

CHAPTER 1

Beaumaris, Anglesey
September 2021

Detective Inspector Laura Hart looked up from where she’d just thrown herself to the ground. The skin on her hands and knees was grazed and bleeding.

What the hell just happened?

Dizzy, trying to piece everything together, she sat up, adjusted her Kevlar bulletproof vest and shook her head to clear it. Jesus! She knew it was August 2018. She knew she was part of a police operation at the Brannings Warehouse in West Manchester. But there was something else that was making her feel sick with anxiety. And then it came to her.

Oh my God! Sam!

PC Sam Hart, her husband, was being held captive by a drugs gang inside the disused warehouse that loomed over her.

I’ve got to get him out of there. The place is rigged with explosives and covered in petrol, she thought as fear overwhelmed her.

A burly-looking firearms officer reached down and helped pull her to her feet. He looked at her with his blackened face. ‘Don’t worry,’ he gasped, his throat raw from the fumes. ‘I’m going back in. I’ll get him out.’

She looked at the officer and his confident, reassuring expression. She trusted he would do exactly what he’d promised.

Suddenly, without warning, the air shredded with a thunderous noise. The windows along the front of the warehouse exploded in a torrent of bright orange fire and a hail of glass.

For a split second, Laura watched in horror as the entire building erupted and shook, before the force picked her up and hurled her backwards through the air.

Then a terrible long silence.

No! Please, God, no! Sam was in there. He couldn’t have survived that.

Blinking open her eyes with a start, Laura fully expected to see the burning shell of the Brannings Warehouse above her.

She gasped a panicky breath. Where the hell am I?

Instead she saw a dimly lit bedroom – her bedroom. The chrome bedside reading light had been left on and a copy of Richard Osman’s The Thursday Murder Club was open on top of the smoothed-out duvet that covered her from the waist upwards. With her pulse still racing from her nightmare, she took a long, deep breath. She reached over and took a sip of water.

Jesus, my chest feels tight, she thought as she blew out her cheeks.

It had been over three years since that horrific day in Manchester. The day Sam had been so cruelly taken away from her. Laura had managed to rebuild her life close to the picturesque town of Beaumaris on the Isle of Anglesey, just off the North Wales coast – the place where she was born and grew up. Her children – Rosie, eighteen years old, and Jake, eleven years old – had mixed feelings about the move. If Rosie described Beaumaris as provincial and boring one more time, Laura thought she’d scream. But Rosie was in her final year at school and was looking at universities. The promise of three years in Leeds, Cardiff or even London had eased some of Rosie’s grouchiness.

Like his late father, Jake was an ardent Manchester United fan, so the move away meant trips to Old Trafford were virtually impossible. However, the slower pace of island life – the beach, the sea, the countryside – suited Jake’s more introverted, sensitive personality. He was starting to recover from events in June, when he’d been taken hostage by Liverpudlian gangsters who were on the run. After all they’d been through as a family, it was the last thing Jake needed and had done little to build his confidence in the world. He’d received counselling but still had nightmares about what had happened.

Gazing around her bedroom, Laura’s mind was momentarily drawn to more mundane things. She noted that there were still a few things to do. The old pine chest of drawers she’d brought with her when she and the kids had relocated was on its last legs. In fact, one of the smaller top drawers wouldn’t even close.

It had been Sam’s sock drawer.

She remembered so vividly the jumbled mess of socks that used to live in there and Sam’s inability to wear a matching pair. His work socks needed to be some shade of black or grey, but the colours of heels or toes or the slogans were never coordinated. For Sam, it was an amusing eccentricity that he took pride in. He was a uniformed police officer, so his mismatching socks were as rebellious and individual as he could get on a work day. A sudden feeling of loss swept over her. What she would give to have him standing here in his pants and socks, giggling at the slogan on the sole: If you can read this – bring me the remote and a beer. Laura bit her lip and took a breath. She didn’t want to cry. Not today.

