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Villefranche-sur-Mer 
Saturday, 10 July 2021

A big twist of the throttle took the electric outboard to max, but it didn’t seem to make much difference to our relative speeds. The Alamat looked just as far away, and Gabe was going ballistic. ‘He said it would be staying put all night. Your fucking bossman got it fucking wrong!’

The inflatable bounced up and down in bigger swell as we reached halfway into the bay, and Gabe had to grip his seat with both hands. Jack was still at the bow, using his lard to keep it down.

I glanced across to Rio, perched on the other side of the outboard. ‘Keep hold of that bag!’

The yacht wasn’t exactly going flat out, but its position was changing in relation to the bay’s ribbon of lights left and right. Our own motion was just about fast enough to blow everyone’s hair back, apart, of course, from Gabe’s. The moody Jock hadn’t had that much to start with, but in the last few months what was left of it had all fallen out.

Four bodies on board and only four horsepower to move them would have been fine for closing in on a static target, but not one that was on the move. But we were where we were, and that was it. If we caught up with the yacht, then all well and good. If not, we’d just have to revert to Plan B, as soon as I’d thought of one. At least the Alamat wasn’t completely out to sea yet: there were still lights running both sides of the bay ahead of it. In this harbour, vessels were under a speed restriction until they reached open water.

‘We’re gaining!’

Either Jack had a better perspective from ahead there on the bow or he was bluffing himself.

Straining my eyes into the gloom, I triangulated Alamat’s stern lights with points on the shore. Jack was right. We were gaining on it, not fast, but fast enough, and the closer we got the easier it was to use its lights as a marker to check our relative speeds.

There were many newer models than the sleek white three-master out there in the bay, available as charters for the super-rich to swan about in, but this was the only one named after a nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire battleship. It had left Marmaris in Turkey and made its way to the French Riviera via Tunis, but the journey was about a whole lot more than having fun. Serious work had been done en route and during the two stopovers, first in Tunis and then here. The problem was that the work being carried out on board was a danger to the West, and The Owl had ordered that it had to be stopped.

Soon, salty water splattered our faces as we bounced on the remains of Alamat’s wake.

Just a minute or two later, I could make out the faint rumble of engines, more like the gentle throbbing hum of an electricity generator.

Jack was up on his knees, gripping the loose end of the thin white nylon bow-rope in both hands.

Two more minutes and we were no more than four or five metres from the rear platform, which was just above sea level. At anchor, a ladder would go down from it into the water for swimmers, and a jet-ski was lashed on either side for those who wanted to be noisier.

The inflatable bucked and I had to hold on. Rio knelt behind Gabe and used his body to steady him as the spray drenched us. What he said to him carried to me on the wind: ‘Last chance, mate. It’s not too late.’

Gabe shook his head. ‘Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing – and why.’

He wasn’t going to change his mind. We all knew that. Back on the quay, just before we jumped aboard the inflatable, his eyes had locked onto ours, one by one. He didn’t say anything at first. We waited for him. It was his moment.

‘Thanks, lads,’ he finally muttered. ‘It’s been a fucker these last seven months, and especially this last one. But it’s yous cunts have made it bearable.’ Finally, Gabe had taken a deep breath and had one more good look into our eyes. ‘Right then, shitheads. Enough, before it turns into a fucking prayer meeting. Let’s go save the fucking world, yeah?’
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The yacht’s engine was so loud now it drowned out any other sound, and moments later the inflatable jolted as the bow connected with the swimming platform. We rebounded, and I had to keep the throttle on full so we recovered enough distance for Jack to make his move. He leapt, belly-flopping onto the deck, the line still in his hands, keeping himself flat as he rolled and crawled to tie it off against one of the jet-ski’s strapdowns.

The moment it was tethered, the inflatable thrashed from side to side. I used the outboard as best I could to counter the motion while Gabe, with Rio’s help, made his way to the bow. Jack was on his knees on the swimming platform, arm out, ready to pull him aboard.

Rio passed me the bag to sit on, then thrust his shoulder into Gabe to steady him. Jack soon had a hand on Gabe and pulled him as Rio pushed from behind. Gabe slithered onto the deck, like a walrus flopping onto an ice floe.

He rolled out of the way so Rio could follow, and then it was the bag’s turn. I closed down the outboard and hauled the heavy holdall in my left hand, clambering to the bow. The inflatable swung violently left and right in the yacht’s wake as I stretched out my arm. Jack grabbed the bag and I half jumped, half threw myself to join the others. All four of us were soaked and already fucked, but so what? We were on board.

