” Amy’s took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Thanks, Eddie. I’ll tell them. Ciao.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16. Hide and Seek

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Dumbarton

      Twenty miles west of Glasgow

      By the time the primary vehicle had travelled five miles west of Glasgow, the two cars which had been used in the deception had long ago turned off. The drivers were briefed to create further confusion. The drivers were to call in their locations, and they’d be picked up by one of McGinley’s team. Both silver cars would be torched for good measure.

      Tug said, “Right, Freddie. As we drive through Dumbarton on the main road, there is a mini-roundabout near a large shopping centre. You can see it up ahead. Take a left and go into the car park.”

      “It looks busy,” Freddie said. “We might not find a space.”

      “You pull into the car park mate, and I’ll worry about the space issue.”

      Two minutes later, the silver car turned into the car park, which was filled close to capacity.

      “Over to the left,” Tug said. “You see the guy with the denim jacket next to the black Merc?”

      “I see him, but there are no spaces—”

      “Go around there and pull up a little short of the Merc,”

      As the silver Mondeo crawled slowly around towards the Mercedes, the man in denim jumped in and reversed the big car out and blocked others from reaching the vacated space. A driver pulled up behind the Merc and sounded his horn. The Merc driver ignored him.

      “Problem solved,” Tug said.

      Freddie eased the Mondeo into the parking space and cut the engine.

      “Now you get into the back of the Merc with the boss,” Tug said.

      Freddie and McGinley climbed into the back of the black Mercedes.

      “No problems Zak?” McGinley said as they set off, leaving Tug with the other car.

      “No problems, Boss,” the denim-clad driver said. He drove out of the car park and continued in a northwesterly direction.

      “Isn’t this cosy, Freddie?” McGinley said to the man beside her in the back.

      “It is Mrs McGinley, but I could do with a visit—you know?”

      “I’m sure Zak will find somewhere en route to let you relieve yourself. In the meantime, we’ll have a wee chat, because I don’t know a lot about you.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Central Station

      Glasgow

      Amy said, “Eddie’s call has given us an unexpected and strange twist.” She waited while a group of tourists moved away from nearby. “One of our Members of the Scottish Parliament, Gregor Findlay has been pulled in for speeding and dangerous driving.”

      Rachel and Jake both shook their heads, confused by the information.

      “Mr Findlay MSP, is presently being questioned at the station in Pitt Street.” Amy took a deep breath. “He’s apparently dressed in his usual smart clothes, but looks as if he’s run a marathon, and his nerves are shot to bollocks. He isn’t prepared to give specifics, but he’s admitted knowing something about the recent killing of the Mental Riders.”

      “We’ll have to leave it with you guys for now,” Jake said. “We can’t afford to pass it on to Max, or he’ll rip this guy to pieces.”

      “I’m sorry it’s not much,” Amy said. “As you heard, I’ve suggested only Eddie and I will be involved in the questioning. If we get anything worthwhile, I’ll give you a bell.”

      “Thanks,” Jake said.

      “I’ll let you know if anything else comes up regarding McGinley,” Amy said. “From what you’ve found out, I think we have to consider a worst case scenario.”

      “We could have an alliance of two of our three known psychopaths?” Jake said.

      Amy nodded. “You two take care.” She turned and made her way through the crowded railway station.
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        * * *

      

      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Eva said, “The information from Max’s sources has been confirmed. I made a few enquiries in Maryhill and Bearsden. The person everybody remembered was a big guy, with two different coloured eyes.”

      “Likewise for Shettleston and Easterhouse,” Ian said.

      “You did well to get information in Easterhouse,” Rachel said.

      “My most accurate description came from a young thug who is recovering in the Western Infirmary.”

      “I’m surprised any of them talked, even if they’d been beaten up,” Jake said.

      “This guy is still in a state of trauma,” Ian said. “I introduced myself as a sexual abuse counsellor.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow.

      Ian said, “Apparently the big guy tackled two of these lads on the landing in the early hours of the morning. The two young thugs had been sitting around for hours and were knackered. The attacker took the knife from one of them and stuck it into the owner.”

      “What about the lad’s companion?”

      A smile crept over Ian’s lips, and he gave a light cough before continuing. “The other young fella pulled an automatic, but the big guy took it from him, pulled his trousers down, and thrust the barrel up the owner’s arse. The man whom we suspect is Simpson, went on upstairs and shot Barry the Bastard, and another thug who had a gun.”

      “From what we’ve seen in the media there have been six deaths of high-ranking gangsters inside two weeks,” Jake said. “It’s beginning to look to me like an ultimatum is being offered.”

      Eva nodded. “The gang leaders on the north side of the river are being made an offer they can’t refuse—”

      Ian’s phone vibrated, and danced on the conference table. “At last, I’ve got a text from Freddie.” Ian picked up his phone and squinted as he read the message. “Inverawe X.”

      “Spell it, please,” Rachel said. She pressed the switch for the projector and pulled her laptop forward.

      Ian said, “India, November, Victor, Echo ....” He spelt out the place name using the phonetic alphabet and paused for a moment. “This is not good.”

      “What’s wrong?” Eva said.

      “The use of an X in a message means he might have been compromised.” Ian looked around at his colleagues’ faces. “I have a feeling Freddie has ditched his phone.”

      Jake said, “I’ve activated Freddie’s beacon. We’ve got twenty-four hours to locate his phone using the signal.”

      Rachel stopped typing and hit the Enter key on her laptop. She turned and nodded toward the large projector screen where a map of the Argyll and Bute region appeared.

      “Inverawe,” Rachel said. “It might not have many houses. It looks like an area of woodland situated on the south coast of Loch Etive.” She changed the view from relief map to satellite view and zoomed in.

      “Work from left to right along the coast in the Inverawe area,” Jake said. “There are a few buildings and not many tracks. Call out if you see anything, guys.”

      “Stop there,” Ian said. “Go north along the minor track. What’s the square shape situated near the coastline?”

      Rachel zoomed in again. “A castle, or maybe a ruin.”

      “Why do you think it’s a ruin?” Eva said.

      Rachel zoomed in closer. “You can make out a shadow where a roof should be.”

      “Well spotted Ian,” Jake said. “Okay, Rachel. Follow the same track, but come back to it and see where it enters the woodland.”

      “Got it,” Rachel said. “The main road passes a camping site, before crossing a river, and the track is a short distance from the main road. It might not be easily seen from a vehicle. How are we doing for coordinates on the phone?”

      Jake stood up and turned to check the giant relief map of Scotland on the main wall. He rapidly checked the grid lines and pressed a forefinger to the location. “Is the campsite on the left side of the road, Rachel?”

      “Yes, what do you think?”

      “It’s only a guess, but maybe Freddie had an excuse to go in there.”

      “Maybe somebody else had to go in there, and Freddie took his chance?” Ian said.

      Eva said, “I wonder why he hasn’t been in touch until this message?”

      “It could be he’s been kept occupied or made to work in close cooperation with somebody,” Ian said. “He wouldn’t have been able to use his phone, and he’s been waiting for an opportunity.”

      “There are several possibilities,” Jake said. “I’d agree with Ian. It looks like Freddie has been kept on a short leash, and the X in the message confirms it for me.”

      Eva said, “When are you two meeting up with Max again?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” Jake said.

      “I’ve got a suggestion,” Rachel said. “How about me checking out the location of Freddie’s phone, and afterwards, if necessary I can stay out overnight. I’ll be able to cover more ground with my bike?”

      “Sounds good,” Jake said and turned to Ian and Eva. “Agreed guys?”

      “Yeah,” Ian said. “If Rachel goes off after Freddie’s phone tonight, and you will have the meeting scheduled with Max tomorrow, it will leave us two free for anything else.”

      “Okay,” Jake said. “Let’s get an initial confirmation of Freddie’s phone, and Rachel can prepare what she wants to pack.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Inverawe

      The Mercedes left the main road and drove into the woodland. When they arrived at the barrier, they stopped.

      Zak said. “Are we waiting here for a key?”

      “Yes, Zak,” McGinley said. “We’re nearly there. Freddie and I would have been pissing in the woods if I didn’t remember the campsite near the main road.” She gave a short laugh.

      Neither Zak nor Freddie reacted.

      McGinley said, “A new associate of mine will be along shortly, and he’s got keys to get us through the barriers.” She turned to Freddie. “You’re not very talkative.”

      “I only talk when it’s necessary,” Freddie said and glanced at her before turning to look out at the forestry.

      McGinley caught Zak’s gaze in the rear-view and nodded slowly. “Well, I hope we’re able to loosen your tongue while we’re out here, eh?” She nudged Freddie and laughed again, a short, mirthless sound.

      A white BMW pulled up next to the Mercedes. Simpson got out of the driver’s door and went to the barrier without glancing at the occupants of the black car. Tug was the passenger in the back of the BMW. He’d been picked up from Dumbarton. In the front passenger seat, another man turned and stared at Freddie.

      “Hi,” McGinley muttered as she waved at Renton. The red-haired man was staring wide-eyed at McGinley’s companion and almost didn’t notice the woman waving. McGinley saw Freddie’s head shake almost imperceptibly but almost wasn’t good enough.

      Simpson returned to the Beamer, and the two cars followed the partially secure route to the castle ruin.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Fort Etive

      The BMW and the Mercedes came up through the short tunnel into the car park level of Fort Etive. They entered the large chamber, and a flicker of light occurred before the freshly repaired system operated. A small, but adequate light glowed high in each corner. The two big cars were parked alongside each other, and all the occupants got out.

      “Did you have a pleasant journey, Boss?” Simpson said.

      “I did, thank you, Brian,” McGinley said. “I’m impressed with the new lights.”

      “If Tug takes the other guys downstairs, I can show you what we achieved on the upper floor.” Simpson turned to Tug and inclined his head. He turned to Zak. “Turn the cars around mate.”

      Zak nodded and jumped into the seat of the Merc.

      “Right,” Tug said. “You two guys come with me, and I’ll show you the accommodation.”

      Freddie said, “Nobody mentioned anything to me about staying overnight.”

      “Nor me,” Renton said.

      “You won’t need any overnight stuff.” Tug indicated with an extended arm for them to go ahead of him to the stone staircase in the corner.

      The three men went down the old stone steps. The stairs were narrow and worn in the middle. A faint light glowed from somewhere down below to create an eerie shadow on the rough-hewn wall surfaces.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a large metal door stood ajar. The light source was from the corridor beyond. The door had wide sliding bolts at the top and bottom on the outside. The bolts should have been rusted into position, but they had a hint of a shine on the edges.

      “You can both wait in the first room on the left there,” Tug said. “Are there two bunks in there?”

      “Yeah,” Renton said. “What’s going on, Tug?”

      “I’ll be back in a while. Relax and chat until I get back.”
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        * * *

      

      The two men stood silently in the converted dungeon. When Tug left them and reached the stairs, it was time to talk.

      Renton said, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “What do you mean?” Freddie said. “I could ask you the same thing. I work for Mrs McGinley.”

      “Since when?”

      “I started a few weeks ago.” Freddie continued with his cover story. “I tried for a job with one of the gangs in the east end of the city, but there were no positions. I did a few odd jobs for Mental Mickey, so it seemed right to work for his widow.”

      “Bollocks,” Renton said. “You were on that fucked up ambush out near Balloch. How the fuck did you survive?”

      Freddie tore off his jacket and pulled down his shirt. “You see that scar on my arm mate, that’s a fucking bullet wound.”

      “Yeah, well explain how come those fuckers who shot you didn’t kill you?”

      “I was lying in a corner with blood all around me. Maybe the shooters thought I was fucking dead. I wasn’t gonna ask them.” Freddie paused. “While we’re at it, if you know so much about what happened, how come you’re not fucking dead?”

      “I got knocked out, and when I opened my eyes there was nobody about, so I fucking legged it.”

      “Bollocks,” Freddie said. “Who knocked you out?”

      “A big—” Renton stopped himself. “I don’t know who it was. I was hit from behind.”

      “You didn’t have that scar on your face when I last saw you at Balloch. How did you get it?”

      Renton touched his face. “In a fight,” he lied.

      The bright, bare light bulb above their heads prevented either of the men seeing the tiny microphone fitted near the light cable.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Inverawe

      Rachel arrived at the campsite near Inverawe as the cloak of late evening descended on the area. She checked her location and was satisfied she was within one hundred yards of the phone signal. A teenage lad stood near the barrier. Rachel pushed her bike out of sight.

      “Hi there,” she said, approaching and tucking her safety helmet under her arm. “Is there a toilet around here I could use—I can’t wait until I reach Oban?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it’ll be okay.” The teenager appraised the attractive woman in leathers. He pointed. “Straight across there, between the two white static caravans. The ladies’ toilets are on the left side.”

      “You’re a sweetheart,” Rachel said. “Will I need a key?”

      “Nah, they’re not locked overnight.”

      Rachel reached the rectangular toilet block, which was a converted static caravan with additional plumbing. She lifted the decoder from her jacket pocket, and the small green light flashed rapidly. As she walked towards the back of the block, Rachel saw four large flower pots. The green light became constant when Rachel reached the containers.

      On leaving, when she reached the barrier, Rachel realised the teenager standing in the shadows was watching her. She leant her head back and ran her free hand through her hair before she walked around the barrier smiling, and donned her helmet.

      Ten minutes after leaving the campsite, Rachel pulled over into a narrow track in the forest. She cut the engine on her bike and pushed it further in among the trees before she covered it with a lightweight camouflaged tarpaulin. From this point, she’d conduct an initial recce on foot.

      Rachel changed into a one-piece camouflaged overall, strapped on her shoulder holster and loaded her Browning automatic. Everything else she would need for a night and morning recce, including snacks and water were packed in her small backpack. As a precaution, she strapped her knife and scabbard to her right thigh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. Openings

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Fort Etive

      Freddie and Renton had been in their heated debate about each other’s background, and there had been no sound of slamming or locking doors when Tug left them.

      Freddie held a forefinger to his lips to silence his associate. He stepped forward and pushed the large metal door of the converted room they were in. The door opened. The walls were rough stone and gave the impression all of these chambers had at one time been dungeons.

      Both men walked out into the long corridor and Freddie walked toward the door leading to the stone staircase. Where it had been open when they’d come down, the door was firmly closed and locked from the outside.

      “Either one of us, or both of us have got problems ahead,” Freddie whispered.

      “I don’t get it,” Renton said. “What do you mean?”

      “You honestly don’t get it, do you? We’re not down here by accident. We’ve been locked in.”

      “Maybe they don’t want us wandering around—”

      Freddie shook his head. “Somebody doesn’t want us fucking leaving.” The ex-soldier strode to the second, third, fourth and fifth converted rooms and glanced in through the small barred windows on the doors. Each chamber was fitted with bunks, a table, chairs, and light, all like the room in which they’d been left to wait.

      “What are you looking for?” Renton said.

      “I want to see the set-up.” Freddie approached the final two chambers and peered inside. “Cells.”