Trying to distract herself from her grief, she resolved to buy a new chest of drawers – one that matched her attempt at some kind of fashionable colour scheme. She’d gone for an olive-green accent wall with matching bedding, which she’d seen in some glossy Sunday supplement magazine.

Throwing her legs over the side of the bed, she saw both her swimming kit and her work clothes laid out neatly. Well, when she said work clothes, she hadn’t actually worn her new charcoal-grey trouser suit yet.

Feeling a little tremor of nerves, she took another deep breath.

Christ, this feels worse than my first day at secondary school, she thought as her stomach tightened.

After three years away from the police force, Detective Inspector Laura Hart had passed both her physical and psychological North Wales Police tests and was deemed fit enough to return to work.

Putting on her swimming kit, she glanced at the bedside clock: 6.28 a.m. The sun was about to rise and it was time to get to the beach.

After tiptoeing along the soft carpet of their landing, she went downstairs, through the hallway and headed for the back door. Elvis, her beautiful caramel-and-white Bernese mountain dog, looked up with his doleful chestnut eyes and got to his feet.

They went outside and Elvis padded across to a piece of grass, which he sniffed noisily. Then he went for a thirty-second wee, as he did every time they made this early morning trip to Beaumaris beach – three times a week if possible.

Even though autumn had arrived, the morning air was still mild. Smoothing back her blonde hair as she marched down the hill, Laura tied it into a tight ponytail. Elvis trotted by her side in his usual nonchalant manner. Whenever they met other dog walkers, especially those with small, yappy dogs, Elvis would take on an arrogant air of superiority. He never barked back. Instead, he’d give the other dogs a withering look as if to say, What on earth are you doing? I’m ten times the size of you and could send you flying with a flick of my paw.

An elderly woman came striding round the corner and gave Laura a friendly wave. She was holding a rubbish bag and a litter-picker stick. Mel Thompson, now in her seventies, had been Laura’s English teacher at secondary school. They met at this point on the uneven pathway to the beach at least once or twice a week.

‘Morning, Laura,’ Mel chirped as she stopped, slightly out of breath.

Her husband, Bob, had died two years ago, so she’d thrown herself into community projects such as keeping Beaumaris beach free from litter.

‘Much down there?’ Laura asked, pointing to the rubbish bag.

‘It’s pretty clear now the summer’s over,’ Mel explained with a smile. ‘How are the kids?’

‘Jake’s much better. And Rosie is looking at universities.’

‘Oh, gosh, that does make me feel old,’ Mel laughed. ‘I remember the day you came to tell me you’d got into Manchester. And that feels like yesterday.’

Laura nodded. It still baffled her how she herself could be heading for fifty. ‘Tell me about it.’

‘Well, enjoy your swim,’ Mel said. ‘And pop into the shop if you ever fancy a cup of tea and a natter.’

Mel worked a few days a week at the Cancer Research charity shop in the middle of Beaumaris.

‘You know what, that sounds like a great idea,’ Laura said. ‘See you soon.’

‘Bye, Laura,’ Mel said as she turned and carried on walking up the hill.

Laura strolled on for a few minutes, reminiscing about Mel’s brilliant lessons on Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller for A-level English. She remembered how they’d had to read the play as a class and attempt American accents, much to their amusement.

Above her, the dark sky seemed vast and endless. She called it her big sky, which she remembered was a phrase that originated from the inhabitants of Montana to describe the enormity of the sky over the flat Great Plains of that particular state. In her book, it applied as much to Beaumaris as it did to Montana.

Gazing across the Menai Strait towards the Welsh mainland, she saw that the sun had started to flush the thin clouds a deep flamingo pink. The ragged mountainous ridges of Snowdonia were still colourless but would soon be washed with a plum created by the light of early morning. It was a stunning landscape to witness first thing and she reminded herself never to take it for granted. It was the view she’d grown up with and it grounded her.