Gabe had the leg of his cargoes pulled up and was busy getting a grip of his prosthetic. He’d been on industrial amounts of painkillers since the transtibial replacement was fitted three weeks ago, courtesy of The Owl. ‘Transtibial’ meant he’d lost his leg below the knee, which was what tended to happen when you stepped on an IED in Helmand. He, Jack and Rio were all physically disabled outcomes of the two post-9/11 wars, but here we still were, after five years of fucking around together.

I unzipped the bag and distributed our only weapons, the four steel belaying pins, each twenty-three centimetres by two and a bit, which Gabe had also bought at Decathlon. Each was still in its packaging, and if we’d been caught with them we’d have said we worked on a big boat with old-fashioned rigging. Not that any of us had the remotest idea about anything to do with masts.

The sea motion had stopped. The massive yacht was solid on the water. From here, even the wake that had flung us about was a smooth, constant wave. The inflatable trapped in it, however, was bucking like a bronco, and I hoped the nylon line held.

Three of us gripped our belaying pins, but not Gabe: he tucked his into his waistband. If all went to plan, he wasn’t going to need one. He was the star, we were the supporting cast. We were all here for him.

I tossed the empty holdall off the back of the yacht. ‘Gabe, you ready?’ He was still sorting his prosthetic, turning a small blue dial just above his Nikes where his ankle once was.

We waited for his answer.

His cargoes went back down over the titanium shaft. ‘Yep.’

Rio poked him gently in the shoulder with his belaying pin. ‘Mate, you sure? You really sure?’

He nodded without hesitation, and I stood up. ‘Okay, let’s get on with it.’

The plan was short and sharp: get to the target, and kill him. Taking out anyone else doing business with him would be a bonus. Plans didn’t come simpler than that, and that was good. When the pressure goes up, the IQ goes down.

I took up position at the bottom of the curling gangway on the right that led up onto the rear lower deck, ears pricked for any sounds above the low, powerful hum of the engines. Everything down here was sparkling clean, and no doubt the interior was even cleaner. Any other day, somebody would have been very unhappy that we hadn’t taken our trainers off on deck.

I studied each of the three in turn, waiting for their nods. I got them. We all wanted this over and done with, each for his own reason.

As I put my foot on the bottom step, I hoped that being under way meant security would be concentrating on what happened inside, that as far as they were concerned, everything out here was good. According to The Owl, he travelled with just two bodyguards. But The Owl had got the Alamat’s movements wrong, so now we had to consider the possibility that the other information we’d been given might also be wrong, including how much security was on the boat. Whoever, whatever came our way, we would have to deal with it the best we could. That was why we still worked for The Owl: we had gone past caring about dramas. We’d all had enough of those over the years to know how to deal with whatever was thrown at us. For The Owl, that was good; for us, not so much. But that’s what happens when you begin not really giving a fuck.

When you start out in this business, you don’t care because it’s about the thrill, action, mission, challenge, whatever you want to call it. Then, after a while, you get into maximum damage with minimum risk. You want to enjoy the benefits of the work and spend the money. Then you get to where we were: back to not giving a fuck, but not for the reasons the younger versions of ourselves once had. Maybe it was because at this stage none of us was under any illusion as to what he was involved with. No tears, no fears. Just get on with what you’ve chosen to do.

As my head came level with the top step, I spotted an outdoor dining table and chairs, and beyond them a wall of glass. Then, beyond that, the brighter, almost yellow, lights inside.

And there was movement.

Bodies sat on a sofa with their backs to me and I saw three male heads. None of them matched photographs of Isar. The hair was either too thin, or too grey. They were laughing, but I couldn’t hear what about through the wall of glass. The three heads were acknowledging somebody to their right: there was at least one other body out of sight to me.

Above them, two decks higher, was the bridge, and everybody on it was going to be far too busy looking ahead to look down. I couldn’t see bodies out on deck.

I climbed down to the other three. ‘I have three confirmed bodies, inside, the other side of the glass doors. No Isar yet. There’s another unsighted possible. I’m going to move closer.’ I laid my good hand on Jack’s shoulder. ‘You back me. Rio, stay with Gabe. If there’s a drama, you two come in and get among it. You know what to do.’

Gabe was impatient. ‘Get on with it, for fuck’s sake.’ His eyes drilled into mine.

I gave him a quick nod and started up the stairs, secure in the knowledge that Jack would be right behind.
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Crouched in the shadows, behind the table and chairs on deck, I’d been enjoying having an extra obstruction between me and the wall of glass, but it was time to move. I needed a better view into the cabin.

I edged my way towards the centre of the deck, and as my perspective changed, Isar finally came into view to my right. He looked exactly like he had in The Owl’s photos. Dressed in a short-sleeved blue shirt and green sleeveless pullover, he looked like he was propping up a golf-club bar as he pontificated to his guests. His moustache was as jet-black as his short, immaculately groomed hair, which seemed unlikely. We knew he was in his mid-fifties, and even if we hadn’t, the dad-bod bulge under the green said it all.