      “What the fuck do you mean—cells?” Renton approached. He pressed his face to the small barred window on the door of one of the last chambers. “Oh, fuck ....”

      Freddie whispered, “We might have to stick together, and fight our way out, mate.”

      “Wwhh …enn?” Renton’s voice shook with the single word.

      “If somebody comes down here and invites us upstairs for a chat, it won’t be for coffee and fucking cakes.” Freddie didn’t answer the question directly, but his reply caused the other, younger man to look around wide-eyed.

      “I’ve seen what Tug does to people,” Renton gasped. “He’s fucking heartless. I heard he got his nickname because he could extract information out of anybody.”

      Freddie nodded but remained silent. He’d waited for hours many times before, expecting to die, in the Middle East, Afghanistan, and a few other godforsaken places. On those occasions, it had been for his country, and he’d stood a chance—he had been armed.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Thursday 21st October

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      “Good morning, Rachel,” Jake said. “Go ahead. I’ve got Ian and Eva with me, and I’ve told them about you finding the phone. You’re on speaker.”

      “Hello guys.” Rachel’s voice echoed around the conference room. “I conducted a recce of the forest last night, all the way to the banks of the loch. There are only a couple of main tracks in this area, and at some point, it was designated out of bounds. The castle ruin is the remains of Fort Etive. I watched from a high point on the far side of the woodland, and somebody on the roof of the castle lit up a cigarette.”

      “Could the person on the roof have been a bird-watcher?” Ian said.

      “Not unless the bird-watchers around here usually carry high-powered rifles over their shoulder.”

      “Did you see anybody apart from the guy on the roof?” Eva said.

      “No,” Rachel said. “I didn’t see any vehicles either, and I made a thorough search of the tracks and found nothing.”

      “Is the fort on an island, or is it connected to the mainland?” Jake said.

      “Last night I saw the moonlight reflecting on the ripples between the building and the mainland, but a short while ago the water level eased off, and there is a narrow strip of land. For most of the time, the place is effectively an island.”

      “How would they get access by vehicle apart from the occasional crossing?”

      “There’s no sign of a boat on any of the three sides I could see,” Rachel said. “I’ll observe this morning and see if there is any activity. The window spaces are small, but light discipline is inefficient because in the middle of the night I saw a faint light on what must be two different floors.”

      “I want you to get some rest,” Jake said. “Have you got anything else for us?”

      “I reckon we need Mike involved. Give him the coordinates of the fort, and let me know what he thinks. If we have to plan on hitting this place at some point, I’d be more comfortable with firepower from another source away from the mainland.”

      “Thanks,” Jake said. “Take care, and get some bloody sleep.”

      “What time is the meeting with Max?”

      “I suggested 14:00 at the big coffee shop not far from Milton, on the A82.”

      “I’ll get in a couple of hours rest, and see you there, bye, lover.” She hung up.

      Ian and Eva laughed at the expression on Jake’s face.

      “I could brief, Mike,” Ian said.

      “Okay, thanks, mate,” Jake said. “If you want to tag along Eva, I’ll stay here and listen up for anything else coming in.”

      “I will,” Eva said. “Would you like us to contact Sinbad to put him on standby?”

      “No, I reckon Mike will deal with his side of things thoroughly, and he might want to give Sinbad a heads-up on weapons, equipment, or where they’re meeting.”

      Ian and Eva left, carrying a few notes and a detailed map of the Argyll and Bute area.

      Jake poured himself a coffee and stood in front of the large map of Scotland. He studied the roadways from Glasgow to Loch Etive. He checked the waterways, but was confident Mike would have a route in hand rapidly.
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        * * *

      

      Jake stood in front of the panoramic window which overlooked the River Clyde and the south side of the city and beyond.

      Jake had studied the team’s battle-board, trying to make sense of the variety of actions being taken by the underworld. McGinley and Simpson together would not be a good combination. McGinley and Henderson were also a bad pairing. Simpson and Henderson seemed highly unlikely, apart from the issue of how they could ever have met.

      “What are we bloody fighting here?”

      Jake’s phone buzzed, and danced around on the large conference table. He turned, checked the caller ID, and hit the remote button. “Go ahead, Amy. I’m alone right now, but I’ve put you on speaker.”

      “Hi, Jake. We’ve had to release Findlay. Being a bloody politician, he had a lawyer who shielded him from answering any questions. They pissed us around for a couple of hours yesterday.”

      “Did you get anything useful out of him?”

      “As unusual as it sounds, Findlay came into Pitt Street this morning. He asked for Eddie or me, and I was available. Findlay said he didn’t want to give his information to a police officer, but he’d confide in somebody else.”

      “Like who?” Jake said.

      “Findlay told me he knew something about the biker murders, but he’d feel happier talking to the city’s vigilante or an associate if he had one.”

      “Doesn’t that sound peculiar to you?”

      “It does, but there are some in politics who believe in what your team is doing. This is all we’ve got to go on, and there is definitely something worrying Findlay. The man’s nerves are totally shot. I’ll leave it to you if you want to chase this up.”

      “Give me his number,” Jake said. “I’ll discuss it with the team. I don’t like the feeling I’m getting, but we owe it to Max and the riders.”

      Amy gave Jake the politician’s mobile number and paused. “How is your operation going?”

      “You’ll remember we told you about our probationer, Freddie, having gone missing?”

      “Yes—you said he’d infiltrated the McGinley gang.”

      “We got an emergency code from his mobile yesterday. Rachel went out to locate it last night, and we’re now trying to establish where Freddie is, and who’s got him.”

      “Are you sure he’s being held?”

      “We’re confident, but I’ll keep you up to date.”

      “Thanks, Jake. Bye.”

      “Bye.” Jake ended the call and turned to study the map of Scotland and the area of Argyll and Bute. As he’d discussed with Rachel, the ruined fort on the loch-side would make an excellent location for an underworld HQ. It was far from the city, but not too far.

      When Ian and Eva arrived back from visiting Mike, Jake brought them up to speed on the possibility of gaining information from Findlay. In Rachel’s absence, the three of them discussed what to do next. Ian and Eva made it clear they were prepared to meet Findlay, but Jake insisted it was the operatives who set up the meeting place and time.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Fort Etive

      The door to the staircase opened, slowly, silently from the outside. The shine on the catches had to be oil or grease, to prevent anybody down below hearing the door open or close, or the locking bars being moved.

      “It’s morning, and it’s time.” Tug’s voice echoed off the thick stone walls of the corridor.

      “Time for what?” Renton was sitting up from the uncomfortable position he’d assumed when tiredness took over. Hunger and thirst played a part in his irritation. He rubbed his eyes.

      “Time to go upstairs.” Tug grinned.

      “What if I don’t want to stay here any longer?”

      “You haven’t got a choice.” Tug raised both eyebrows.

      “Fuck you!” Renton shouted and ran forward, filled with bravado, and remembering what Freddie had hinted.

      Tug brought his right hand from behind his back, producing his automatic. He fired a single shot at Renton’s left thigh.

      Renton screamed as he went down, clutching his wounded leg.

      Freddie was tired and hungry too, but he didn’t move from the doorway. A shadow appeared on the stone steps. No doubt Zak or Simpson stood a few steps up with a gun.

      Simpson came down the steps.

      Renton cried openly as Tug and Simpson dragged him up the stairs. The trio arrived on the car park floor, and a trail of blood betrayed their path as they continued to the other steps and up to the conference room floor.

      “I’m sorry,” Renton gasped when he focused on McGinley standing in a doorway, her arms folded and an impassive expression on her face.

      McGinley said, “If you’ve been less than honest with me, Renton, you don’t know how sorry you’re going to be.” She stepped forward into the short corridor and nodded to a door on the right. “In there with him.”

      Tug and Simpson dragged the sobbing wannabe gangster into a small room which had at some stage been fitted out as a staff canteen or rest area. A counter complete with electrical sockets took up one wall. Above were high-level cupboards. Under the counter were cabinets, a new refrigerator, and a new freezer. At one end were a sink unit and draining board.

      The opposite wall and the back wall were bare, wooden panelling. In the centre of the floor two hard-backed chairs faced each other a few feet apart. One could be moved freely. The other chair had been bolted to the floor with metal brackets, and it had no cushioned seat—only a set of metal springs.

      A pair of rudimentary wooden armrests had been fitted to the anchored chair, and on both armrests and the base of the front legs were leather straps, complete with buckles.

      “I’m sorry,” Renton gushed as his wrists and ankles were secured. “I’ll tell you anything. Ask me. I’ll tell you anything. Please—”

      His pleading was cut short by a hard backhander delivered from Simpson. “We know you’re gonna tell us anything you soft shit.”

      Renton snivelled, but his head was turned to the right after the whack from the big man. It was at this point the prisoner focused on the long counter. A tool roll had been laid out and resembled the type seen in a hospital operating theatre. The last time he’d seen the same tool roll was in the warehouse where Tug questioned people.

      McGinley walked across to the counter and lifted a pair of pliers. She turned and stepped forward to the chair before tapping Renton under the chin with the pliers.

      “Tug is going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to tell him the answers.” McGinley smiled as she cocked her head to one side. “If he thinks you’re lying, he’ll pull out a fingernail, or a toenail.”

      “I’ll tell him what he wants to know,” Renton said. “He doesn’t have to—”

      McGinley raised her hand and smacked him across the cheek with the pliers. The crunching of breaking teeth was heard clearly.

      Renton screamed.

      “Never interrupt me, Renton.” McGinley turned to the two men who were waiting to start work on the unfortunate gangland employee. “I’m leaving the room for a while, but when one of you report to me, I expect answers.”

      “You’ll have them, Boss,” Tug said.

      “Good.” McGinley turned to look down on the terrified face before her. “I’ll come and see what’s left of you later, Renton.” She raised her hand and smacked him across the bridge of the nose with the pliers.

      Renton blacked out.

      “Tug,” McGinley said. “Make sure he’s conscious before you start, and I’d suggest removing those broken teeth.” She grinned as she handed the pliers to her torturer and left.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Milton

      Fifteen miles west of Glasgow

      Jake rode to the venue on his Norton Commando because a secret conversation with the bikers was better conducted when in a biker outfit. Whatever their background, fellow bikers standing talking out in the open was a common sight.

      At 13:45 Jake pulled off the dual carriageway. He cruised along the short stretch of the slip road to the roundabout, took a right and rode up to the small parking area. A zone was allocated especially for motorbikes. While removing his safety helmet, Jake gazed north along the A82 and among the other vehicles saw the twin headlights of a big bike—a Kawasaki. One minute later the black bike was purring along the slip road.

      “Hello lover,” Rachel said, as she placed her helmet on the saddle. She pulled off her gauntlets and stepped forward to plant a kiss on Jake’s lips.

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” Jake gazed into her eyes.

      A low rumble of engines caused them both to turn toward the slip road. Three bikes had exited the dual-carriageway from the south and were approaching the nearby roundabout.

      “Time to get serious,” Rachel said.

      “I was serious,” Jake said and was rewarded with an enchanting smile.

      Motorbikes create a sense of the rider’s character. Racing bikes compel the rider to lean forward over the fuel tank and give the impression of being in haste, whatever the journey. Cruisers support the rider in an upright stance, which at once appears formal, and to some; superior. The ‘Chopper’ style preferred by biker gangs carries their riders in an attitude of being laid back and bring it on—whatever.

      Rachel said, “I wonder if the synchronised dismount and helmet removal is intended, or happens naturally.”

      “I reckon since we’ve taught the Mental Riders shooting and tactics they’ve adopted the group mount and dismount as an extension of their uniformity.”

      “Hey, people.” Max approached and extended a big hand to his vigilante friends. “I’ve brought Pedro and Numbers as escorts today.” Hands were shaken and nods given all around.

      While Pedro went inside to grab the coffees, the other four stood around one of the picnic tables outside which overlooked the dual-carriageway and slip road. It was a bright, fresh afternoon and of the six long wooden tables, there were two occupied by families. This was a favourite place to stop on a journey to the Highlands.

      Jake and Rachel took turns to update Max on the possibility of an underworld alliance and who might be involved. Being a biker gang leader, Max was usually up to speed on such things, but gangland had been in a state of flux for a while.

      Max said, “When did you check out this new place of theirs?”

      “I got back a short while ago,” Rachel said. “I rode up there last night, and conducted a detailed recce before settling down to watch the place.” She went on to explain a little about where the ruin was situated, the approach, and the hazards of an ill-planned attack.

      “You guys have given us a good grounding in several areas,” Max said. “The lads are looking forward to putting the training into practice.” He half-turned. “It was Numbers here who met the chick you might be looking for.”

      “It was a few years ago,” Numbers said. The breeze blew his long, fair hair into his eyes. He used one hand to brush his hair back. “I remember she was a tasty looking girl, and no more than eighteen or nineteen years old. She was heavily into bikes, guns, and knives, which Snake found attractive in his woman. I’m sure her name was Nadine or Nadia.”

      “Coffees—” Pedro had returned and stopped a few feet away. He stared at something nearby.

      Tyres screeched as a black 4 x 4 speeded around the small roundabout fifty yards from the table. The vehicle didn’t take the turn into the car park, and somebody leant from a rear window.

      Jake glanced over his shoulder. “Down!” Arms outstretched, he threw himself at Rachel and Max who were closest to him.

      A staccato burst of gunfire erupted from the speeding vehicle as it headed from the roundabout to return to the dual-carriageway. Mothers and children sitting nearby screamed in panic. The families ran for the safety of the coffee shop.

      Pedro had thrown the tray of drinks and reached inside his leather jacket. He produced his Glock automatic, dropped to one knee as taught by the BTL team, and fired four rapid shots at the escaping vehicle.

      “Get them!” Max growled as he got up on one arm, holding a wounded shoulder.

      Numbers had blood dripping down his neck from a bullet wound at the bottom of his left ear. “Bastards.” He grabbed his helmet.

      Pedro and Numbers reached their bikes at the same time and raced across the grass verges ignoring the roundabout and slip road. Their fat rear tyres left the grass and screeched on the tarmac of the dual-carriageway. The front of their bikes lifted as they applied power. Law-abiding motorists braked and skidded to a stop causing minor damage to a few vehicles.

      “Jake, talk to me,” Rachel pleaded, kneeling over her man. “Please, talk to me.”

      “Call a fucking ambulance!” Max shouted at a member of staff. The girl had been gawping from the main door of the coffee shop. Max knelt down and placed a firm hand on Rachel’s back. “Where’s he been hit?”

      “He took one in the shoulder and two in his neck.” Rachel sobbed. “He saved our lives, Max.” Bright red, warm blood oozed between Rachel’s fingers as she used both hands to apply pressure to Jake’s neck wounds.

      Max pulled off his blue and white bandana and made it into a ball before handing it to Rachel. He undid Rachel’s scarf and handed it to her, which gave her two impromptu dressings.

      Jake lay on his back, staring at the sky, but not making a sound or showing recognition of his friends.