Laura stopped on the damp sand and stood for a while, just gazing at the view. Recollections of the ghosts of her childhood and those of a more recent past seemed more prevalent than usual. The time her taid – Welsh for grandfather – had taken her and her sister, Emma, to the beach and they’d used a stick to spell out their names in huge letters on the sand. Then they’d sat and watched until the tide came in and washed them away.

Maybe her reassessment of the past was due to the anxiety of returning to the police force. After all, she’d resigned three years ago, realising that the trauma of Sam’s death had made it impossible for her to do her job properly anymore.

Just get on with it, Laura, she said to herself as she took off her pink Nike hoodie and black trackies so that she was now just wearing her navy swimsuit. When it got really cold, she’d resort to wearing neoprene swimming gloves and a cap. But the water was still relatively warm – 16 degrees Celsius – as it had retained much of the heat from the summer.

Resting close to where she’d placed her things was a tangle of beautiful driftwood, which had been smoothed by the sea and then blanched to an exquisite pale grey colour by the sun. Maybe she’d take some back with her and she and Jake could make some kind of driftwood sculpture at the weekend.

With a sudden desire to experience that giddy, icy rush once again, she marched down towards the waves, her toes sinking deeper and deeper into the wet sand. The sea looked so inviting and before she knew it, she’d ploughed through the water and dived into an oncoming wave. For a second, she went under the cold water and all sound disappeared. Then she broke the surface as her nerve endings were blasted with the shock of the temperature. Taking a huge breath, she smiled. Her whole body burned with an icy sting. Her head was suddenly clear and the anxiety had evaporated from her whole being.

Cold-water swimming was so addictive. It anchored her and made her feel glad to be alive. Lying on her back, she kicked her legs and swam further out. She gazed up at the sky, enjoying how the sea had numbed her scalp and thoughts. With her arms outstretched, she floated and bobbed gently. She was a minuscule dot on a tiny planet in an endless universe. That’s the other thing that open water swimming gave her: a reassuring perspective of her absolute insignificance.

‘Christ, it’s cold in here,’ exclaimed a voice. ‘I thought you said it was still warm in September.’

It was Sam.

Righting herself in the water, Laura smiled over at him. His piercing blue eyes twinkled at her as he used his hands to sweep his wet hair back.

He was so handsome. I forget that sometimes. I got used to his face.

‘I thought you’d sworn not to come here again,’ Laura laughed.

‘Wild swimming makes me feel alive,’ he joked darkly.

‘Very funny.’ Laura rolled her eyes, but she found his black humour made her uneasy this morning. ‘I haven’t seen you since last week. What’s going on?’

‘I told you,’ Sam shrugged. ‘The more you get on with your life, the less I can be around.’

She didn’t want to think about that. It was so hard to think about letting him go. It was too painful to contemplate letting the memory of him fade.

‘Did you miss me, then?’ he asked with a boyish grin.

Laura ignored her sadness and teased, ‘You’re so needy sometimes.’

‘First day at work,’ he stated with a raised eyebrow as he swam gently towards her. ‘How does that feel?’

‘Scary, exciting,’ she admitted. ‘But you know, it’s what I always wanted to do. And having a couple of years on civvy street just clarified that for me.’

‘You’re going to smash it. And they’re lucky to have you. Beaumaris CID is hardly inner-city Manchester though, is it?’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not going in with that attitude,’ she snorted dryly.

‘Ooh, and you’ll be working for DI Dickhead, which will be nice for you,’ Sam said caustically.

He was referring to Detective Inspector Gareth Williams, who was in charge of Beaumaris Crime Investigation Department (CID). She and Gareth had been having an on-off relationship since they got together in July. Work, kids and Gareth’s messy divorce meant that it had been a series of frustrating false starts.

‘Gareth isn’t a dickhead,’ Laura protested a little too forcefully as she scowled at Sam. ‘Needy and jealous. You’re not exactly covering yourself in glory this morning, are you?’