I tried to stand stock-still but there was a bit of motion under my feet. I swayed with it. Isar held his cigarette between his forefinger and thumb, and took a drag. He was happy, confident. He was enjoying holding court to the three guys on the sofa, who all looked about the same age as him. He had a tumbler of amber liquid in his free hand, gave them a toast and took a sip.

The yacht did another gentle up and down and I glanced behind me. The mass of lights to the right were Nice, the ones to the left Monaco: we were coming out of the bay.

It was shit or bust time – but between me and the four in the cabin was a wall of massive glass panes. They would be marine quality, maybe laminated. The two attached to the body of the Alamat on the left and right were solid panels, and the two in the middle pulled apart like patio doors. We had an entry point, but was it locked?

I couldn’t see any other entry points into this part of the yacht, though there were certainly more, via other doors on the way towards the bow. We had all watched the charter company’s video promoting Alamat and its crew, yours for only $136,000 a week. But these entry points weren’t in the running as options: that would entail moving around the yacht and heightening the possibility of a compromise. The important thing was that the target was close – once we started, we wouldn’t have any time to waste. By whatever means we got him, it would have to be from here. Apart from anything else, two of the Special Needs Service hadn’t that many legs to run about with.

The minute or two I stared into the haze of nicotine felt like twenty, but Isar finally turned his back on the guests to face a highly varnished, dark-wood drinks cabinet. Stubbing out his cigarette in an already overflowing ashtray, he put down his glass tumbler, reached inside the cabinet, and pulled out a fresh pack. His jaw never stopped working as he turned to the rest of them, all smiles through perfect, expensive-looking teeth. Shoulders on the sofa heaved with laughter. He lit a new cigarette to add to the haze, then picked up his glass and turned again to his guests. That was when I made my move.
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Jack’s head was where it needed to be, just peering over the top of the steps, covering me, checking for movement forward and above. He leant out to one side to let me go lower to join the other two, then he descended a few steps behind me, staying about halfway down, partly to provide early warning of movement above, but also so he could hear what I had to say. I told them what I had seen. None of them looked directly at me: they were in their own worlds, picturing in their minds what I was describing.

‘So, order of march: me, Jack, Rio, Gabe. I go straight for the doors. If they’re open, Jack, Rio, make entry and dominate the room, I’ll back. Gabe, wait for me to shout you in. If they’re locked, I’ll go for it – top right-hand corner of the far-right pane.’ I didn’t wait for any form of reply. ‘No matter what, we get through, same order of march. It might be a bit scrappy, but we clear the route for Gabe. Short and sharp, yeah?’

I took two nods and didn’t wait for words, instead turned and made my way up the steps once more, Jack leaning out to let me pass. To focus on the job and accept the outcome, one way or another, was always best. I went into auto-mode, as we all would.

I strode straight up to the doors, with the four bodies still in the positions I had left them. I gripped the two handles, and pulled.

Nothing.

There was a bit of reaction from inside, but nothing of concern. Not yet, anyway. For all they knew, I was crew, but that would change in the next couple of seconds.

I didn’t try again. I jumped back, moved to the right, and took a run at the right-hand glass panel, belaying pin raised in my left, like a dagger. Arm straight, I twisted my body for extra momentum and slammed it hard into the top right corner of the pane.

All four bodies inside jerked round as the pin bounced back. Fuck: not enough power from my left hand. Another swing at the corner and the bodies now moved, brains scrabbling to process what the fuck was going on. If you’re in a secure area, it takes several seconds to understand that there’s a problem. With luck, they’d had enough drink to slow them down even further, but it wouldn’t last for long. They’d switch on soon enough.

As I gave the pin a third swing Jack came in from behind. ‘Move!’

Passing me as fast as his different legs would take him, he jumped as best he could, pin raised, and made contact. The impact made a dull thud and the hole was only small, but the 1960s safety glass frosted and turned into a giant spider’s web.

I put my shoulder against the frosting and Jack immediately threw his weight into me, pushing me through and down onto the room’s carpet amid a shower of thousands of little glass shards. Jack and Rio scrambled over my back before I could get up and follow. There was no screaming from either of them: there was no need yet.

After the freshness of the sea air outside, the haze and stench of cigarette smoke hit my eyes and nostrils, like I was being tear-gassed.

As I pushed deeper into the room I could make out two of the sofa crew on the floor, hands raised, pleading. Jack and Rio had their pins up, ready to smash them down on anyone who moved. The third guest tried to scramble to the far wall, but Rio brought down his steel onto his back and flattened him. He fell with his arms spread wide and sobbed into the plush carpet. I wasn’t concerned about them. It was Isar: he was more alert and had started towards the corridor in the top left corner of the room. He turned and hurled his tumbler in our general direction, and it ricocheted off a brown leather chesterfield chair and onto the shower of glass splinters. Brandy sprayed my face and filled my nostrils.