      “Hold in there, Jake,” Max said in an unusual, reassuring tone. “You’ll make it, mate. We’ve got an ambulance coming.” Max placed his hands on Rachel’s shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze. “Keep the pressure applied. I’m staying with you until help arrives.”

      Rachel nodded and spoke quietly, trying to reassure her rock; Jake.

      Max stood and shouted, “Where’s the fucking ambulance?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. From Bad to Worse

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Gallowgate Retail Park

      Glasgow

      Ian and Eva were on the other side of the city while Jake and Rachel were meeting the bikers. Eva suggested the massive retail park on the east side of the city, knowing it would be busy. It was as important for her and her colleague to blend in as it was for the politician.

      “Go to the left side of the green parking sector,” Eva said. “There aren’t too many cars there, and we’ll be able to watch for our man approaching the meeting place.”

      “He’ll be arriving by car, which means he might drive right up to the place you suggested.”

      “I don’t think he will,” Eva said. “He’s nervous, and I told him to park up and walk along the length of the main supermarket building. I told him to walk past the groups of shopping trolleys, towards the farthest corner. I said to have a cigarette in his left hand.”

      “He should end up fifty yards from here,” Ian said.

      “Yes, and for security, I told him we’d be in a red Volvo, not a black Range Rover. He’s only had thirty minutes notice about the venue—I didn’t want him passing on—”

      “I see him,” Ian said and nodded. “Look half way along the big building. A guy in a suit and tie has stopped to light a cigarette. It’s in his left hand—wasn’t that your cue?”

      “It’s him,” Eva said. “Keep your eyes open, mate, although I don’t think Mr Findlay would have had enough time to tell anybody about this meeting place.”

      As Ian watched his partner stroll across to the nearest building in the retail park, he reached under his jacket and unfastened the gun in his shoulder holster. Ian noticed two men in a dark blue Toyota 4 x 4. The vehicle was creeping along the lines of parked cars, and though the people in front were looking around, they didn’t take the parking opportunities when they had them.

      Ian looked to the left and saw Eva nodding as she approached the politician near the building. The buzzing and vibration of his phone caused Ian to look down to the centre console of the car. He picked up his phone.

      “Hey Max, I thought you were meeting up with Jake and Rachel about now—” Ian listened in disbelief as he heard the report from Max about the shooting incident. “Thanks, mate. We’ll get right over to the Western Infirmary from here. Bye.”

      Ian had been watching his partner while listening to Max. Eva raised her hand, but she wasn’t close enough to prevent Findlay pointing toward Ian in the car.

      The blue 4 x 4 came around the end of the parked vehicles and raced towards Ian’s car. A man leant out of the rear passenger window of the blue Toyota and aimed a machine gun at Ian. The Range Rover’s windscreen shattered, and the side window was holed by three rounds entering the car. Two rounds were embedded in Ian’s left arm and one in his chest.

      “Eva.” His vision blurred and his body burned with pain. As Ian slid down his seat, he stared beyond the blue car. Eva knelt with her pistol in the aim.

      The passenger of the Toyota opened the door, and as his feet hit the ground, two of Eva’s bullets hit the back of his head. His knees buckled, and he dropped face forward.

      Ian’s focus misted. He pulled his gun and fired out of the shattered window. He continued firing until his hand lost strength and his world went black.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Western Infirmary

      Glasgow

      Rachel sat beside Jake’s bedside gripping his right hand. She’d held back tears for as long as possible, but she went to pieces after a brief conversation with Jake’s consultant. It was late Thursday evening, and though she hadn’t eaten or slept properly in the past twenty-four hours, rest and nourishment were not on her mind.

      The door of the private room opened quietly. DI Hughes and DCI Malone stepped inside and closed the door.

      Rachel stood and sobbed uncontrollably when embraced by Amy.

      “What have the doctors told you?” Amy said.

      Rachel took a deep breath. “One of the bullets in his neck affected the flow of blood … to his brain.” She sobbed. “I’ve been asked ... if Jake carries ... an organ donor card.”

      Amy held her friend tight and caressed her back. “We have to be strong for him, Rachel. Your Jake is tough. These doctors are always looking at every option.”

      An untouched cold coffee was on the bedside locker.

      “Rachel, when did you last eat or drink?” Eddie said.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said, shaking her head.

      Eddie nodded to his partner.

      “Come on,” Amy said. “We have to get some nourishment inside you. We can’t have you looking like shit when Jake comes around.” She put her arm around Rachel’s shoulder and led her to the door. Amy glanced back at Eddie and bit her lip.

      Amy and Eddie didn’t have to be police detectives to recognise how badly Rachel the fearless warrior was injured—through her devotion to Jake.

      Eddie shook his head and sat on the chair by the bedside. “Go on the pair of you. I’ll call if there’s any change.”
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        * * *

      

      Amy had information for Rachel, but she waited until her distraught friend had eaten a sandwich and drank two cups of coffee. There was no good news, and the police officer was worried about the effect the latest events would have on Rachel.

      “What’s going on?” Rachel said. “You’ve hardly spoken since we came into this cafeteria.”

      “At the same time you and Jake and the bikers were under attack, a separate incident took place in the Gallowgate Retail Park.”

      Rachel squinted. “That place is on the other side of the city. What has it got to do with us?”

      “Ian and Eva went to meet Findlay, and all hell broke loose.”

      “Findlay is a bloody politician—what could he do?”

      “We believe his family has been threatened. For security reasons, your guys didn’t give him much time to reach their meeting place. They played it textbook. Findlay didn’t.”

      Rachel shook her head slowly, now expecting to hear the worst. “Go on?”

      “I attended the scene with Eddie shortly afterwards. The bottom line is—both Ian and Eva have been taken. We know from eyewitnesses that Ian had been shot.”

      “Surely they retaliated—”

      “Oh, they retaliated alright. Ian and Eva took out four of the bad guys between them. Eva also broke the politician’s nose before he ran off.”

      “Do we know who these people were, or how many of them?”

      “It was a strong team, so they were intent on success. A van and two cars were involved,” Amy said. “We’ve got one of the cars—a blue 4 x 4 which your associates riddled with bullets. From what we can make out, Ian shot the driver. Eva killed a passenger who left the vehicle and then a guy who leant out of the window. She also shot one of the men in the van before she was overpowered.”

      “We’ve messed this up, Amy.” Rachel held her hands to her face.

      “You haven’t messed up anything. The people who took Ian and Eva stayed long enough to drop a couple of bags of cocaine on the seat of Ian’s car.”

      “Cocaine? I don’t understand.”

      “The gangsters who carried out this action today want a drug war to be blamed. We’ve seen the dead men. They were all from McGinley’s crowd on the south side.”

      “Do you think they were trying to take our people alive?”

      “Yes. I discussed it with Eddie earlier. Remember, the politician, Findlay was concerned about dealing with the police. He wouldn’t tell us anything, but he said he’d be prepared to deal with the vigilante called Hawk.”

      “Oh my fucking god ... those bastards don’t know what any of us look like, so they don’t know who they’ve got.”

      Amy shook her head. “We have to hope your guys can hold out without giving names. We can’t be sure who organised the kidnapping because we don’t know who is working with who, but McGinley is a part of it.”

      “What has Sam said? I suppose he wants to make it a police matter now and cut us out?”

      “No,” Amy said. “Our new Chief Constable is very much an ex-SAS man, and he believes in what you guys are doing. He’s briefed Eddie and me to support but keep a low profile. By the time we got through all the bloody red tape there’d be nobody to go after. Our force will only go in mob-handed if your team backs off.”

      “Jake wouldn’t want us to back off.”

      “He wouldn’t, and you’ve Max and the bikers with you too.” Amy reached across the table and held Rachel’s hand. “I’ll fetch us another coffee, and I’ll tell you about my chat with Mike.”

      “You’ve spoken to Mike ... is he on the way ... is Sinbad with him?”

      “Coffee first.” Amy stood.
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      .

      Fort Etive

      “Your colleague, Freddie was right about one thing,” McGinley said as she sauntered around the interrogation room. “He said if we tried to capture Jake and Rachel they’d take out a lot of our men.”

      Ian was faint through loss of blood. “Freddie, who?” he murmured through broken teeth and a mouthful of blood.

      “Don’t start that fucking Freddie who shit again,” McGinley said. “It doesn’t matter anyway. Freddie was playing the double-agent. He was your colleague and mine for a short while, but now sadly he’s not anybody’s partner.” She nodded to Tug.

      Tug opened the door with his left hand. “Bring him in boys.” When Tug stepped back the injury to his right arm was evident. Something sharp had gone through his hand, and the dressing was soaked in blood.

      Two men dragged a body into the interrogation room and dropped it on the floor. Ian sagged against the hard-backed chair he was strapped into and knew he didn’t have long left. He had at least three bullets in him. His wounds had been patched up sufficiently to get him this far. Vision was blurring and his body was in extreme pain. He had to concentrate.

      Freddie, on the other hand, was finished. He lay without a mark on his face, but a line of five bullet holes was in his chest.

      “Your Freddie was one crazy bastard,” Tug said. “He killed one of my guys with a broken wooden leg from a chair, and he stuck another wooden stake through my fucking hand before he was shot.”

      McGinley stepped forward and used a hand under Ian’s chin to hold his head up. “We thought Renton was one of your people, but he was a soft shit. Before he died, he fingered Freddie as a traitor, and if it weren't for Freddie screaming your names out, I wouldn’t know who you were, Jake.”

      Ian coughed up blood. His captors might think he was in pain, but he was trying not to laugh—they thought he was Jake. He could die now.

      McGinley said, “You’ll be pleased to know we’re giving your lady friend a good time downstairs.” She lifted his head again. “Rachel is providing a little pleasure for one of my men, and when he’s finished, she’ll be providing fun for another ... and another.”

      For the first time since being shot, tears rolled down Ian’s cheeks for reasons which had nothing to do with his physical condition. They had Eva. Would she be able to hold out? It would have caused consternation if these people were aware of Ian’s mindset. He was beyond rescue but wanted to avoid giving information. If only Eva and he could die well; even here.

      The sound of an unearthly scream carried from the bowels of the ruin.

      “What the fuck is he doing to her?” McGinley said. “Tug, go and tell the stupid shit I want the bitch alive for as long as possible. There are more of these bastards, and I want names.”

      Tug nodded to one of the men who’d dragged Freddie’s dead body into the room. “Come with me, Rab.” They headed downstairs to the converted dungeons.
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      .

      Western Infirmary

      Glasgow

      “What have you heard from Mike?” Rachel said after sipping her coffee.

      “When he called me, he had already picked up Sinbad, and they were near the Clyde estuary. He said not to worry about the time it will take to get to the location.”

      “It’ll take him two bloody days, Amy. They’ll have to sail around the Mull of Kintyre, and he’s told us how rough it can be in a small cruiser like his.”

      “Mike knows a shortcut. He said they’ll leave the Clyde, sail around the Isle of Bute and go north to Lochgilphead.”

      “Hold on ... maybe he’s using the bloody Crinan Canal.”

      “Do you know the area?”

      “I remember Mike told us about the canal. He says it slows you down, but it cuts out hours of travel at sea.”

      “Well, he knows a little of what has happened, and he’ll be calling you when he reaches Loch Etive.”

      “I can’t leave Jake.”

      “Rachel, there’s nothing you can do for Jake right now. He’s in the best hands, and they’ve said we have to give it time. He’s stable at the moment.”

      “How am I supposed to concentrate knowing he’s lying there, wired up to all those machines?”

      “You have to ask yourself, what Jake would want you to do,” Amy said. “If it was you lying in there, would Jake sit by your bed, or would he go out there and get those bastards?”
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      When Rachel flicked the light switch and looked around the conference room, it looked different. A sense of dread hit the operative as her gaze took in the empty chairs. She had checked in on Jake before leaving the hospital, but there was no change.

      It was 21:56. Rachel switched on the TV and fixed a coffee. When she slumped into a chair and spun around she expected international news to take precedence, but not on this night.

      “Good evening. This is Paul Abbott for Scotland Digest. At this time the Dumbartonshire and Strathclyde Police forces are liaising to establish the sequence of events. Neither force is ruling out gang-warfare. A spokesman for the Strathclyde Chief Constable has said there appears to be a vendetta against the members of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club. It is believed there was an attempt to kill a group of bikers in a drive-by shooting.

      No motive is known, but the club has had two of their members murdered in recent weeks. Gang-related violence has not been ruled out, although no other band has claimed responsibility. Today, three bikers were injured, and an unnamed member of the public sustained several gunshot wounds. The man is believed to be in his thirties, and is now in the Western Infirmary on life support.”

      The reporter stood back to give his cameraman the scope to pan around the urban coffee shop and the dual carriageway. The reporter continued.

      “Unconfirmed reports suggest somebody fired at this rest area from a moving car. At least one person returned fire at the car, and two motorbike riders went in pursuit. About three miles from here, one of the riders received gunshot wounds to both legs, and his associate was wounded in the shoulder.”

      The cameraman made a pointless gesture by panning the lens up and down the dual-carriageway. As viewers were treated to seeing drivers going about their business, the reporter continued.

      “Five miles away a known car thief was found dead at the roadside—”

      Rachel muted the sound on the TV and hit the speed dial on her mobile. She adjusted the volume of the loudspeaker.

      “Hey, Rachel,” the gravelly voice came over the speaker. “How is Jake doing, and where are you?”

      “Jake is on life support and in a critical condition. I was with him until a short while ago. I’m now at our headquarters in the city.” She lifted her coffee with both hands and sipped as she waited for an update.

      Max said, “Thanks for dropping by to check on Numbers, he called me earlier and told me to let you know, he really appreciated the visit.” Max gave a brief chuckle. “I told him to get out of there quick—we need every pair of hands.”

      “How is Pedro, I didn’t see him at the hospital?”

      “He’s here in the club with me now. As soon as he was patched up, he was out of there.”

      “Have you guys picked up any more intel?” Rachel said.

      “Well, as you might already know, the driver of the vehicle out at Milton has disappeared. Apart from that, there is a big gangland meeting taking place in the next couple of days—I’ve got twelve guys ready to go now, and I’ve got calls going out for more.”

      “How are you fixed for equipment if you make an assault?”

      “Don’t you worry my friend.” Max lapsed into his rarely heard reassuring tone. “We’ve got the men, weapons, ammo, radios, and a few rations. The bikes are fuelled, and I’m giving a briefing in a couple of hours. We’ll totally understand if you don’t take part.”

      “Please don’t go in hot-headed and cause a massacre on both sides,” Rachel said. “We’ve both got losses to consider.”

      “You get some sleep girl. I’ve been in touch with Mike and Sinbad, and I said I’d contact them before anything kicks off up there. We’ll try to take some of the bastards alive.” He paused. “Let’s make a deal. If I don’t see you at our clubhouse by five o’clock tomorrow morning, we go without you.”

      “Okay,” Rachel said. “It’s a deal. Promise me you and the boys will be careful.”