‘Hey, I’m just looking out for you,’ he protested as he turned onto his back and swam a few yards away from her.

As he turned, she saw a playful smile develop on his face. She missed that smile so much that it was painful to remember it. She frowned. She knew he was jealous.

‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s not what you’re doing, Sam.’

‘Okay,’ Sam said in a smug tone. ‘Just don’t say that I didn’t warn you.’

Without waiting for her reply, he turned and dived under the water.

Watching the surface of the sea for few seconds, she soon realised that Sam had gone for now.

Bloody typical! Have the last word and then sod off, Laura bristled angrily.

The irony of cursing a construction of her imagination born from grief and pain wasn’t lost on her.

Time to face the day, Detective Inspector.

   


CHAPTER 2

Wadi Hauran, Western Iraq
Operation Desert Storm, 1991

It had been three hours since the RAF Squadron 7 Chinook helicopter had secretly dropped an eight-man SAS unit into the north-western Iraqi desert under the cover of darkness. Now behind enemy lines, the first part of their mission was to disrupt the three MSRs – main supply routes – that ran west to east from Baghdad into Jordan. The second, to locate and destroy Iraqi Scud missile bases.

At over thirty-five foot in length and weighing 6,000 kilos, the Scud missile had a range of over 200 miles and was deadly. According to US intelligence, the Iraqis had five fixed missile sites. They’d also developed a force of mobile launch units using civilian heavy goods vehicles. And most worrying of all, the Iraqis had both chemical and nuclear warheads that could be attached to a Scud at any location. The unit, codenamed Charlie Alpha One, needed to find and disable as many as they could find.

Corporal John ‘Paddy’ Kelly knew they were now on their own for ten days before resupply. He wasn’t complaining. This is what he’d spent two years of rigorous training for. His stomach flitted with anxiety as they trudged silently up a gorse-strewn dune, boots slipping backwards on the sand.

The freezing desert wind bit into every inch of his exposed skin. He kept his arms tight to his sides, head down, shoulders shrugged to lessen the wind chill. His hands were frozen and numb. He estimated it couldn’t be much above zero degrees centigrade as he crooked his thumb over the luminous part of the prismatic compass and checked the unit was heading in the right direction.

Looking good so far, he thought. Nice and steady.

The ground had slowly changed to bedrock with shale, which was dangerously noisy underfoot. For once, the howling wind was a blessing, as it covered the sound of their footsteps. Gazing up into the sky, he saw that the half-moon had now disappeared and in the distance the horizon was showing the faintest touches of indigo as dawn approached.

Born in Newry in Northern Ireland, like most of that town, John was brought up as a Catholic. Known as the Gateway to the North, Newry sat on the Irish border, between the Mourne Mountains and the Ring of Gullion. In 1986, John joined the Irish Guards Regiment, affectionately known as ‘The Micks’, when he was eighteen. To say that becoming a soldier in the British Army wasn’t a popular career choice with his staunch republican family was an understatement. He had an uncle and two cousins who refused to speak to him from the moment they heard the news. But John had become sick of the hatred and politics, and joining the army was both his ticket out of Newry and an act of teenage rebellion.

The regiment was immediately posted out to Belize in Central America. When they told him where they were flying into, John hadn’t got a clue where it was. He guessed it was in the Middle East and to his delight, Belize had a glorious Caribbean coastline. It was so far removed from Newry and everything he’d ever known that John felt as if he were on a different planet.

From there, the regiment was sent to West Berlin, where John worked undercover with MI5, engaging in forays into East Berlin to deliver documents and communicate with agents. Not only did John find he was physically and mentally strong, but he also had an instinctive feel for working behind enemy lines. He was recruited into the SAS – Special Air Service – at the end of October 1989, a few days before the fall of the Berlin Wall.