‘Stand still! Stand still!’

I pointed my steel at him and saw that my hand was covered with blood. I wanted him to obey but he pivoted. He wasn’t going to take direction from anyone.

‘Gabe! Gabe!’

I threw my pin left-handed at his back, hoping at least to slow him as I ran for him. It missed.

Gabe was in the room now and level with me, totally in his own world, not looking at me or anybody, totally focused on where his pin needed to go. It made contact and Isar went stumbling with a yelp before dropping to his knees, but still moving into the corridor, screaming for back-up.

Gabe was so fixated on his task he wouldn’t have felt the pain from his leg. He closed on Isar just as the Lebanese reached the corridor and threw himself onto his target’s back. It was a messy sort of rugby tackle, but it brought them both to the floor.

Gabe was now where he needed to be as bodies came running down the corridor from the decks above.

Gabe had seen them too. His scream was muffled as he fought to keep control of Isar. ‘Going early, gotta go now!’

We all knew what was coming.

The three of us dropped behind the sofa a split second before the explosion.
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The pressure wave rammed us into the floor, blasting the contents of the corridor into millions of pieces as it tried to find a way out of the confined space.

My ears rang and everything became muffled, as if I had dived into a swimming-pool. I finally stood up in the cloud of smoke and dust. The sofa crew and the new bodies deeper into the corridor weren’t moving, their clothes ripped from them, their bodies torn apart in a mass of tissue and bone. The brisance of all the debris shattering and being carried away by the pressure wave at high velocity had done its job on them. Thousands of wooden and glass shards had joined the fragments of titanium shrapnel from the one-kilogram device built into Gabe’s prosthetic. There was nothing left of Gabe and Isar. The floor and side panels of the corridor about the detonation site were just gaping holes.

It took a couple of seconds for it to sink in. Seconds we didn’t have to lose.

‘Move! Move!’ I had to push Rio to make him follow Jack onto the deck. He’d taken some glass from the wall as he first came into the room and blood poured down his face, but he was breathing, and head leaks always look worse than they are. But it wasn’t the loss of blood that had taken its toll.

We fell down the stairs to the inflatable. The wake wasn’t as big as before – the yacht was slowing. There were shouts from up in the bridge area, shouts from the bow. A fire alarm had kicked off with a strident two-tone wail.

Jack unleashed the inflatable, held the rope and jumped in with it. I wanted us out into the darkness, out of sight, not fucking about and wasting time trying to get aboard methodically. Grabbing Rio, I had a sudden thought. ‘Can you swim?’

‘Fuck off!’

He jumped, and I followed. Nothing mattered apart from making distance from the yacht.

I didn’t look back, just kept swimming. The bay lights were about a kilometre away. The inflatable was silhouetted against them, and there were two bodies on board. Rio was at the outboard and it was Jack who was going to have to drag me over the inflatable’s side. Getting aboard from the sea was a two-handed job. I grabbed the side line with my left hand and pulled myself up some of the way. Then he grabbed my belt and helped me slither over and in.

Rio twisted the throttle to get us back into the bay.

Looking back, I could see the yacht was now fully lit, its emergency beacons strobing the sky. Someone fired a red flare from the bridge that illuminated the darkness, but it wasn’t needed – to our right, as we looked back, clusters of lights were heading fast from Nice.

Rio turned away to face the bay as he worked the outboard, and all he could say was ‘Fuck, he did it. He did it.’

I had to get everything back online. ‘We stick to the plan.’

As soon as we were on land, we would split up and head for our hides, where our passports, personal items and cash were stashed. Then it was every man for himself to get back to the UK.

My hide was in the wheelie-bin area behind the Best Western near Nice railway station. Cheap and impersonal hotels are always found near city stations, but my plan wasn’t to catch a train. The station would be a key point for the police to check. In my hide I also had a change of clothes. One by one, we would walk out of the city and eventually head to Italy, a couple of hours away. All the security at the border was outward-facing in an attempt to stop migrants crossing into France from Italy at Ventimiglia. Movement the other way, there was far less vigilance about.

From there, none of us knew each other’s plan for getting back to the UK. It was good Operation Security. My own plan ended with a flight to Scotland, as the last part of this job had to be done alone.
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Glasgow International 
Monday, 19 July 2021

The sky, what little of it I could see through the blanket of condensation on the rear windows, was as cold and grey as Aberdeen granite. Almost like the weather gods were setting the scene for my afternoon’s work.