      “Are you kidding me? You get some rest and go and check on Jake.”

      “Bye, Max.”

      “G’night Rachel.”

      Rachel switched off the TV and went through to the bunks in the admin section. She was exhausted, and her eyes were burning with the effort to stay open. Rachel set her phone alarm for two hours and lay down.
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      Friday 22nd October

      Fort Etive

      Chloroform had been used to subdue Eva in the car park. She’d acquitted herself well, having taken out three members of the kidnap team and injuring three others. A bullet in her leg weakened her enough for three men to drag her to the van.

      Eva woke up naked on a bed with her wrists and ankles tied to the bedposts. The bullet wound in her leg paled when the intense pain elsewhere registered. She’d been raped while unconscious. Instinctively she tugged at her bindings which were old, thick rope.

      “Hello, darlin’, my name’s Bull.” An ugly brute of a man walked across the small stone-walled room. “It’s my turn next, but I wanted you awake. Brian and the two younger guys were a bit eager. I’m gonna take my time.”

      Eva’s eyes widened as the man unsheathed a knife and approached the bed. She struggled against the ropes, but this guy wanted to talk. It provided an opportunity.

      “What happened to the guy who was with me?” Eva said.

      “He bled to death before they could get much out of him.” After a pause, gazing at the ceiling, he said, “Jake was his name—according to Freddie. Which means you must be Rachel.”

      Eva closed her eyes briefly and nodded. “Is Freddie still alive?”

      “Now there was one hard little bastard, but no, he’s dead as well.”

      Bull laughed when he stepped forward and held the broad blade against the bindings on Eva’s left ankle. “If you promise not to be a stupid bitch, I’ll untie your hands, but for now, I want your legs free, so you can wrap them around me.” He grinned and with a single swipe sliced through the rope. The blade was incredibly sharp. Bull gazed along Eva’s ripe young body as he stepped forward and sliced through the other ankle binding.

      “I’ll be—good,” Eva whispered in a soft voice; her words sincere as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “We’ll leave your wrists until I’m ready.” The brute stabbed the knife hard into a wooden cabinet beside the bed. He stepped back and began to undress.

      Eva continued to wriggle against her bindings, squeezing her nimble fingers close together until her hands were as narrow as her wrists.

      The man called Bull continued chatting. “I’m not like the others. I’m not gonna just drop my trousers around my ankles. I’ll get undressed properly.” He had removed shoes, and most of his clothing, but stumbled around, gripping a chair for support, and chuckling when trying to pull off a sock. He reached down to pull off the other sock.

      “You want to be really fucked, Bull,” Eva whispered.

      “Yeah, darlin’—keep going with that dirty talk.” The big man turned to face the bed.

      The prisoner wasn’t there.

      An arm with rope burns on the wrist appeared in Bull’s peripheral vision. The toned limb came down in a swift motion from the left, and before the big man could register what was happening, he witnessed half of his previously pulsating manhood land on the floor amidst a gush of bright red blood. In the ensuing seconds while his jaw dropped and eyes widened in disbelief the blade struck again.

      A swipe slit the left side of the man’s neck before Eva opened his stomach with a swift, deep stroke.

      Bull tried to scream but gargled as he moved his hands from one wound to another in extreme pain, confusion and trauma. He dropped to his knees, shaking his head, grimacing against the pain.

      “I’ve kept my side of the deal,” Eva said. “Now you’re really fucked.” She winced as the bullet wound in her leg burned, and the injuries from her rape were crippling her. It took four limping strides to reach the gangster’s jacket which was hanging over the back of the hard-backed chair. Unlike the dying man, Eva kept a constant watch on her victim while she was occupied in preparations to go.

      On the same chair as the jacket, a shoulder holster hung, complete with a Colt automatic. Attached to the main strap of the holster were a spare magazine and a suppressor. Eva took the entire shoulder holster and crossed back to the bed.

      As she dressed in her torn blouse and skirt, Eva decided not to waste time looking for her shoes. They were probably in the car park where she’d been shot and eventually overhauled by the gang. Eva watched, emotionless as the man on the floor gasped for air and bled profusely. His final minutes on the planet would be in excruciating pain. Eva fitted the holster across her slim shoulders and adjusted the securing strap. She pulled on her damaged jacket.

      The young woman listened at the door. No sound nearby. She unclipped the magazine from the weapon to check for fill and reloaded the magazine before cocking. The handgun’s action was quiet and smooth; it was well-maintained. As an afterthought, Eva lifted the knife, and placed it in the leather scabbard which she jammed into the back of her skirt waistband.

      The blank stare and the massive pool of blood on the stone floor were confirmation her next would-be rapist was dead. She crossed to the thug’s jacket and searched the pockets.

      Although the man’s phone wasn’t the most modern and had no signal, it had power. Eva stood behind the door and rapidly adjusted the settings of the phone to prevent any noise. She eased the door open and limped out of the dungeon to explore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      McGinley stood in the conference room with six of her men. “We’ve got the bodies of two of those vigilantes lying in the interrogation room, but you soft bastards can’t find a fucking woman.” She glared at the hard men standing around like naughty schoolboys.

      “Boss,” one man said. “We know she’s injured, and this place isn’t that big—we’ll find her.”

      “I know you’ll find her Dinger, but I’m a bit peeved. She’s been running around free for over an hour. I’ve lost three good men to the bitch, so I want her alive if possible. I want to kill her myself.”

      Terry said, “There are loads of dark corners and narrow chimney-like places—”

      “Are you afraid of the fucking dark, Terry?”

      “No, Boss.”

      “This place is a ruin. It only has four floors and a tunnel. Before you send your men out to secure the woods, I want you to find the bitch.” She looked at the faces. “After we’ve sorted her, we check every man knows where his defensive position is to be. I don’t think there are any more than one or two of these interfering bastards still to come.”

      “What about the biker gang?” Terry asked.

      “They’re a fucking biker gang. We won’t see them, because they won’t give a shit about the vigilante team.”

      The men nodded and filed out of the conference room.
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Rachel opened her eyes, and it took several seconds before she registered where she was. Apart from her leather jacket lying loosely over her, she was dressed ready to ride. She glanced at her watch; 05:14.

      “Shit.” She sat up. Her mouth and throat were dry, and her head ached. Five minutes later, she’d been in the small washroom and splashed her face with cold water. A call to the hospital lasted two minutes and left Rachel deflated.

      “You have to pull through Jake.” Rachel went into the conference room. She looked around the large square, organised area—the masses of information at her fingertips. The team was losing this fight, and she had to regroup and get her act together.

      By 05:45 the operative had showered, changed into a fresh T-shirt, shorts and training shoes. Not for the first time she was grateful for having a personal locker with spare clothes for these rare occasions. Rachel finished two mugs of strong black coffee.

      She studied the map before she lifted her phone and dialled.

      “Hi, Rachel.” Mike Longhurst’s voice boomed from the central speaker on the large table. “How is Jake doing?”

      “I’m at our HQ. I called the hospital a few minutes ago, and they said Jake deteriorated during the night, but he’s stable again. I’m worried about him Mike.”

      “Be strong, Rachel. You know it’s what your man would want.”

      “I know, and everybody is reminding me. I’ve got you on speaker so if you give me your present coordinates I can fix your location.”

      Mike reeled off a ten-figure grid reference and asked Rachel to read back for confirmation.

      She clarified with a description. “I’ve got you in Loch Etive, about a mile west of the fort ruin—surely not?”

      “Yes, I’ve got Sinbad with me, and we worked shifts through the night. At the moment, Sinbad is monitoring the coast further along near the ruin. We thought we saw people walking around the outside, but we have to get closer to confirm.”

      “Okay—by now, Max and the Mental Riders will be on the way. I’ll keep you in the loop if I get anything else. Be careful, Mike.”

      “You too. Are you coming out to join us?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ve got a lot to get my head around right now.”

      “Okay, bye for now.”

      Rachel stared at the map and marvelled at the progress Mike and Sinbad had made. Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the caller and hit the button.

      “Hi, Amy.”

      “Hi, Rachel. Did you get some rest?”

      “It forced itself on me, but I’m as refreshed as I can be. I’ll eat shortly and have more coffee. I have to be able to think clearly.”

      “Right, I said I’d give you an update on the crew who fired on you guys yesterday—we’ve made some progress.”

      “Go ahead.” Rachel turned up the volume of the speaker. She grabbed a marker and moved to the notice board.

      “We can confirm the vehicle had two people because we’ve traced it on roadside CCTV. The car was driven through roadworks which had two sets of cameras. The driver was a dark-haired man in his thirties, and the passenger in the back was a woman with long dark hair.”

      “How were you able to confirm the driver’s age?”

      “I don’t know how much TV news you’ve seen, but a few miles away the driver was found dead at the roadside. He had gunshot wounds in his left arm and shoulder. However, what killed him was the single gunshot wound to the head, which was a different calibre weapon.”

      “What about the woman and the vehicle?”

      “The suspect vehicle had been stolen earlier in the day. It was found, torched, and a car taken near the location of the wreckage. The woman obviously needed a fresh set of wheels to get clear of the area, and she’s on the run, but injured.”

      “What makes you think she’s injured if she got away?”

      “There were traces of blood on the dead driver’s body which were different to the driver’s. We had no need to wait for a DNA test because a simple check confirmed it was a different blood group. We’re now awaiting confirmation it was Henderson.”

      “Pedro will be pleased he didn’t miss.”

      “I’m pleased he didn’t miss.” The detective paused. “Have you decided if you’re going to take part in the mission?”

      “I don’t know yet, Amy. The bikers are on their way, and Mike is in position. I have to find out more about Jake’s condition before I can think straight.”

      “Okay. Keep in touch, and whatever you decide—take bloody care.”

      “Bye, Amy.” Rachel hit the button.

      Ten minutes after the calls, Rachel fixed herself a hot breakfast and more coffee. She tried desperately to get her head into operational mode, but it was hard. As she ate, she found her personal responsibilities and team duty blending together. As she sat alone forcing herself to eat, she thought of the new house that she and her man had bought.
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      .

      Kelvinside

      Glasgow

      Gregor Findlay arrived home and left his car outside the front door for a change. He fumbled with his keys before opening the front door and glanced up and down the driveway before going inside. The man was breathing heavily as he stood with his back against the door to calm himself.

      The politician strode along the long hallway and pushed open the door to the large kitchen diner.

      “Fuck!” he gasped and halted in the doorway staring.

      “Charming,” his female visitor said. “Leave the door open, come in and make coffee. Move to the side so I can see the front door.”

      Findlay continued to stare at the woman in disbelief but didn’t move a muscle.

      Rachel reached into her leather biker jacket and produced a suppressed automatic. “I don’t usually repeat myself, but if you force me to make an exception, you might die.” She placed the weapon on the breakfast bar.

      Findlay had dropped and smashed a mug before he was able to control his trembling hands. Nothing was said in the next five minutes while he performed the task he’d been given.

      “Black with sugar.” Rachel gazed at the large dressing over the politician’s nose.

      “The police will be arriving here shortly.” Findlay’s shaking hands lifted his coffee.

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind right now, I’m busy, and I don’t want you bluffing. I’ll be straight with you Findlay. I don’t like you on several levels, which means it would be easy for me to shoot you.” She paused and lifted her coffee with her left hand. As she sipped the hot drink, she watched him over the rim. She placed the cup down gently.

      Findlay’s lips trembled as his gaze moved from the woman to the gun and back again.

      “Through stupidity and self-interest, you have caused the death of people close to me.” She paused briefly. “I’m going to ask you for information, and if I think you’re lying or bluffing—I’ll kill you. Are you with me so far?”

      Findlay nodded but didn’t speak. He wrapped both hands around his mug.

      “I’d also advise against trying to throw hot coffee on me.”

      One of Findlay’s hands left his cup, and the other hand trembled, spilling coffee on the counter.

      Rachel shook her head. “I guess from your manner and your reaction to me so far, your life or your family’s lives have been threatened recently.”

      He nodded but remained silent.

      “You’re a politician, which means you probably have sleazy secrets going back for years. I want you to concentrate hard, and talk to me about the chain of events starting with who is blackmailing you.”

      “Who said I was being blackmailed—”

      Rachel reached under the breakfast bar and from her lap produced a small bundle of black lace. She placed the damaged garment on the counter and stared at the man’s face as she reached down again and added three compromising photographs. She lifted her coffee and sipped.

      “It started with a visit from the Mistress ... an attractive young woman ... not that you’re not—”

      “Don’t patronise me Findlay—inform me.”

      “She arrived at my door in an outfit like yours, but she had a helmet on. I was handed a package which contained those things.” He nodded to the evidence on the breakfast bar. “A couple of days later she made contact with me.” He paused and sipped his coffee. “Could I have a brandy?”

      “No.”

      “She forced me to use my position and contacts to find out information about people.”

      “Which people in particular?”

      “The first one was a woman who had been given a new identity. She’d provided evidence for the Crown against a bunch of gangsters.”

      “What was her name?”

      “It took a lot of digging around and asking favours—”

      “Name?”

      “I don’t know what her new name was, but I remember her original name was Henderson ... Stephanie Henderson. She was divorced from one of the men who was slaughtered by the vigilante and his team in Braemar.”

      “What else did you find out about this Henderson woman?”

      “She was given a sum of money, a new name, and set up in Vancouver, Canada.”

      “Who else were you to investigate for this Mistress?”

      “I was to find out about the vigilante and his team, but apart from what they’d done in the past, I couldn’t uncover anything.”

      “What else did you have to do?”

      “She wanted me to acquire a unique property.”

      Rachel nodded. “Why did she use you to purchase a property?”

      “She couldn’t go through regular channels, and she was very specific. It had to be remote and offer security from anybody like the police or other authorities. I didn’t know what it was to be used for and those were the only factors I was given.” He paused and closed his eyes briefly. “I found a remote ruin on the coast of Loch Etive.”

      “How did you make contact with this woman?”

      “I can’t contact her. It’s always her who contacts me.”

      “How did you get the information to her about this remote ruin?”

      “I had to do one of those things you see in the movies—a dead drop.”

      “You placed the information in an envelope and left it somewhere?”

      “Yes, it was left in a litter bin in a public park.”

      “Did you see who picked it up?”

      “No, I delivered it and got away from there.”

      “What did you tell her about the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club?”

      “I didn’t tell her anything about them. They’re just a gang of crooks on motorbikes.”

      Rachel recalled when Stephanie Henderson had been rescued in Braemar, the bikers were present. Henderson would surely have given a description if she was tortured in Vancouver. It was a tenuous link, but it would be necessary to the Mental Riders to know why they’d been targeted.

      “Where and when did you last have contact with this Mistress?”

      “Glasgow Green, Monday, Fourth October,” Findlay said.

      “Why was it so easy to recall?”

      “She was disguised as a redhead that day, and she had a meeting with the man with the gravelly voice. I heard them talking, and his voice was distinctive like he was gargling stones as he talked.”

      “When are you expecting to hear from the Mistress woman again?”