An hour later and the temperature of the Iraqi desert was thankfully rising slowly as the tangerine sun burned away the early morning clouds. The sandy limestone ground had cracked in dark, jagged patterns and an upside-down, broken wooden canoe lay to the right. The banks either side were covered in scrubs and grasses that swayed gently in the dusty morning breeze. From somewhere came the tinkling bell of a goat. The unit came up over a ridge and saw a vast, flat, dried-up riverbed stretching out before them for what looked like miles. Wadi Hauran was the longest dry riverbed – or wadi in Arabic – in Iraq. Running for over 350 kilometres, it was situated halfway between Damascus and Baghdad.

Looking out at the endless terrain, John began to worry. The topography was too flat, which made finding any decent cover incredibly difficult. If they were spotted, they’d be sitting ducks. They needed to keep as close to the banks as they could.

Neil ‘Sparrow’ Roberts, a lithe Welshman with cropped blond hair, looked at John as they squinted at the rising sun. He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead, pulled out his black-and-white cotton shamagh, and wrapped it around his head and mouth.

‘This season, I’ll be mainly wearing Dolce & Cabanna,’ Sparrow joked.

John rolled his eyes. ‘It’s Gabbana, you dickhead.’

‘Whatever,’ Sparrow laughed. ‘These Arabs have got the right idea. This is a lot more comfortable than a bloody baseball cap.’

The tinkling of the goat bell grew louder and was joined by another bell.

John and Sparrow exchanged looks. They didn’t want to run into a local shepherd – they didn’t want to run into anyone who might raise an alarm to their presence.

The patrol continued west for another ten minutes, hugged close to the dry riverbanks for cover. Each man kept himself a decent distance from the man in front as a tactic to minimise casualties in the event of an attack.

Stopping for a well-earned break, they took off their huge bergens, drank water and ate chocolate to keep their blood sugar up as they sat silently with their backs to the bank. Then the compass and maps were checked again.

In the distance, they could hear the rumbling sound of explosions from Allied bombing raids that were taking place forty to fifty miles to the north-east. Even from where they were sitting, they could see tracer fire going up from Iraqi positions and flashes of the 2,000-pound penetrator bombs being dropped by F-117A Nighthawks.

God bless the Yanks and their stealth bombers. The Ali Babas didn’t stand a bloody chance!

Suddenly, the silence was broken by the deep growl and reverberations of an Iraqi tracked vehicle coming their way.

They froze.

Shit!

It was impossible to know which direction the vehicle was coming from.

John gave the signal. The unit checked their weapons. His adrenaline was pumping and his breathing was shallow. Crouching down, the men fanned out and found what cover they could along the sandy riverbank. If it was just a reconnaissance vehicle, they’d be all right. If it turned out to be an armoured personnel carrier, such as the Panhard VCR, then it was a whole different ball game. The VCR came with a 20mm automatic cannon mounted to its roof plus an anti-tank missile turret.

As John loaded and checked his L110 Minimi machine gun, he could see his hands shaking.

This is it. Come on. You’ve got this, John.

Once they engaged the enemy, he knew he needed to keep calm, focused, and trust in the repetitive training.

The armoured tracks screeched and the engine’s high revs sounded like thunder. It felt like the vehicle was right on top of them.

John held his breath.

Jesus Christ! Here we go.

‘Can you see them yet?’ Sparrow shouted down the line.

John shook his head grimly. ‘I can’t see a bloody thing.’

Come on, come on. You can do this.

His heart was hammering and his stomach felt tight and tense.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

There was sudden gunfire from further down the line. One of their unit had engaged the enemy.

BOOM!

The armoured vehicle fired an anti-tank missile in their direction. It exploded with a deafening blast, throwing an enormous plume of sand into the air.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

The air was filled with the sound of gunfire and shouting.

They were now in a firefight. It was a question of accuracy, ammunition conservation and firepower. The Iraqis had more troops and far superior firepower with the VCR, but their soldiers lacked training and organisation.