The cab driver had his wipers on intermittent and they slapped against the sound of the radio, tuned to a local call-in. The world was still turning in its normal fucked-up way, with the added joy of us all having to wear masks. Covid was still with us, and politicians were still bickering at each other over trivia, while Russia was still busy fuelling polarization in the US and ensuring no real leadership in the West – and super-busy using Ukraine as a testing ground for its cyber-war capability.

As for our attack on Isar and his business partners, it had been seen just as The Owl had said it would, as an inside operation, a power struggle. It’s a universal law that if you have something of value someone will want to take it from you for themselves. It had been attributed to a suicide bomber, armed with a device made from Russian plastic explosive sourced in Syria and an Iranian detonator that had landed up in Iraq. The bomber had infiltrated with all the illegal migrants coming in from North Africa, just like all the right-wing groups in Europe had warned – and he had then attacked and killed the middleman, the guy who made his money by providing safe routes around the world for the three illegal activities that underpinned most Western banking systems.

If it wasn’t for the international businesses of drugs, people trafficking and terrorism the world economy would show deep cracks in its foundations. It wasn’t just the money made illegally, then filtered into the mainstream economy that kept us going: it was also the taxpayers’ funds spent on vast resources trying to counter these big three money-spinners. Both sides knew that this war would never be won, but so what? Both sides were enjoying the sort of revenue that made Jeff Bezos look like the owner of a corner shop.

It was people like Isar, a middleman, who made all this pain and money happen. People like him guaranteed that goods and cash got to where they needed to be. The big three use exactly the same routes around the world, for the simple reason that they are secure. That’s why money from drug cartels in Mexico or Albanian brothels in Germany will fund terror groups in the Middle East: it’s simply business. Of course, there are always bumps in the road, like a middleman being killed. But no matter what, the world keeps revolving. That was just the froth, the surface scum, of what Isar getting blown to bits was really all about.

The killings had made half a page in the French broadsheets with a big picture of the bomb-damaged Alamat being towed away by tugs. The rest of the pages were shots of glamorous people on red carpets as the Cannes film festival was happening just thirty kilometres along the coast, at the same time as the hit. Post-Brexit, the UK press didn’t give a shit. As for the US, where was France anyway? All just as The Owl wanted. There was too much out there in the public domain about targeted assassinations masterminded by the US, and any one of them could escalate to war.
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Isar had expanded his portfolio of work into a technical area that was making him even more rich and powerful, yet at the same time more vulnerable to getting fucked over. It was a fickle world: no one was indispensable.

For years, US intelligence had had opportunities to kill one of America’s High Value Targets, Iran’s Qasem Soleimani, but decided against it because of the possibility of a large-scale retaliation by Iran, which would lead to a war in the Middle East we’d all get dragged into. But Trump ordered the hit anyway and a US drone strike killed Soleimani in Baghdad in January 2020.

The nightmare scenario of Iran’s heavy retaliation didn’t play out, and Trump denounced the intelligence community as wimps and wanted more Iranian High Value Targets eliminated. But what the intelligence community knew and Trump didn’t, because he couldn’t be arsed with proper security briefings, was that Iran now had an easier and more destructive way to retaliate. It had taken years to construct, but the Iranians had already prepared the battleground for an easier conflict and at the time of their choosing.

Iran conducted a front-of-house attack by firing ballistic missiles at two joint US-Iraqi air bases, but that was only to show an instant response and keep the home team happy. The real battleground was America’s critical IT systems, which Iran had infiltrated, inserting various malware and denial-of-service attacks. The biggest attacks, the ones that most shocked the West, were the Iranians hitting the US with ‘Zero Days’ – security vulnerabilities that hackers could use to attack systems. Zero Days referred to the fact that if the creator learnt of a flaw in their software because it had been hacked, they’d have ‘zero days’ to respond with patches or workarounds. Once the flaw had been corrected the attack was no longer called a Zero-Day exploit. It was just called history. Usually, a very expensive history. It was like shutting the door to the chicken coop after the fox had already been in and ripped all the heads off. You can prevent future attacks, but there’s still a lot of dead chickens.

Sometimes the developer did know about the vulnerability but wouldn’t secure their software as they thought no one would ever be able to discover their mistake. By not acknowledging the problem, they kept their credibility. Or it was out there without anyone discovering it, apart from hackers searching for their money shot.

Iran had bought their Zero-Day exploits from Isar, the middleman, who represented hackers selling their discoveries everywhere from the backstreets of Buenos Aires to the hi-tech office blocks of Hong Kong. This was a worldwide underground market, with effective Zero-Day exploits changing hands for millions of dollars. Even the West’s intelligence agencies were customers and, of course, the middlemen got their cut.