      “Never would be too soon.”

      “She’s never phoned, sent an email, or left a note with instructions recently?”

      “No, it was the gravel-voiced man who left the note.”

      “When was this?”

      “Wednesday, Twentieth October.”

      “Once again, your recollection of a date was rapid.”

      “It was the day I had to reach Dawsholm Park, and he mentioned my daughter. He’d seen my daughter and me—”

      “What did this man look like?”

      “I didn’t see him at Dawsholm Park. He was in bushes behind me, but I recognised his voice from the day I saw him and the Mistress in Glasgow Green.”

      “What do you remember about him apart from his voice?”

      “He was bloody big, and there was something strange about his eyes, but I can’t remember what it was.”

      “What did he want from you?”

      “He told me to make contact with the Hawk vigilante and his team.” Findlay shook his head. “I said I didn’t know any of those people, but he said I’d better get to know them quickly.”

      “How were you supposed to locate people who are beyond the law?”

      “The big guy said I was to use my imagination, but I had to organise a meeting within forty-eight hours.” He closed his eyes. “He said, if I didn’t do it, he’d take my little girl, and I could use my imagination—”

      “Okay, so what happened next?”

      “I made an effort to get arrested by speeding and driving dangerously. When I was stopped, I verbally abused the police so I’d be taken for questioning. I knew my lawyer would get me out on bail. I told the detectives I had information about the biker murders and had to talk to somebody.”

      “What was to happen at the meeting?”

      “I was to meet the vigilante team, and the big guy was going to take over.”

      “He’d take over for what reason?”

      “He said he had a job to do, and only the vigilantes would be suitable.”

      Rachel shook her head. She unscrewed the suppressor from her automatic and fitted both weapon and suppressor into the shoulder holster under her jacket. As she lifted her safety helmet from the bar, she leant forward.

      “Nobody is to know about this conversation, Findlay.” Rachel said as she stepped away from the bar. “If you think the Mistress is nasty, you really don’t want to fuck with me.”

      “What should I do?” he sobbed. “My career is over ... and my marriage ....”

      Rachel paused and stepped closer to him. “You are fucking pitiful.” Her sweet breath fanned his face as she spoke with venom. “Try telling somebody who gives a fuck.” She lifted her coffee and threw it over the politician’s front.

      Findlay screamed as the hot liquid landed on his shirt and thin suit trousers.

      Rachel dropped the cup on the floor and strode to the back of the large kitchen diner. She  kicked the French doors open with a leather riding boot.

      A few seconds later a rumbling engine could be heard as a powerful motorbike was revved and rode from the back garden around the side of the house.
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      Loch Etive

      Per Mare, Per Terram

      Sinbad stood close to the cabin of Mike’s small cruiser. “Will you take a look at this mate.” Sinbad continued to observe the fort ruin through his binoculars. “It looks like Eva.”

      The ex-Commando abandoned, casting off from the northern coastline. “Let’s see,” he said and lifted his binoculars. “Holy shit, it is Eva, and she’s in a bad way. Where did she start climbing from?”

      “Well, I’ll call them openings, because they’re not really windows. Eva dropped out of the bottom one onto the rocks a few feet below. I’ve never seen anybody climb using two arms and one leg. She’s got fucking guts.”

      “Whatever she has tied around her injured leg isn’t stopping the bleeding, and I’d guess, apart from being in pain from other injuries, her bandaged leg is useless for climbing. There are only a couple of openings on the west side of the ruin. Where the hell is she going?”

      “I hope she doesn’t try to reach the top level,” Sinbad said. “There’s a guy up there with a fucking rifle. He’s standing behind the damaged wall and looking around now and then.”

      Mike lifted the M16 from the wooden bench near the cabin. “If he looks like a danger to her, I’ll occupy him.” He squinted. “She’s going inside the third opening, which either means she’s tired or has some idea what’s in there.”

      “Look below, Mike. She might have heard those guys patrolling on the rocks.”

      “You’re right mate. I hope she hasn’t dropped into more trouble on the third floor.”

      “Is there nothing we can do to help?”

      “No,” Mike said. “We can’t initiate anything from out here, not unless we know we’ve got people on the other side of the ruin.”

      “Max and the Riders will be there soon.”

      “You keep an eye on the place,” Mike said. “I’ll turn up the radio volume and cast off. We’ll drift into the middle of the loch which will put us closer.”

      While Sinbad continued to observe the ruin and distant coast, Mike set up the vertical tubes which appeared to be upright supports for fishing rods.
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      .

      Fort Etive

      Eva squeezed through the tight portal into the ruin and landed on the hard stone floor. She caught her breath and dragged herself into a corner to rest for a short while. Tears rolled down her cheeks, but as she re-applied the bandage on her wounded leg, she resolved to fight.

      The young operative was grateful for all the secret narrow stairways found in places like this ruin. Where a well-built man would have difficulty, she could slide sideways into the crevices and go down the narrow steps, taking an occasional breath to squeeze between the hewn rock surfaces.

      Voices could be heard, and Eva stepped around a tight bend, gun in hand, aiming up the tight space of the little stairway. She listened for any snippets of information.

      “I’ll tell you one thing, Gerry,” one man said. “I wouldn’t want to be that girl when we take her to Mrs Mac.”

      “Aye, the lass only thinks she’s suffered. When McGinley gets her, she’ll fucking skin her alive.”

      “Hey, here’s another of those bloody secret passages. Do you fancy trying to squeeze in there?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I’d need to lose half my body weight to get in there. Fuck it, let’s go down and check the car park floor.”

      “Aye, we’ll do that and have a smoke.”

      The two men sniggered, and their footsteps faded with their voices.

      Eva came back up to the floor where she’d climbed inside. The network of corridors were too numerous to learn rapidly. Small rooms occurred at strange angles throughout the building. Eva decided it must have been hard to renovate a building this age and design.

      In four rooms she found beds made up as if overnight guests were expected. An older woman’s voice became apparent as a door opened further along the twisting corridors.

      “I want the bodies wrapped in nets and dragged down to the boat. As soon as it starts to get dark, they can be taken out to the middle of the loch and dumped.”

      “What about the girl?”

      “Don’t worry about her,” the angry woman said. “When I’ve finished with her there won’t be enough left to bury anywhere.” A loud bang sounded as a door slammed.

      “Fucking hell,” a man’s voice whispered, and footsteps approached.

      Eva ducked back behind a large doorway and listened. A door lock clicked nearby, and the man spoke again.

      “It’s time to wrap up you bastards ready for the fishes.” He was talking to the corpses.

      The man was unaware of Eva until a slender hand gripped his chin and pulled his head back. By the time he registered the sensation of the blade on his throat, it was too late.

      Eva recognised two of the three mutilated bodies and forced herself not to puke. Tears poured silently down her face. She considered limping along the corridor to the room where the McGinley woman must be but figured she could do more damage with sabotage. Eva headed back along the hall to a small room where she’d seen a few useful items earlier.
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      .

      Inverawe

      Max, accompanied by fifteen other Mental Riders rode past the campsite and the track junction which led through the forest towards Fort Etive. Max pulled over with the other bikers when they reached a narrower track five-hundred yards further along the main road.

      “Right lads,” Max said. “This route into the forest is too narrow for a car or a van, but we have to make sure there are no sentries. Johnno and Dennis ... go take a look around.”

      The two nominated bikers unzipped their jackets to have access to weapons before they sauntered into the woodland. They reappeared twenty minutes later, both grinning.

      “We’re ready to go, Max,” Dennis said. “We circled back to entry route A. One guy is up there. He’s sitting on a log smoking and listening to a portable radio.”

      “Okay boys,” Max said. “This is entry point B from the briefing I gave this morning. Leave engines silent and push bikes along here until we’re right into the woodland. We’ll camouflage the bikes when we’ve got them all turned ready to leave at short notice.”

      “What about radio checks?” Dennis said.

      “When we’re parked and camouflaged, we’ll all send a couple of clicks, and then we set out in our fire teams and get into position. Remember, from now on, no fucking smoking.”

      As expected a few curses followed the reminder, and the riders pushed their bikes in through the trees in single file. Dennis stayed at the back, and when the others had gone ahead, he brushed the entry point with branches.

      “Find those fucking tracks, Kimosabe,” he muttered and followed his associates.
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      .

      Fort Etive

      Eva stood inside the small storeroom and unwound a substantial length of electrical cable. It was a regular three-core for domestic use, but the drum contained almost a full complement, which meant somebody had been too lazy to take it away.

      A glance at the measurements on the drum was enough to satisfy Eva the cable would reach the rocks down below. She threw the unwound cable out of the window, after jamming the drum on the other side of the storeroom door. Going out of the window feet first and getting a firm grip on the slippery cable was difficult, but she remembered to wrap over one shoulder, across her back and under the opposite arm. Pulling it across her body would help control her descent.

      Five minutes after exiting the small aperture high above, Eva had abseiled one-hundred feet and climbed into the car park floor. As she’d done after her climb earlier, she found a dark corner to rest for a few minutes. In the car park, she could see a BMW, a Mercedes, a van, and a Ford saloon.

      The sound of an engine echoed from somewhere nearby before headlights blasted from a dimly lit area. Three Range Rovers popped up out of what had to be a dimly-lit tunnel. The vehicles parked in line abreast, all facing the stone wall.

      There was a hubbub as one driver explained to all the other new arrivals where they had to go next. As the voices and footsteps faded, Eva sneaked a look—a dozen men. She struggled to get up behind the cover of a car. A check of the tunnel would be good. A roaring engine changed the plan. Eva ducked back to her dark corner.

      A minibus appeared from within the tunnel, parked up and disgorged another dozen men.

      “What’s happening now Baz?”

      “We go upstairs for a bite to eat, and we’ll be briefed on our duties in the woods.”

      “I hope we get some visitors,” another man said, and laughed.

      Eva wanted to cry but knew she couldn’t afford such a luxury. Her vision blurred and the pain in her wounded leg was unbearable. She’d lost a lot of blood from both her leg and the physical abuse. Eva had been without food and drink for a long time, and had an overwhelming sensation of doom. She pulled out the mobile phone to check for a signal. It showed three out of five bars for signal strength, but the battery power warning showed less than 10%.

      “Not enough for a call—fucking thing.”

      Eva composed a text and pressed the send button. The message transmitted, and the screen flashed, ‘less than 7% power’. Eva leant back into her corner and closed her eyes to think.
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      Western Infirmary

      Glasgow

      Rachel listened to the consultant but refused to believe what he’d said. Jake had rallied through the night, and then there was a surge in the readings. A specialist had been on the scene with minutes. His immediate concern wasn’t Jake’s heart, because the equipment would keep it beating, and maintain his breathing.

      “Deteriorating brain activity?” Rachel had repeated after the consultant. “What can you do about it?”

      “In cases like this we can’t operate—only observe and hope for improvement.”

      “Is there a … a line where we have to rely on … prayers?”

      The consultant met her steady gaze, took a deep breath and pointed to the chart. “At this point here, we’ll be keeping Jake alive, but that’s all we’ll be doing.” He shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, Rachel.”

      “Thank you for your honesty.” Rachel turned to look at her partner, lover—hero.

      The consultant hung the patient chart on the rail at the foot of the bed and quietly left.

      Rachel’s phone buzzed with a text as she gazed at Jake’s blank expression and willed him to move, or blink. To a person trying to ignore them, the quiet, steady, monotonous, mechanical sounds made by the equipment were all deafening. She looked at the descending line on the graph, and the double zero the consultant had pointed to. The numbers blurred.

      Rachel wiped her eyes and focused on the text message from an unknown number.

      ‘FRED AND IAN R DEAD. I WON'T LAST. GET THEM 4 US. EVA.'

      Rachel inhaled deeply and looked at Jake. “I’ll be back my love.”
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        * * *

      

      .

      Fort Etive

      “Gentlemen,” McGinley said. “Welcome to what I hope will be the first of many of these business meetings.” She looked around the conference room. “I’m delighted to see so many of you.”

      Simpson stood beside the door and closed it when everybody had taken a seat. “We’ll be able to start in a few minutes, and I’ve organised a buffet to keep us going until later.”

      “Where are all our foot soldiers?” Montgomery said.

      “We have a couple of big rooms along the corridor. They’ll be fed in there before they go off into the woods to back up the guys we have out there already.”

      “How many people have we got in the forest?” Sammy Smart said.

      “We have twelve spread through the area, and two teams for the roof. I’ve kept a few guys as back-up. Unless they’re needed, they’ll patrol the corridors and floors.”

      “I have to hand it to you,” Smart said. “Your man was right when he said it would be a secure meeting place.” He nodded. “If the vigilante team is only a handful of people, I reckon the last couple are as good as dead.”

      A couple of the other underworld gang leaders joined McGinley when she laughed.

      Food and drink were served, and McGinley explained how she proposed to run the syndicate of gangland regions. She told the gathering there had been a time when her husband had intended to create this group, but William Hartley was greedy and would have started a turf war in the city.

      Montgomery said, “If we all agree to toe the line and pay our percentages, and you’re going to supply the legal side, in the end, it will save us a lot of money and bother, but I’m worried about those who haven’t joined us.”

      McGinley turned to Simpson and nodded.

      Simpson said, “After my visits around the city I ended up with five surviving people who were less than complimentary about Mrs McGinley, and I might add, less than complimentary about some of you.” He took a few seconds to gaze at each individual around the table.

      “What I would suggest is we agree who will tackle those five gang leaders, and as part of our alliance we demonstrate our strength by removing the stubborn individuals.”

      “You want us to deal with them, so they come into line?” Montgomery said.

      “No,” Simpson said. “I discussed this with Mrs McGinley, and we were thinking about something a bit more permanent. We’ll remove them one by one. After the first is dealt with, it will give the others an opportunity to rethink their future.”

      Judging from the grumbles and curses in the room the idea wasn’t favoured by everybody, but the men started to nod when the futility of tackling the new syndicate was appreciated.

      “Why have we all had to bring laptops with us today?” Sheridan said.

      Simpson said, “Mrs McGinley has hers with her too. As a show of good faith, and to help bind us as a group, the idea is for everybody present to send a simple email, donating £5,000 as a deposit for expenses incurred as we set up the new larger group.”

      Simpson passed a sheet of paper around with the appropriate email address printed on it to avoid any confusion or misspelling.

      “When the messages have all been received we can bring you up to date on our efforts regarding the capture and execution of the vigilante team who’ve been plaguing the city’s underworld for so long.”

      “How will we know you’ve caught them?” Sheridan said.

      “You’ll know,” McGinley said. “We have a traitor and two of the vigilantes along the corridor waiting to be taken out for a diving lesson in the loch.”

      Simpson said, “We also have a live one, but she’s contained within the building. The sentries are under orders not to kill her because we’d like you gentlemen to be entertained by her demise.”

      Simpson brought McGinley’s laptop to the table, and as she powered up the machine, she nodded to the other gang leaders. Each man lifted his laptop case, and they set up their individual computers. The transactions lined up on McGinley’s Inbox within a few minutes.