John crawled to the top of the dry riverbank, keeping as low as he could. Spotting two Iraqi soldiers running for cover, he let off three bursts with his Minimi. There was a yell of pain – he must have clipped one of them as they scuttled behind a shrub-covered mound.

John looked at Sparrow, whose eyes were wide as the adrenaline pumped through his veins.

‘Covering fire on three,’ John hollered to him.

Sparrow gripped his machine gun, readied himself and gave him the nod.

‘One, two, three,’ John yelled as he hauled himself over the edge of the riverbank and sprinted across the flat ground, heading for the cover of gorse and dips in the earth over to the left.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Sparrow put down covering fire, forcing the Iraqis to scurry and take cover.

There was sporadic return of fire from Iraqi soldiers who were using the VCR as protection.

Running full pelt, John nearly lost his balance.

Don’t fall over here, you twat!

A bullet zipped past his right ear.

Fuck, that was close!

Skidding into a deep depression in the ground, John’s chest heaved as he tried to get his breath back. His lungs were burning. Sweat stung his eyes as he blinked and crawled backwards to get maximum cover.

On the far side, two of his comrades, Cleggy and Robbo, were doing the same.

Fire and manoeuvre. Fire and manoeuvre.

John saw the tracer fire whiz past them and hit the ground. His heart was thumping so hard he thought it was going to come out of his chest.

The babbling of the Iraqi troops became increasingly high-pitched; they were terrified.

WHOOSH!

From out of nowhere, a rocket hurtled low across the ground from where John had left Sparrow. It hit the VCR and exploded, damaging the tracks and wheels.

Brilliant shot!

The VCR tried to move, but the track snapped so that the wheels just spun in the sand. They were going nowhere. Sparrow had used his portable one-shot 66mm anti-tank rocket launcher to devastating effect.

Realising that their armoured vehicle was now unable to move, the Iraqi troops retreated back to where they’d come from, shouting and firing their guns indiscriminately from their hips. This was where their lack of training really showed.

The air exploded as the VCR opened up with its 20mm cannon. John calculated there were probably three or four Iraqi troops still inside.

His Minimi machine gun was going to be useless against its thick armour plating and the cannon would keep them pinned down until reinforcements arrived. If that happened, they’d either be taken prisoner or killed.

What do we do now? His mind was racing.

They could put rounds into the vehicle in an attempt to shatter the gunner’s prism, but that was a waste of ammo.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Cleggy making a run from his foxhole as Robbo gave covering fire. The turret spun, the 20mm cannon thundered and Cleggy was hit in the chest. The force of the bullet threw him back over twenty yards. He was dead before he hit the sand.

Jesus! Cleggy!

Someone needed to put the VCR out of action, and fast. For some reason, the soldiers inside hadn’t battened down the hatch, which gave John an idea.

Reaching down into his pouch, John pulled out an L2 fragmentation grenade. It was green with a silver top and a large silver ring that pulled the timing pin.

Calculating that the VCR was about fifty yards from where he was hidden, John reckoned he had six or seven seconds to get to the vehicle and get the grenade inside.

Fuck it! Here we go. There’s no way I’m sitting in some Baghdad torture cell with my fingernails being pulled out.

‘Covering fire!’ he roared.

As the rest of the SAS unit opened up, he scrambled to his feet and sprinted towards the VCR, the L2 grenade in one hand and his Blackhawk combat knife in the other.

The turret turned slowly in his direction.

Come on, John. You can do this.

The 20mm cannon was nearly level with him.

Running full pelt, he was only twenty yards from the VCR, when a head popped out of the turret hatch. A young Iraqi soldier locked eyes with him. He looked startled but pulled up a Browning 9mm handgun and aimed it directly at John’s head.

Shit! I’m dead.

Swerving to the left, John saw the handgun’s muzzle flash.