The Iranians had spent their cash wisely with Isar and were deep inside the IT systems of major US commercial businesses, from casinos to supermarket chains, the banking system and big oil. But, more importantly, they were also inside America’s critical infrastructure: energy, water, defence and emergency services. After the Soleimani drone attack, the Iranians demonstrated their cyber capability to the US. They had attacked more than four hundred hospitals in the middle of the pandemic, the largest cyber-attack in history. Patients had been turned away and staff reduced to using pen and paper. At the same time, they opened a dam’s floodgates in Pennsylvania while all the critical staff could do was watch the horror on their screens. Multiple states had to declare an emergency when US oil-supply pipelines were closed down. Then, just to tighten the screw, the Iranians attacked the computer systems of several southern states with ransomware. Their court and justice systems screens went black, along with their social-welfare departments, so the courts were closed and benefits cheques went unpaid. Acts like that made sure the US knew that Iran had a loaded gun aimed at it and made it very clear to the White House that they would fully retaliate at the time of their choosing. Trump would only have understood the severity of the situation when the lights went off in the Oval Office and the country’s air-defence system went with it.

That made targeted assassinations by the US even more problematic because there were other countries with their own cyber-gun pointed at the US. Iran was now also a member of the cyber Mutually Assured Destruction club, but without a blue-water navy capable of cutting the underwater cables that supply almost all of the world’s data traffic. That capability belonged to the other two players in the cyber MAD club: China and the really big one, Russia.

Why else had Russia been able to saunter into Crimea and take it from Ukraine in 2014 with just a few stern words from the White House in reply?

The White House knew, loud and clear, that if Russia retaliated with their cyber-weaponry, there was no Pentagon planning model or even a fairground clairvoyant that could predict what might happen.
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I rubbed the condensation to look out at the less than welcoming tenement blocks, and tried to make the most of the downtime. The afternoon was going to turn very uncomfortable for me – and for Gillian and the two boys, if they were there, Anthony and Michael.

Gabe had served in 14 Sigs. The regiment’s role was to provide an electronic warfare capability to enable operations in the electronic battlespace. Which basically meant: once a geek, always a geek, even if he was the unlikeliest-looking geek you would ever see and had bits missing.

His life, and his family’s, had been unbearable since his last tour of Afghanistan had fucked him up, physically and mentally. He’d basically become a domestic health hazard, to the point where he had a court order banning him from seeing his kids after he slapped their mother, and she feared the violence would spread to them. As Rio shouted at him after he confessed it to us one day: ‘You want to hit something? Get a fucking tambourine!’

Rio had wanted to ride shotgun today, but I needed to keep him in reserve as Rio-the-good-guy card. Someone else, a stranger, should be the bearer of bad news. Rio fitted the bill. He used to go with Gabe to Glasgow and wait outside the house in his car while Gabe stood on the doorstep with his tail between his legs and begged for forgiveness after his latest outburst. That wouldn’t work, of course, as they would kick off on each other. Before Gillian could call the police to serve the restraining order, Rio would step in and smooth the situation before it got completely out of hand. It was an indication of what a nightmare that particular marriage was if it was Rio Gillian got to like and trust.

Jack didn’t even contemplate coming with me. It was a smart move, as he found it hard to deal with any woman, let alone a strong-minded one. I would have vetoed it anyway: Jack had an accent that would have got him a job as an announcer for the BBC in the 1950s, and for all I knew Gillian was a Nationalist with a four-hundred-year-old grudge against the Westminster oppressor.

Gabe had tried so many, many times to patch things up with Gillian and the kids, but the patches never stuck. It left him feeling a complete failure, on top of feeling guilty for surviving the IED in Afghanistan when the others in his vehicle had had their body parts thrown about in all directions across the desert. He felt he had failed as a husband. He felt he wasn’t a good enough father for his sons, and sometimes not a good enough friend even to us. The emotions would churn around and take him over. His temper was a defence mechanism, when all along the only thing the once ginger-haired midget probably needed was a cuddle. Rio and I weren’t offering, but occasionally others did, and Gabe’s response was to push them away. All of us were concerned about him. Gillian, I knew from Rio, was more concerned than any of us, but she had to draw a line. He had to sort himself out before he could even dream about coming back. He might have made it, but the diagnosis was the final straw. It was aggressive and it was final, and for Gabe, all bets were off.