      She said, “Until Brian here located this excellent meeting place and made some renovations we didn’t have any means of using phones or the internet here.” In reality, when Simpson had told her there was no phone signal, she had never attempted to use her phone. Had she cared to look across the loch, a relay mast stood proudly in a little compound five miles away. McGinley wasn’t up to speed on such things as phone relays, how the internet worked, or the engineering behind any other modern technology.

      The gang leaders had taken the lack of phone signal in good faith and didn’t try.

      Simpson left the room by announcing he’d gone for an update on the last agent, who was on the loose in the building but known to be severely injured. It was a lie, and he returned ten minutes later and stood beside McGinley’s chair.

      “Boss, if you’d like to go along to Room Three, our final vigilante is waiting to meet you.”

      “Room Three?” It was a secret code Simpson had explained to her earlier.

      “Yes, it’s the one between Room Two and Room Four.” Simpson turned to smile at the gang leader nearest them.

      “Ha, fucking ha,” McGinley said. “Keep an eye on my laptop please, Brian.”

      As the door closed behind McGinley, Simpson shook his head and grinned.

      “You need to be careful, mate,” Sheridan said. “She is as dangerous as Mickey used to be.”

      “Ah, she’s a pussycat,” Simpson said.
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        * * *

      

      “Hullo, all stations Mike Romeo this is Max—let it go, let it go. Out.” Max crouched down among the bushes at the edge of the tree line, and watched the black Mercedes as it exited the old brick building, went through the gates, and climbed the track to the forest. The wooden doors of the building swung closed, and the gates of the fence swung closed. The driver of the Merc made no effort to stop and lock the doors or gates.

      “Hullo, Max this is Dennis. I’m with Johnno, and we’re less than one-hundred yards from those gates. The X-rays have a man either side in the bushes.”

      “Roger that,” Max said. “Keep them covered, but don’t give away position. We might want to go in through there later, over.”

      “Roger,” Dennis said.

      “Hullo Daz, this is Max, over.”

      “Gotcha,” Daz said, not being one for voice procedure.

      “You and Vick pay a visit to the guy on the primary barrier. Take your time getting back there, and put him out of action; permanently.”

      “We’re on it,” Daz said. The joy was evident in his tone.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be right back.” Simpson stood. “Mrs Mac has been gone ten minutes. I’ll remind her, she’s got, guests.” He strode to the door and left the conference room, closing the door gently behind him.

      It took two minutes to reach the chamber where the three bodies had been left as a confidence booster if any of the gang leaders had become agitated. Simpson gazed once again at the corpse of the man who’d been sent to truss the bodies in fishing nets. He was as dead as the others and having his throat cut, it could only have been the vigilante bitch.

      Two of McGinley’s men approached from along the corridor.

      “How is the meeting going, Brian?”

      “Not bad, Alec.” Simpson looked over his shoulder. “We found out another one of ours was a traitor and the boss has dealt with him. He’s there with the others.”

      “What a fucking mess. When are we getting rid of the bodies?”

      “The nets are there if you two fancy a trip out in the little boat. It’s tied at our private pier around on the loch side of the building.”

      “It’s a messy job, but it’ll get us out of here for a couple of hours.” The two men stepped over the bodies and started to arrange a net for the first of the corpses. “What about weights, Brian?”

      “I’ve had a few big boulders stacked beside the pier. I reckon one inside each net will be enough.” He nodded to the two trusted gang members and left them to their thankless task.

      Five minutes later, Simpson walked through the dimly-lit parking floor. The black Mercedes was gone, and he rightly figured McGinley had taken it to get away. To suit his agenda he had to maintain her confidence a while longer.

      “So trusting for such a hard-faced woman.” Simpson approached the white BMW. He recalled his quick, last-minute chat with McGinley, timed to be while the other gang leaders were settling down in the conference room. He’d said, “If I give you a message about going to Room Three, it’s a covert message to get the fuck out of here.”

      McGinley had looked at him aghast, but he repeated the coded warning, and she’d nodded, expecting her right-hand man must have a good reason.

      Simpson reached the BMW, still shaking his head at how easily he’d coerced McGinley since they’d met. He glanced left and right around the vehicles, to ensure nobody would see him leave, and only then realised that the tyres were slashed on every vehicle except the BMW. McGinley must have got one with good tyres too—both being parked at one end.

      Simpson started the engine and eased the big car down into the tunnel. A few of the lights were out, so he flicked on the headlights for the short underground journey.

      “What the fuck—”

      Where the tunnel started to rise up from the lowest point, a young woman in a torn skirt and jacket knelt on one leg. Her other leg was out to one side and had a sizeable bloodstained piece of material tied around it.

      She had no shoes and was supporting herself with a straight arm—her left hand flat on the ground. The woman was in the centre of the vehicle’s path and staring straight at the advancing machine.

      Earlier, Eva had lost the strength to burst any more tyres and decided to crawl along the tunnel. She’d lie in wait and watch for anybody escaping—she could block the tunnel. The first car, driven by a woman had almost hit her at the entry to the subway.

      The trembling operative lifted her left arm to use a two-handed grip on her gun. Her head was lolling forward, and her eyes blinked rapidly. Eva’s head rose, her body became erect, and her lips parted as she took a deep breath. For several seconds she remained steady, focused on the driver—not a person—her target. Eva’s strength was ebbing fast as she curled a finger around the trigger.

      “Bitch!” Simpson howled as he floored the accelerator. He felt the intense pain of the first two bullets because one entered his chest and shattered his sternum. The second round ventilated his windpipe, but the next three made a tight group on his forehead.

      Eva was unconscious and her body was falling forward as the car reached her. Due to the confines of the tunnel, the operative’s lifeless body was thrown against the roof of the tunnel and landed against the windscreen of the powerful car. The out of control vehicle screamed out of the dark passage.

      The BMW launched through the wooden doors of the old building. Travelling at more than forty, the car flew over the mesh fence and overturned, dumping Eva’s broken body unceremoniously on a gangland gunman. The vehicle continued in flight for another few yards and landed on its roof.

      The man in the bushes had been shocked at the explosive intrusion into his daydreams. He stood up and fired three rounds into the bloodied and battered corpse.

      Dennis had waited long enough. He got up on one knee and with a brief, but accurate aim, put two bullets in the gangster’s head.

      A chain reaction developed whereby another Mental Rider fired at a member of the opposition, and the criminals returned fire. The scene resembled a Wild West bar brawl with automatic weapons.

      “Mike Romeo—cease firing,” Max shouted into his radio. He needn’t have used the radio. When the gorse and woodland around his men had gone quiet, Max issued a more subdued command. “All stations Mike Romeo—stay low and move to secondary positions.”

      He received a response from all call-signs and nodded with satisfaction. Max tapped Hank on the shoulder, and they moved out, keeping low to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck is going on out there?” Montgomery said. “It sounded like gunfire.”

      Sammy Smart went across to one of the half-dozen slit-like windows. “I can hardly see anything out of this bloody thing.”

      “They’re intended for archers,” Montgomery said. “It lets somebody fire out, but cuts down the target for an enemy.”

      “Well, this fucking archer wants to know what the fuck is going on.”

      “This door is locked,” Mathieson said. “It’s fucking locked from the outside.”

      In the next few seconds, a bunch of the worst criminal minds in Glasgow gazed at each other.

      “We’ve been fucking stitched up,” Sheridan said.

      “No shit, Sherlock.” Montgomery shook his head.

      “Fuck you.” Sheridan advanced towards the other man.

      “Hey guys,” Mathieson said. “Let’s not squabble among ourselves. We have to figure how to get out of this place.” He turned to the men who were standing around saying nothing. “Fellas, check those two doors at the other end of the room.”

      The two men raced to the other doors, both pulled violently, faced each other and turned to shake their heads.

      Eleven people who had spent their adult lives ruling by fear stood helplessly together in a large stone-walled room in the fort ruin.

      “What the fuck is this?” Montgomery stared at the screen of his laptop.

      “What’s up now?” Jennings said.

      “Cartoon men lining up against a wall, and fucking holes appearing everywhere—”

      “It’s on my machine as well,” Smart said.

      “St Valentine’s Day.” Davies stared at his screen as he slumped into his chair, and he shook his head. “We’re fucked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. Making an Entrance

          

        

      

    

    
      .

      Loch Etive

      “It sounds like it’s kicking off mate,” Mike said. “Now we can move farther into the loch and set up shop.”

      “Great,” Sinbad said. “What should we do about those two arseholes in the red and white motorboat?”

      “We’ll tackle them first,” Mike said. “If you were right in what you saw a short while ago, they’ve got a couple of our people trussed up on board.”

      Sinbad knelt down and lifted the M16 he’d prepared for the mission.

      Mike opened the wooden crate which housed his favourite weapon. He lifted out the Light Machine Gun and tapped the bipod open. The ex-Commando knelt behind the gun, flicked the top cover open and fitted a thirty-round magazine. The big gun sat on the deck, bipod open, ready to lift into position.

      “Now we’re fucking ready,” Sinbad said.

      Mike lifted the Glock from his shoulder holster, cocked the mechanism and replaced the weapon. He went to the controls and urged the small cruiser forward across the loch at slow speed.

      “Come and stand beside the cabin, Sinbad,” Mike said. “Keep your weapon down along your leg out of sight.”

      “Until they provoke me.” the Mental Rider ambled along the boat.

      Five minutes later the cruiser came alongside the small red and white motorboat which had left the rocky pier at Fort Etive

      “Ahoy there,” Mike called.

      “Fuck off,” one of the gangsters shouted and pulled his jacket open to show his gun.

      “I hope that wasn’t a threat,” Mike said. “My young friend here doesn’t take kindly to being threatened.”

      “Fuck you, and your young friend,” the man said and reached under his jacket.

      Sinbad raised the combat weapon and fired two short bursts from waist height. The two gangsters collapsed into the boat on top of the bodies they intended to send to the depths of the loch.

      “Well done,” Mike said, and as he spoke a bullet thudded into the side of the boat. The hit was followed by another, and Mike pushed Sinbad away from where he stood. Sinbad fell to the deck, and a bullet tore a deep gouge in Mike’s left upper arm.

      “Bastard!” Mike stumbled against the cabin.

      “Are you okay, Mike?”

      “I’m fine mate. Take that fucker out.”

      Mike knelt and tore a piece of his shirt sleeve as a temporary dressing. First Aid kits in his opinion were for occasions when you had no clothing to destroy.

      Sinbad stayed down and slid the M16 back along the deck to Mike. “Now we’ll find out if I’ve learned anything.” Sinbad lifted the two inner poles and inserted them in the vertical shafts on the starboard side of the boat. He checked the tension on the elasticated strap and lifted the machine gun into place, pulling it back, so the bipod held firm.

      “Give them shit Sinbad,” Mike shouted.

      “Sights to three hundred,” Sinbad said as he lifted the butt into his shoulder. An incoming  bullet thudded the side of the boat. Ignoring the enemy fire, the biker continued to talk himself through his drills. “Test and adjust the position.” He paused, tilted the machine gun up at an angle and looked through the rear sights at the distant building. “And … one two ... one two ... one two .…”

      The deep beat of the short bursts reassured, but not as much as the sight of brickwork being chipped away along the battlements of the ruin.

      “One X-ray down.” Sinbad recommenced firing. While firing his next bursts, the reason for wearing ear defenders became obvious to Sinbad. The bloody machine gun was deafening. Oh well, he fired another few short bursts. “Two X-rays down, ” he said casually. He felt a tap on the lower leg and looked down.

      “You’ve got three rounds left.” Mike handed up a fresh magazine.

      “Cheers Mike.” Sinbad accepted the big curved magazine and jammed it into his waistband. He fired a short burst, and the gun stopped. Sinbad quickly flicked the empty magazine off and handed it down to Mike. The biker fitted the new magazine, and bullets were zipping across the loch within seconds.

      “No further targets,” Sinbad said, showing discipline, but he watched the top of the ruin, just in case. He kept the butt of the machine gun pulled tight into his shoulder.

      Despite his injury, Mike sat on the deck, grinning and looking up at his young trainee.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Fort Etive

      Max pressed the switch on his radio. “Mike Romeo, advance in teams using fire and manoeuvre. Watch your left and right arcs and don’t fucking shoot each other. Out.”

      A stream of gunfire erupted from weapons. The men who had moved forward commenced sustained fire and the team-mate advanced. Two of the X-rays got up and ran for the tunnel. One man was cut down within a few paces, and the second man hit the deck and crawled.

      Mobile phones belonging to the X-rays were making a variety of ringtones as their masters tried desperately to make contact. Nobody took the time to answer.

      The Mental Riders reached a stage where they were out of the tree line and had less cover. Two of the riders were hit, although not fatally.

      “Max this is Daz,” came over the radio. “Sentry put to sleep.”

      “Max, Roger that Daz. Out.”

      A lump of dirt spewed up beside Max’s face, and he rolled to one side. “Where the fuck is the effective firing coming from?”

      “There are two guys on the roof,” Hank said. “I think Mike and Sinbad have taken care of a couple of them, but the other two fuckers have come up through a hatch. The guys on the boat wouldn’t be able to see them.”

      “We haven’t got enough height here,” Max said. “We’ll have to try and get a couple of the boys up to that little copse on the right, above the central forest.”

      For a few minutes, silence ensued as both sides licked their wounds, regrouped, and judged the situation.

      A single, high-velocity crack sounded, and one of the two men on the roof dropped like a pile of shit.

      “Where the fuck did that come from?” Hank lifted his binoculars. He focused on the second rifleman on the roof in time to see his head taking a hit, when a second high-velocity round cracked overhead. “Jesus Christ—that is fucking shooting.”

      Max nodded. He half-turned to peer at the copse on the hilltop. “Not Jesus Christ mate, but maybe an avenging angel.”

      “Hullo all stations Mike Romeo, this is Romeo.” Rachel’s voice echoed in earphones around the area, and on the speaker of Mike’s cruiser. “I have the roof. Use extreme prejudice. I say again, use extreme prejudice. Out.”

      The X-ray who’d been crawling towards the old building and the tunnel got up to crawl the final five yards but landed flat when a bullet struck the back of his head.

      The Mental Riders advanced to contact in teams, firing, getting down, firing and moving forward. Four men were left at the edge of the trees. Three were injured, and one stayed to help and protect them. All of the injured still bore arms, unwilling to submit to injury.

      The remaining X-rays took their chances with a zig-zag run and firing randomly at their attackers. Eight men made it to the building and the tunnel inside, but one was cut down, mainly because he was the last man to go through the wire mesh gates.

      Two men made it to the narrow strip of land which the loch splashed on either side. Both men made it to the wooden door, but when pushed, it didn’t budge. They turned to take out a few of the enemy, but they were cut down as if by a firing squad. A hail of bullets tore into their bodies, and they fell back. They slid down the wooden door, leaving large red stains.