BANG!

He felt the sharp, burning pain of a bullet hitting the top of his left arm.

BANG! A sharp sting as a bullet ripped through the top of his ear.

He carried on sprinting, dived onto the armoured vehicle and pulled himself up.

I’m still alive!

The Iraqi soldier went to fire again, but John smashed the gun out of his hand and with a swift move, thrust the knife into the side of his neck.

The terrified soldier looked him in the eye as he gurgled blood from his gaping mouth.

Shoving the dying soldier down into the hatch, John pulled the pin and tossed it after him, hearing it land on the metallic floor of the VCR.

He dived from the side of the vehicle onto the ground below and rolled away.

BOOM!

The grenade exploded with a muffled yet deadly crash, killing everyone inside.

A few seconds later, a figure appeared above him and blocked out the sun.

John squinted up, shielded his eyes and braced himself for the inevitable.

If this is an Iraqi soldier, then I’m dead.

His vision focused on a familiar face. It was Sparrow.

Sparrow reached out his hand to help him to his feet.

‘Bloody hell, Kelly, what are you trying to do? Win a sodding VC or something?’

   


CHAPTER 3

Detective Inspector Gareth Williams sat back on his padded chair in his office in Beaumaris CID, arched his back to stretch and gave an audible groan, which progressed to a loud yawn. The wall clock told him it was 7.10 a.m. He still had two hours before briefing and a mountain of tedious paperwork to get through.

A figure appeared at his open office door and knocked. ‘Boss?’

Looking over, Gareth saw it was Detective Sergeant Declan Flaherty, wearing his usual concerned expression. In his early forties, Declan had dark green eyes and a chubby face that was covered with a gingery-blond beard. He’d been at Beaumaris CID for nearly fifteen years – longer than Gareth. Declan’s face rarely changed. Whether he was looking at a dead body or ordering a pint of Guinness, he looked permanently wary. But when his face did eventually morph into a smile or even laughter, his whole being lit up.

‘What have we got, Declan?’ Gareth enquired. There was no expectation for working detectives to be in at seven a.m. The CID team usually worked well into the evening, so the least Gareth could do was give them a start time of nine a.m. Obviously, when there was a major crime, the officers in CID would be in around the clock and catch three to four hours’ sleep if and when they could.

‘Bit of a strange one, boss. We’ve had a phone call. Someone reckons there’s a body buried up at Castell Aberlleiniog,’ Declan said with a frown.

‘What?’ Gareth asked, wondering if he’d heard Declan correctly.

Declan pointed to the print-out that he was holding. ‘Woman didn’t say much. She just said that she knew there was someone buried up there by the far flank wall and thought we should know. Then she hung up.’

‘No name?’

‘No, boss,’ Declan replied with a shake of his head. ‘Do you want me to send a uniform unit to go and have a look?’

‘Yeah, thanks, Declan. Sounds like it might be a crank call, but we’ll need to go and check it out,’ Gareth said as his phone pinged and then vibrated noisily on his desk.

It was a text from Laura.

See you in a bit. Be gentle – I’m a bit out of practice x

Detective Inspector Laura Hart was joining Beaumaris CID today. She’d be a major asset to the team as highly experienced officers were thin on the ground in Anglesey. In fact, Laura had far more experience of major crimes than he did. He was concerned that she’d find his leadership of CID wanting and he was still trying his best to impress her with everything he did.

Smoothing his hand over his shaved head, he tried to reassure himself that he ran a tight ship without ever having to resort to being a dick-swinging bully. That was the perfect description of his predecessor, Ian Godfrey, who was now a bloody DCS – Detective Chief Superintendent – in the East Anglia Constabulary. Godfrey was loathed by the majority of the serving officers in Beaumaris CID. Not only was he pompous and judgemental, but he also thrived on sucking the confidence out of any CID officer who showed the slightest hint of weakness. Like all bullies, he had an innate sense of where others were fragile and then picked away at that until they were a shell of their former selves.