Mesenchymal chondrosarcoma was a primary bone cancer that was rare and very aggressive. It wasn’t anywhere else in his body apart from the proximal femur of his complete leg, and the irony didn’t escape him. The tumour was only picked up when Gabe went for his three-yearly MRI scan on his damaged leg. Both limbs went through the scanner together, and that was when the mass in the good one was discovered. He’d had pain and swelling over the past six months, but he’d put that down to his good leg overcompensating. Gabe didn’t have much time for medics and he didn’t bother getting it checked out. Further tests confirmed the disease and, worse, it was at Stage 3. The NHS oncologist suggested either a complex reconstruction of the femur and hip joint, or proton therapy, a new approach that gave a much higher dose of radiation into a more defined area. The problem was, there were only two centres in the UK, one in London and the other in Manchester. And the waiting list was years long.

But if Gabe could make his way to America …
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To people in London or New York, or posing along the Croisette in Cannes, the collapse of Communism didn’t stop the Cold War. It was just an updated version that had been raging since the nineties and still was. And just like with the old post-Second World War Cold War between the USSR and the West, neither side, be it the US, Russia, China or Iran, wanted a direct conflict, face to face. Of course, that would always be the option of last resort.

But why bother when Russia could influence US elections from the comfort of a room filled with desktop screens?

The West – really meaning the US’s NSA (National Security Agency) and UK’s GCHQ – were just as proactive against the opposition, but unfortunately not as good as them when it came to defence of their own systems. This was due to arrogance in the early days of this new conflict, thinking that no one, or no country, could possibly be as advanced at producing cyber-weapons as they were. But they forgot one fundamental world truth: that just because developing countries couldn’t access the digital economy as easily as rich Westerners were able to, it didn’t mean no one else wanted to enjoy it just as much.

Teenagers from developing or sanctioned countries had to reverse-engineer and hack into software to access games, apps, Netflix, even regular satellite TV. This young generation of streetwise Russians, Chinese and Iranians now continually beat the brightest from Harvard, Princeton and Stanford at the International Collegiate Programming Contest, the oldest, largest and most prestigious programming contest in the world. An Argentinian teenager could hack into an iPhone in under sixty seconds at one of the world’s so-called hacking conferences. Just like the conventional weapons trade, cyber-weapons also have their conferences. But unlike tanks and guns showing off their capabilities at a glitzy trade fair, cyber-weapons are sold in the dark corners of the world. This is where hackers rub up alongside cyber-criminals and security organizations from the US, Europe, Middle and Far East to sell their ransomware and, of course, the digital holy grail: Zero-Day exploits.

Isar had been one of the many middlemen in this business who also descended on these conferences from all over the planet to make sure these mostly teenage hackers would be getting the highest price without understanding who the buyer would be. If the price was right, Isar would even sell to the NSA and GCHQ, but once the Iranians had attacked the US with Zero Days that he had sold to them, it was the middleman who had to take the fall, so Isar became an HVT, ensuring he wouldn’t do it again.

The Owl had given the rationale for why Isar had to die by quoting Joseph S. Nye, a political scientist: ‘The defense of democracy in an age of cyber information warfare cannot rely on technology alone.’

It must have been quite the TED talk, but I thought it was more that the US had acted like a jilted lover: if I can’t have her, no one else can. At that point The Owl took over from political theory and the system being pissed off with Isar.

That was fine by me: anyone with more than two brain cells understood that this new cyber Cold War needed to continue, because the only alternative was for any cyber-attack of magnitude to be declared an act of war, and then it would tip over into a full-scale global conflict. On the plus side of this cyber mutually assured destruction structure, the move from a conventional conflict to a nuclear exchange wasn’t as clear-cut as it once was. Cyber mutually assured destruction was now a halfway house of threat between conventional and nuclear that would hopefully prevent or at least slow down the escalation, giving time for more stable minds to prevail. Hats off to street-kids everywhere.

So, killing Isar had had to be carried out in such a way that it looked like an internal dispute, non-attributable to the US, and done quickly before another high-profile drone attack was ordered. The quick and simple solution was to use a suicide bomber.
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We’d made some cash doing what we did for The Owl a couple of years ago, and contacting him again was an obvious route forward. Or so we thought. Rio, Jack and I jumped in and said we’d work it out for Gabe to get to one of the proton-therapy centres in the US, but Gabe said thanks, but no thanks. He’d had enough. Of his disability. Of his life. Of the universe. Fuck it. For Gabe, it wasn’t the fact that he was going to die: none of us get out of here alive. It was the fact that he had no control over the when and the how. He needed to be the one who arranged his travel plans, no one or nothing else. He chose to die, but he also chose the way he wanted to, and when. On his terms.

And that was where The Owl came up with a plan. If it worked, it could be rolled out. There was a market for people like Gabe in The Owl’s world. People for whom there was no hope, and who wanted to be compensated for the inevitable.

It wasn’t a new concept. It had been going on for decades: bombers with suicide vests, people driving car bombs, even sometimes insider attacks in Iraq or Afghanistan where local troops or police would open fire on their own side. In less developed countries where no social welfare or health system exists, and most of their populations are living on a dollar a day, it makes sense to be paid to sacrifice yourself for the wellbeing of your family.