      The Mental Riders raced in their pairs, double-tapping rounds into the areas where they had seen X-rays previously. They reached the building inside the compound, and they all understood the dangers of going into the tunnel ill-prepared.

      “Fresh magazines,” Max shouted.

      The bikers worked in pairs, one man keeping a wary eye while his partner changed to a full magazine, and then they traded places. When ready, Max detailed two men to stay at the door of the building to act as a rearguard. He led the bikers into the building and beyond.
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        * * *

      

      When the surviving X-rays reached the car park floor, there were four other men already there.

      “What the fuck is happening out there?”

      “There are some seriously evil bastards out there who can shoot.”

      “I thought we had four guys on the roof with rifles—”

      “We have,” another man said, cutting him off.

      “Why aren’t they fucking helping us?”

      “Because they’re all fucking dead.”

      “How about ramming our way out in a couple of these vehicles?” a new arrival said.

      “You can try,” one of the others said. “By the time we got down here, the two vehicles that were closest to the staircase were gone. Some bastard has knifed all the fucking tyres on the other cars.

      “Was it one of the people who drove off?”

      “Nah, I think it was that crazy bitch nobody could find.”

      A loud pop was heard from the area of the tunnel, and another, and another.

      “What the fuck is going on down there?”

      “It’s getting darker in the tunnel,” a nervous gunman said. “Those bastards are bursting all the lights so they can come up here in the darkness.”

      A small round object bounced off the back door of the minibus and rolled onto the floor.

      “Grenade!” a man shouted and dived behind a car. Two of the others were stunned by the cry and stared at the small, but deadly device—not the best defence against a grenade.

      On a hard surface a grenade performs well, but on an old stone floor, it has a devastating effect because the explosive power and the contents are only permitted to go outward and upward.

      The men who found cover behind vehicles or inside vehicles screamed in agony as shrapnel tore into any exposed body parts.

      The Mental Riders burst out of the darkness of the tunnel and fired at anything still moving. After two minutes, the only things moving were the Mental Riders. Max once again took the option to leave two men behind as he advanced with the others.

      “If anybody comes in here and they don’t call out—fucking kill them,” Max said.

      The team set off in two groups to clear the remainder of the building. The bikers systematic use of a recognised house-clearance technique would have made an infantry commander proud.

      On two occasions they came across X-rays who were huddled in corners waiting to take their chances—which proved not to be so good.

      As they cleared the last corridor, Max hesitated beside a doorway and looked inside. There were large, distinct patches of blood. He looked away, grimaced, and shook his head.

      “Conference Room.” Hank pointed ahead. “How do you want to play this?”

      “Grenades.” Max nodded to Hank and the other two men closest to him. He rammed his pistol into the back of his waistband and lifted a grenade from inside his jacket.

      The other bikers who’d be using grenades stashed their handguns safely and produced their handfuls of explosives. Max turned to the final two who were with this small assault team.

      “When we’ve pulled the pins, you two slide back those metal bars and push the door open. Don’t try to close the door. Once we lob these things, everybody moves to the sides.”

      The other three with grenades at the ready were watching their leader.

      “Pins,” Max whispered. They all held the grenades tightly in their right hands, gripped and pulled the rings with their left hands and stood to wait. They’d practised under Jake’s guidance, and understood as long as they clasped the lever against the device it would remain safe.

      “Door.” Max moved back a step. The two riders with handguns at the ready reached forward and slid back the bolts which held the door securely. They opened the door.

      From within the room, a gaggle of voices started asking questions, swearing, and shouting.

      None were as loud as Max’s command. “Grenades!”

      There were loud gasps, a startled cry and a lot of cursing. Two men finally found God, which was handy, because they were about to meet him.

      As the grenades flew through the air into the large conference room, the riders dived into cover outside the door. A series of metal pings echoed around the large chamber as the metal levers sprung free from their hosts. Four dull thuds followed when the deadly weapons landed on the floor. They rolled for three more seconds before a ripple of explosions.

      Pieces of the massive table, chairs, laptops, and flesh exited through the doorway as the blast ricocheted off the thick stone walls. When silence reigned, Max stood up with his back against the wall. He pulled his automatic from his waistband and turned to glance inside. He gave the nod to his associates and entered the room.

      Sheridan had somehow escaped with his life and stood up, his eyes wide open, and his palms pressed flat against his ears. Holding his ears would prove to make little difference. Max put a hole in Sheridan’s head from the other end of the room.

      The riders cleared the room, and all six Riders made their way to the roof.

      “We have to let our people out there know all is clear,” Max said.

      “I’m on it.” Hank gripped the old piece of halyard hanging from the flagpole and attached the Saltire; the flag of Scotland. He hoisted the flag slowly, and it opened in the gentle breeze.

      The distinctive white cross on a blue background was an integral part of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club colours, and they wore it proudly.

      A hoot sounded from a small cruiser out in the loch, and the two men on-board waved.

      Max waved back—job done.

      “Okay lads, no trace of us to be left. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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      Saturday 23rd October

      Milton

      Fifteen miles east of Glasgow

      “Excuse me,” the attractive woman said to the young assistant. “Would you be a darling and bring me out a latte?”

      “Of course, madam,” the teenager gushed as he feasted his eyes on her. “Would you like anything else?”

      “I think I’ve got enough to be going on with, thank you.” She opened her laptop and powered up. Following a casual glance over her shoulder, she commenced checking her messages.

      Martina Crawford, aka Nadia Henderson, felt satisfied with her efforts. Several gangsters who had caused Peter’s underworld aspirations were now dead. A couple of the interfering bikers were dead, and the damn vigilante and his team were disposed of.

      There were rumours one of the vigilantes had survived, but if this proved to be the case, it would only take a brief visit back to the UK to settle matters. The woman’s twin brother had been avenged with considerable interest, and a tidy financial sum had been collected. This had been a productive and interesting trip.

      The impressionable barista coughed lightly as he approached. “Your latte, madam.”

      Crawford lowered the top of her laptop to an angle. “Thank you.” She half turned to lift her purse. As she held the bag with her left hand and lifted out the cash with her right, she winced.

      “Are you okay?” the lad said and leant forward.

      “I'm all right,” she said and chuckled. “I’m recovering from being shot in the shoulder, and you know how those injuries linger.”

      “You shouldn’t joke about being shot you know.” The teenager pointed out the nearby roundabout and slip road. “We had a shooting incident here a couple of days ago, and a man died, and other people were injured.”

      “Really?” She bit her lip briefly. “I’ve missed the headlines for a couple of days.”

      “A whole gang of bikers were here, and a rival gang shot at them.” He looked left and right trying to imagine something he hadn’t seen. “Actually, I think the people who were shot were standing around this table.”

      “I’ll have to be extra careful then, eh?” She handed over a note worth far more than the price of the coffee. “Keep the change for being so informative.”

      “Thank you.” The teenager blushed when the attractive customer caught him ogling her shapely legs.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Ray.”

      “What age are you, Ray?”

      “Seventeen—well, nearly eighteen.”

      “When will you finish today?”

      Ray took a deep breath and gazed down at those legs again. “Four o’clock.”

      “I might call back this way. Now you go and see to other customers.” She winked.

      The teenager turned and walked away, his face beaming, and his right hand reaching down to adjust his clothing.

      “Fucking pussy.” Crawford opened her laptop and checked the news page. A small headline caught her eye. ‘Doctor dies in house fire in Cardross’

      “Serves him right for asking so many fucking questions,” Crawford murmured. She moved on to her Inbox and with a broad smile checked the updated balances on her numerous bank accounts. “I think it’s time to move on.”
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      .

      BTL Enterprises

      Glasgow

      Rachel drove into the underground car park and selected one of the spaces reserved for Alliance Security, which didn’t exist, except for three car spaces and an empty office on the fourth floor of the building. Before leaving the stolen Ford, Rachel placed an Alliance Security parking permit on the dashboard.

      Long, auburn hair draped beyond her shoulders, an unbuttoned blouse and short skirt would be enough to make sure the attention of the security man in the booth would be occupied. The large tinted glasses would ensure Rachel’s eyes remained a mystery.

      The operative nodded, and her lips curved into a smile as she walked past the young man, embarrassed to be caught staring. In her small shoulder bag Rachel carried a Walther 9mm, and in her black leather attaché case everything else she would require for this visit.

      Rachel made her way to the top floor. She glanced over her shoulder along the empty top corridor, punched her entry code into the keypad, and stepped into the airlock. When the outer door clicked shut behind her, she keyed the inner door and entered. Rachel placed the briefcase on the conference table, before slipping off her jacket and stilettos.

      She considered her next actions and surveyed the large, square room. Once again, Rachel saw the pride on Phil and Annabel’s faces when they commenced the first briefing here. She recalled the day Jake returned to join them. It had been the day her emotions betrayed her; when she set eyes on the tanned and toned warrior. Was it such a short time ago she sat here with Jake, Ian, and Eva, ready to move on as the new blood of the organisation?

      Much of that same blood had now been spilt.

      Two minutes after entering BTL Enterprises the young woman worked with a cold, calculating efficiency. She had to be mentally detached from this suite of rooms, and what they had meant to her and her colleagues. Somewhere in her subconscious she had moved on already, and become her new persona. Rachel moved rapidly from one area to another as she performed a sequence of actions she’d only rehearsed once.

      At one point close to the end of her task she paused as Jake’s words returned clearly in her ear. ‘If one of us is compelled to do this, there is no way back. Time will be of the essence.’

      Rachel checked the time—eight minutes since she’d set the first timer. She stepped into her shoes, pulled on her jacket and lifted the empty briefcase. She paused for five seconds and looked around the room. One deep breath later, she stepped out through both doors into the corridor on the top floor. No other office on this floor had ever been occupied.

      When Rachel reached the car park, she eased the car out of the space and waved at the security man as the barrier lifted to allow her egress.

      Ten minutes after leaving Bothwell Street, Rachel pulled into Bath Lane and parked the car as it had been before she’d stolen it. She lifted the black leather holdall from the boot and walked out to Renfield Street. On the way, she ditched the empty briefcase in a substantial retail dump bin.

      She turned left towards the BHS department store on the corner of Renfield Street and Bath Street. On the third floor, she used the customer toilets to change and emerged in her leathers with the holdall now containing her smart business outfit and shoes. When she donned her helmet and mounted her Kawasaki, her expression remained as deadpan as it had been since the start of the operation.
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        * * *

      

      .

      King’s Park

      Glasgow

      Carol McGinley sat in her conservatory with a whiskey tumbler in her hand. It might be early in the evening, but she needed a drink. Her laptop sat open at her primary bank account which showed a balance of zero. She’d systematically gone through ten bank accounts, including offshore, and each one had been emptied.

      “I’m not worth a fucking penny Mickey,” she said aloud. “I’ve lost everything you built up for us over the years.”

      “Stand up,” a young woman said from the living room.

      McGinley stood and turned, whiskey tumbler in her hand. “Who the fucking hell are you?”

      “I’m not giving you the satisfaction.” The visitor wore black leathers and held an automatic pistol. The weapon had a long cylindrical suppressor fitted to the end of the barrel. She raised the gun, and from five yards, placed a single small hole in McGinley’s forehead.

      By the time the glass tumbler had smashed on the tiled conservatory floor, the assassin had stooped to pick up the spent 9mm cartridge. The biker left through the side door. Two minutes later, a black Kawasaki purred along the street, passing a covert police car.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Western Infirmary

      Glasgow

      Rachel entered the hospital in the evening, during the final half-hour of visiting time. She wandered the corridors, her mind programmed towards her mission, and not a social occasion.

      Doctors, nurses, and orderlies went about their business as usual. Without exception, as they passed Rachel, they either nodded or smiled at her. In return, she greeted them with a smile. Nobody would notice the smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      Rachel carried a bible clasped in both hands held down to her front. She recalled advice Annabel had given her, ‘However you feel inside; you must deceive others—be in character.’

      When Rachel arrived at the private room, she ignored the equipment with the flashing lights, buzzers, and switches. She gazed at the patient, but there would be no time for the luxury of a long, sentimental goodbye. As Rachel’s beautiful eyes glazed, she glanced at the patient’s condition chart. The line was close to the base and progressed beyond the double zero mark. The line had been drawn horizontally along the sheet.

      For the past ten hours, the equipment had not repaired; it had maintained. It was performing exactly as the consultant had suggested it would.

      Rachel’s eyes blinked rapidly as she took a final look at the man who had done so much in a relatively short life. “I love you, Jake—forgive me.”

      Before Rachel was ten yards from the door of the room, two nurses and two doctors raced past her. Blue lanyards with small identity cards fluttered around the front of their bodies, and skilled hands held stethoscopes which moments before had been hanging casually around necks.

      As Rachel turned into an adjacent corridor, she overheard one of the doctor’s cursing. The unprofessional sound of young shoulders charging against the wooden door echoed along the corridors. A high-pitched alarm sounded from a room.
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        * * *

      

      .

      The Bungalow

      Lennoxtown

      East Dunbartonshire

      While Phil and Annabel were in New Zealand, they had been alerted by Sam Griffiths regarding the situation with the BTL team. He told them about the team’s request, and his decision to keep the authorities out of the conflict.

      When Sam had called, the couple had been arranging a funeral for Annabel’s father who’d died the day before. A tropical storm in the Pacific region had affected all flights for forty-eight hours, which meant they took three days to return to the UK. By the time they touched down in Glasgow, the BTL team had suffered terrible losses.

      “Annabel.” Phil turned away from the TV. “Come and check this out.”

      “It’s Bothwell Street isn’t it?” Annabel approached from the kitchen.

      “Yes, it’s the office block where we set up our HQ. The reporters have been moved further away from the incident tape to increase the police cordon area.”

      “What are you thinking, Phil?”

      “Judging by the way the cameras are zooming into the top windows, I’m hoping for a miracle. There are different possibilities. Either somebody from the dark side has achieved—”

      Phil stopped when the reporter came on camera.

      “This is Benny McGovern reporting for Scotland Today. I’m on Bothwell Street in Glasgow city centre where it appears a top floor office has suffered a catastrophic explosion.” The man turned and looked up as his cameraman obliged by panning upwards and focusing on the high level. None of the exterior structure appeared to be affected.

      “There is some confusion about the nature of the explosion and the damage because all the windows on the top floor are intact. According to a spokesman for the Fire and Rescue Service, the windows should be shattered somewhere up there, but the damage seems to be contained within the building.”

      Annabel lifted the telephone and pressed the button to scramble the call originator. She dialled a number.

      Phil lowered the volume on the TV to zero. “Who are you calling?”

      “At Sam’s barbecue before we left on our trip, do you remember the response when I asked what Jake or Rachel would do if one of them ever ended up in a particular condition?”

      “I remember you said you had nightmares about you ever being in the same scenario—”

      “Hello,” Annabel said. “I’m Doctor Munro, calling from St Thomas’s Hospital in London. I’ve been asked to check on the condition of one of your intensive care patients—Mr Jake Carter.”