In Afghanistan, the Taliban even had a suicide training school called the Paradise Facility.

I’d seen a number of car bombers hit by gunfire while attempting to drive into a checkpoint and killed before they could detonate, and two of them were adults with Down’s syndrome. People might think it outrageous that terrorists, organized crime or even sovereign states were exploiting disadvantaged people, but another way of looking at it was: why not? Why not accept the offer to bomb or kill someone? Why not actually achieve something in their death, making sure their family got money, making sure their family were helped out of their poverty? Mostly they didn’t give a fuck about becoming a martyr. Ideology was left to the low achievers, who believed the hype and just thought about themselves.

Orphanages were ideal places to radicalize children, who had the added bonus of being cheaper to detonate. The only payment was a bribe to the orphanage for access to the pool of potential bombers. Kids as young as eleven, who had no future or no understanding of what they were doing, would be guided onto a target by their mentor. Just before the attack their mentor would give the last few words of encouragement, while arming the device that could be a suicide vest, bag or even a bicycle, then leaving the kid to make the final distance to target and detonate.

Even the Provisional Irish Republican Army played with the idea of using suicide bombers. They would have recruited young guys from housing estates in Dublin. It would have been easy to rev up eighteen-year-olds to kill themselves for the cause – it always had been. But the social and political fallout would have been disastrous for the Republicans, because at the time PIRA were already killing more of their own people than the Brits were.
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The Shawlands area, two kilometres south of the River Clyde, wasn’t at all what I’d been expecting. It was a nice middle-class area with tree-lined streets, red sandstone terraced houses and a trendy coffee shop every fifty metres, not a location I would have associated with the rough, tough Glaswegian I’d known. Then I suddenly knew why Gabe was skint: he was brick rich, cash poor. His wife and kids had benefited from all his guilt.

The cab driver must have been as new to the area as I was, because he religiously followed Google Maps off the mobile stuck to the windscreen. He stopped outside a terraced house in Tantallon Road and took the thirty quid I offered him. He made no effort to give me the £2.60 change as I jumped out, tucking the A4 Jiffy envelope under my duvet jacket to protect it from the rain.

The envelope contained letters from Gabe to his wife and each of his boys, the death certificate, and details of funds that he had arranged for her to access. There was his army pension, of course, and the MoD would sort that out for her, but he’d also made sure The Owl paid upfront for the Isar job and the cash was sitting in his account. What he didn’t know was that there was four times as much in the account as he had planned. Rio, Jack and I had had a chat, and it seemed the right thing to do. We could always go back to the well. He couldn’t.

There was darkness at the front of the house and through the frosted-glass panel on the front door, so there was a chance I’d be drinking lattes in the local café.

Behind the wooden gate was a small, neat front garden, and I had to negotiate a row of recycling bins.

I got to the doorstep, and ran through my lines one final time in my head. She would have spent years waiting for a knock on the door when he was in Afghanistan. Every time the doorbell went, she would have thought: This is it. And now it had finally happened, and she was going to open it to me.

I put my finger on the doorbell, and as I pressed, my finger trembled. Not because I was worried about the lies I was going to tell Gabe’s widow, but because that was what it had been doing for weeks now, every time I put pressure on it.

Then the rest of my hand began to shake, a little at first, then uncontrollably, and finally it locked completely in a painful spasm.
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The other side of the frosting was suddenly bright and a fuzzy shape got larger as it approached from the rear of the house.

I’d only seen her once before and a long time ago, in an old photo-booth shot out of Gabe’s wallet. Even so, the woman in front of me didn’t look at all like I was expecting. Her hair was still dark brown but much shorter than in the picture, cut in a sort of take-no-prisoners bob, and her expression was severe. She looked like she had an axe to grind with any man who came to her door, raising an arm to block the entrance, waiting for me to talk.

I tried my hardest not to look like a threat or a dodgy door-to-door salesman. I was probably smiling a bit more than I should have been.

‘Hello. My name is Nick. You’re Gillian?’

I got a slow who-the-fuck-are you-and-what-the-fuck-do-you-want nod.

‘I’m Gabe’s friend. We haven’t met, but—’

Her face contorted. ‘He doesn’t live here.’ The Glasgow accent was as aggressive as Gabe’s. ‘I don’t know where he is.’

My hands went up in submission. ‘I know. Can I come in?’

She looked at me like I was crazy. ‘No way! What’s he done?’

‘He’s dead.’

Her face dropped, in shock rather than sadness. Maybe that would come later. ‘Oh.’

I let it sink in a while longer.

‘Oh. Oh. How?’

‘Could I come
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