      Phil and Annabel stared deep into each other’s eyes for the next few seconds.

      “Yes,” Annabel said. “I realise it’s not hospital policy, but I’m Mr Carter’s family doctor, with clearance to have updates on his progress. You’ll find a letter of authority has been faxed and will be at the desk ... thank you, I’m grateful.” She covered the mouthpiece to speak to Phil. “I have a young nurse who’s under pressure.”

      Phil remained silent, but stood, unable to relax while they waited.

      “Yes,” Annabel said brightly. She listened, closed her eyes and murmured, “Thank you.” She put the phone on the cradle and turned to embrace Phil who had stepped toward her. “We’ve lost him Phil, and I think we’ve lost Rachel too.” The veil of the professional assassin slipped as Annabel sobbed uncontrollably.

      On Annabel’s shoulder, a warrior’s tears fell silently from her partner’s eyes.

      The pair stood in the lounge, holding each other close; giving as much comfort as two retired trained killers were able. Jake had been much more than a colleague. He had been selected by Phil and Annabel, and he’d trained hard to prove himself. He’d taken severe punishment in his role before joining the British Army to emulate Phil—his hero.

      Not only did Jake enlist into the Royal Engineers as Phil had done many years before, but he also went on to become a member of the elite Special Air Service. Jake had achieved what had once seemed impossible to him. Now, he was gone.

      Until they were given details, they wouldn’t know if their worst fears were to be confirmed. Had they also lost Rachel, the young woman who had come so far, and in the end had been unabashed about her love and devotion to Jake.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Western Infirmary

      Glasgow

      Amy checked her mobile when it buzzed. “Hello, Boss. Yes, we’ve got it narrowed down to three suspects, but our money is on one character.” She listened to the response. “Yes, I can. We’re in the security room, but it’s only us.” Amy responded to the Chief’s request and switched on her phone’s loudspeaker, before turning down the volume.

      “Is Eddie with you right now, Amy?” Sam Griffiths said.

      “He nipped out to fetch us coffee, but he’ll be back any minute.”

      “Okay, give me an outline of your three people.”

      “First, we have a young guy in a leather jacket and jeans who will be easy to identify. He’s trying to run along the corridors of the hospital and appears to be staggering. Second, we have—”

      The door opened, and Eddie backed in carrying two coffees and two chocolate bars.

      Amy said, “The boss is on loudspeaker Eddie. Come in, and I’ll lock the door.” She stood and turned the catch.

      “Hello again, Boss,” Amy said. “Second, we have a young woman dressed as a nurse. Finally, we have a nun.”

      “A sister,” Sam said. “You mean like the religious black and white garb and a crucifix?”

      “Yes,” Amy said, turning to shake her head at Eddie.

      “Okay, well done you two,” Sam said. “Can you tell me briefly who your top suspect is and why?”

      Amy said, “The young guy is in a hurry, but he’s physically all over the place, and Eddie is sure he’s a user, which means he might have tried to steal gear and somebody spotted him.”

      “Right,” Sam said.

      Amy said, “The nurse impressionist is wearing make-up, nail varnish, and a wristwatch.”

      “Well done.” Sam’s voice held a hint of pride. “Is there anything else to rule her out?”

      “We found her on two other cameras, picking pockets and bags of hospital visitors.”

      “I take it you’ve already contacted hospital security.”

      “Yes, we’ve alerted them to both the user and the fake nurse.”

      “Right,” Sam said. “What about the nun?”

      “I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something irregular about her.”

      “Okay, as a matter of urgency, I want you to bring a copy of the video to Pitt Street, for my eyes only, but before you do, I want you to make the scenes with the nun to be left in a less than perfect condition on the original.”

      The two detectives exchanged a look of bewilderment.

      “I’m sure you have your reasons, Boss—”

      Eddie over-ruled her. “Understood, Boss—we’ll get it sorted.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      .

      Police HQ

      Pitt Street

      Glasgow

      “Come in you two and take a seat,” Sam Griffiths said.

      DCI Malone and DI Hughes stepped inside and sat in the chairs indicated by their boss.

      The Chief Constable closed the door and returned to his seat. “I take it you’ve both had the opportunity to sample our shit machine coffee while you’ve been waiting?”

      “Yes, Boss,” Amy said.

      Eddie nodded and recalled many times working as Sam’s protégé. Sam hated the station coffee machines.

      Sam said, “I’ve had a look at the footage, and I’m satisfied with my decision. I’m sure you’re both wondering what the bloody hell I’m talking about.”

      The two detectives exchanged a blank look.

      Sam pressed play on the video machine, and the small monitor in the corner of the office burst into life. Footage of the bogus nun walking along the hospital corridors appeared.

      Both Eddie and Amy squinted as they watched, and tried to see if the Chief had spotted something they’d missed.

      Sam paused the tape and zoomed in to the woman’s face. The features weren’t crystal clear, but a detail became obvious which the two detectives had not noticed previously.

      “She’s crying.” Amy turned to the Chief.

      Sam clicked the remote, and the tape rolled again. The tears on the nun’s face were more evident when she walked under a set of fluorescent lights. Sam stopped the machine and sat back in his chair.

      “Eddie, would you fix us up fresh coffees please?” Sam nodded to the corner of his office.

      Eddie stood and smiled as he organised three brews from the Chief’s percolator.

      Sam said, “This is the reason I wanted you two guys to deal with the incident as soon as I got the report. This is why I wanted control of the recording.” He lifted a white envelope from his drawer, removed a business card and dropped both on his desk. He nodded for them to take a look.

      Eddie said, “This reminds me of a case we covered in the past, but it’s your name and rank on the envelope this time instead of mine.”

      “Did the business card come inside the envelope?” Amy lifted the card by the edges.

      “It did,” Sam said. “What do you see on there?”

      Amy stared at the card. “The graphic is small, purple flowers surrounded by dark green leaves. A couple of words in Latin at the bottom.” She turned the card over and read aloud.

      “An explosive clearance. An execution. A blessed release. A new mission.” She shook her head and handed the card to Eddie.

      Eddie stared at the image and turned the card over. He looked at Sam. “When did you get this, Boss?”

      Delivered by hand an hour before the Bothwell Street explosion.”

      “An hour before?” Amy said.

      Sam nodded and looked from one of his detectives to the other.

      “Did we get CCTV footage of the messenger?” Eddie said.

      “Yes. A young woman in police uniform handed it in at the reception desk.”

      “The officer number on her epaulettes will give us her identity.” Amy smiled.

      “The number would help if it weren’t fake,” Sam said.

      “Do we know what the message means by execution?” Amy said.

      “When I heard the explosion was entirely controlled within a block and didn’t affect any other business or life, I had to consider options, and I made a call to somebody.” He dragged out the information, obviously enjoying himself. “After I’d confirmed my suspicions about the explosion I contacted our covert officer outside Mrs McGinley’s house.” He smiled. “He couldn’t do anything for her.”

      “If you don’t mind me saying so,” Eddie said. “You don’t seem fazed by any of this.”

      Sam lifted the business card. “Do either of you know what those flowers are?”

      Both detectives shook their heads.

      “Atropa Belladonna—it’s written across the bottom.”

      The two officers shook their heads, and both raised an eyebrow, acknowledging the boss had one over on them.

      “I’ll explain right after I’ve made a phone call.” He placed the card on his desk and dialled a number. The person on the other end responded quickly.

      “Hi, Phil—it’s Sam, mate.” The Chief winked at his two detectives.
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        * * *

      

      .

      The Bungalow

      Lennoxtown

      East Dunbartonshire

      “Phil,” Annabel whispered while she reached under her pillow. She turned to check the time; 04:30. “We’ve got a visitor.” As she slipped out from under the duvet, Annabel raised her right hand, so her Beretta pointed upwards. By the time she reached the bedroom door, Phil was alongside her, gripping his trusty Browning 9mm.

      Phil tapped Annabel’s shoulder with his left hand and indicated himself with his thumb. He opened his palm to show she should wait and follow him. She nodded and stepped back.

      As her naked partner stepped into the hallway with the stealth of a wild animal, Annabel couldn’t prevent a grin. How many men would get out of bed and move through the house to greet an intruder, while carrying a loaded automatic, but with no clothes on?

      Annabel wore a short black negligee, so was dressed; after a fashion. She followed Phil along the hallway and stood back as he cleared the kitchen diner at the back of the house. Phil moved forward and eased open the door of the multi-gym. Nothing. He moved on to the spare room and checked the en-suite. He advanced, checked the bathroom, turned and shook his head.

      Phil tried the door to the basement where they maintained a small armoury. He held up his hand once again and stepped forward inch by inch to the spacious lounge which overlooked the large front garden.

      Both of them glanced at the small tea-light candle burning in a container on the marble coffee table. The tea-light had been lit by the intruder because Annabel wouldn’t leave one burning, and if she did, it wouldn’t have lasted all night.

      The pair stood near the table, and the tiny flickering flame created an eerie glow over their bodies. Phil stared out of the lounge window towards the long driveway and hedgerow which led to the country road fifty yards distant. The full moon crept out from behind one of the few clouds. It created the silver lining often seen on a clear night.

      “Phil,” Annabel said and handed him a business card with a picture of small purple flowers surrounded by dark leaves. In the strange, flickering light, Annabel’s features brightened.

      “What is it?” Phil turned the card over to see ‘R xx’, on an otherwise plain white side.

      “Atropa Belladonna.” Annabel turned to look out of the window.

      “Nightshade?” Phil queried, and his brow furrowed.

      “Deadly Nightshade,” Annabel said, and her lips curled slightly, as she pointed out towards a silhouette at the end of the driveway.

      The dark shape of a motorcycle and rider were being highlighted by the moon.

      Both Phil and Annabel raised their left hands and waved in greeting. They were confident they’d be seen because of the flickering tea-light down in front of them.

      The mysterious rider’s right arm raised, and the fingers touched the helmet visor briefly. A few seconds later the motorbike lights flicked on, a low rumble sounded, and the Kawasaki headed off into the beckoning day and the rider’s future.

      
        
        **The End**

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue
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        * * *

      

      The deaths of the people inside Fort Etive were attributed to the inter-gang rivalry, instigated by the widow, Carol McGinley.
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        * * *

      

      Although motorbike tracks were found in various places near the scene of the mass murder, it was reported by a police spokesperson that a biker rally might have been arranged, but the riders had moved on when they saw the recent devastation and fatalities.
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        * * *

      

      Atropa Belladonna business cards were received by Stuart Fowler at SIS HQ in London, and Max at the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club coffee shop. On the plain white side of the card Max received was written ‘R xx.'
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        * * *

      

      In late 2004 the major crime lords of Glasgow were replaced by infighting. Those who were eager to succeed their old bosses made their case and fought bloody battles. Takeover bids occurred within gangs and within districts. Instead of becoming involved, the Chief Constable instructed his force to avoid confrontation and leave the underworld to squabble.

      Sam Griffiths had a theory. If they allowed the dust to settle, the new leaders would be more visible than if there was a heavy police presence during the violence.

      As long as the general public of the City of Glasgow were safe, Sam didn’t care how many of the criminals killed each other off.
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        * * *

      

      The bodies of Freddie, Ian, and Eva were recovered by the authorities.

      Freddie was buried in the same graveyard as his friend, Geordie. A service was attended by Phil, Annabel, Mike, Sam, Max, and Sinbad.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Ian was buried in Edinburgh after a service attended by his father and a handful of guests—at the family’s request. Sam Griffiths made an appearance and cleared Ian’s name in all respects regarding any doubt about the drugs found at the scene of the shooting incident in the retail park. It was officially declared by Sam as Chief Constable, Ian’s death had been a tragic case of mistaken identity.

      In an arranged private meeting, Phil and Annabel told Ian’s father what a courageous young man their son had been. They assured him Ian had died selflessly to save his colleague, Eva.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Eva was buried after a private service attended by her parents and a handful of guests. Phil and Annabel approached Eva’s parents later out of the public eye to say what a courageous young woman she’d been, and how she’d shown immense bravery in her chosen line of work. They stressed how she had been proud to perform her secretive role for the public good.
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        * * *

      

      .

      Jake was cremated at Old Kilpatrick, Dunbartonshire. In attendance were Phil, Annabel, Mike, Sam, Eddie, Amy, and Max accompanied by twenty of the Mental Riders Motor Cycle Club. Stuart Fowler flew up from London to attend the service.

      After the ceremony, Phil and Annabel arranged a day to collect the urn containing Jake’s ashes. The urn was to be delivered to an appropriately titled ‘dead drop’ where it would be picked up by the one person whom it was understood could not attend the service.

      A mystery woman in black, wearing a black veil was noticed at the back of the room during the ceremony. By the end of the service, she’d gone.
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        * * *

      

      On a hillside near Pitlochry, on the southern edge of the Cairngorms National Park, a house was bought by a woman who had special requirements. The house was old in its appearance on the outside, but modernised throughout the interior.

      A small bedroom upstairs was converted into a dressing room. Half of the left wall held a high shoe rack with a wide assortment of footwear. The second half contained a selection of wigs and hats, all displayed to preserve them in good condition.

      Against the right wall was a double wardrobe which included; a sniper’s one-piece Ghillie suit, a police officer’s uniform, a postal courier outfit, and a nun’s habit with wimple and cowl. These outfits and a few others were a starting point and would be improved upon.

      For three weeks the new owner spent most of her waking hours working on the layout and fittings of the basement. The door to the underground area was more secure than most bank vaults—if a booby-trapped, explosive doorframe could be referred to as secure.

      Rachel fitted brackets, shelving and drawer units to cater for enough armament, ammunition, and explosives to support a small rebellion. She had a small selection of sniper rifles, machine guns, handguns, and knives.

      On a small shelf to one side stood a custom-made ornate white urn, which was decorated with small purple flowers and green leaves.

      A workbench was set up where Rachel could strip and assemble her collection of weapons. She tasked herself with learning all there was to know about the tools of her trade.

      One wall was set aside with a notice board. On the board were the general description and known details of one person, the pseudonyms used thus far, and the cities across the world where the person had been known to reside; for however long.

      Along the way, Rachel would execute lowlifes as they came to her attention, but if it were to take her lifetime, she would locate and kill Martina Crawford aka Nadia Henderson.

      Deadly Nightshade was not a nickname—it was a byword for summary justice, and the primary target was already known by general appearance and DNA.
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      .

      All characters, locations, and events in this trilogy, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious, and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. To create a strong geographical foundation the place names in the UK, Europe, Canada and USA scenes are real. Fort Etive in the story is fictitious, although set in a real region.
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      I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for buying this collection. I hope you enjoyed the story and you will be tempted to buy another of my books. I would be grateful if you would take the time to write a short review, which would benefit potential readers and assist me as a writer. Tom

      
        
        http://www.tombensonauthor.com

        As you’ve been kind enough to try my work I thought you might like to know that ‘Codename: Nightshade’ will be available in the autumn of 2019.

        It is a spinoff/standalone story.
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