As Gareth looked down at his messy desk, his mind was drawn back to Laura.

I’d better tidy it, he thought. I don’t want her to think I’m a slob.

They’d been in a relationship for nearly three months now. With work commitments, finalising his divorce and Laura’s kids all thrown into the mix, it had been a little stop-start to say the least. Spending any meaningful time together had proved problematic, but Gareth knew how he felt about her. They clicked, and that was rare. She was beautiful, funny, intelligent and caring. The only real spanner in the works was not letting anyone at work know that they were seeing each other. It wasn’t technically against any official regulations. But it was usually frowned upon by senior management for officers who were romantically involved to work together. It could compromise an investigation in all sorts of ways. At best, it was seen as unprofessional. At worst, it could be dangerous. They’d therefore made the decision not to tell anyone.

Trying to put all this out of his mind, he reached over and popped stray pens back in a mug that had the Welsh Rugby crest on it. Grabbing hold of his in-tray, he cleared away a packet of chewing gum, two old USB sticks and a strip of paracetamol.

Detective Constable Ben Corden popped his head in. ‘Boss?’

Gareth immediately stopped tidying, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t, and looked up. ‘How can I help, Ben?’ he enquired in an excessively cheery tone.

‘Reception rang to say they’ve got a Detective Inspector Hart downstairs,’ Ben explained.

Bloody hell, she’s early!

‘Okay,’ Gareth said in an effort to be professional. ‘Tell them to give her a day security pass and we can sort out a permanent one later.’

‘This is the new DI that you told us was coming to work here?’ Ben asked. ‘It was her son who was kidnapped in the summer?’

‘Yeah, that’s right. Jake.’ Gareth nodded. ‘And today’s her first day.’

‘She was a DI in Manchester Met, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, she was.’

Ben pulled a face. ‘She’s going to find Beaumaris CID a bit of a let-down after that, isn’t she?’

‘Thank you, Ben,’ Gareth said in a withering tone. ‘Just ring reception and get them to send her up, will you?’

Laura looked at her reflection in the mirror of the female locker room and toilets at Beaumaris nick. She made sure her hair was tied back neatly and retouched her lipstick. She’d just been given her day security pass and told that she could make her way up to the CID office.

Christ, I didn’t think I’d be this nervous, she thought as she took a long, deep breath.

A couple of female uniformed officers were laughing about something at an open locker on the far side. They hadn’t even noticed her come in.

She rinsed her hands and patted them dry with a blue paper towel, then looked at her reflection again. Come on, Laura, you’re just stalling for time. You’ve got this!

The door to one cubicle opened and a female detective came out and headed for the sink next to her. Laura recognised her from the hijacking back in June.

‘It’s Andrea, isn’t it?’ she asked.

‘Sorry,’ Detective Constable Andrea Jones replied with a self-effacing laugh. ‘I was miles away, ma’am.’

Laura pulled a face. ‘You know what, I’d prefer to be called boss. Ma’am makes me sound like the bloody queen.’

‘Right you are.’ Andrea laughed as she finished washing her hands. ‘I’m heading back to CID if you want me to show you the way.’

‘Yeah, that would be great. I was hoping to pick up a coffee along the way.’

‘Well, avoid the swill they serve in the canteen,’ Andrea joked as they headed for the door, ‘DI Williams insists we have a pot on the go in CID. He’s a bit of a coffee snob.’

‘Oh, so am I,’ Laura stated with a smile as they reached the foot of the back staircase and headed up.

‘Right, then you two will get along famously,’ Andrea said chirpily.

Laura couldn’t work out if there had been a hint of irony in the way Andrea had said it. Did CID officers know what was going on between her and Gareth, or was she just being paranoid? They’d agreed not to tell anyone.

‘How’s your son doing? Jake, isn’t it?’ Andrea enquired.

‘You know what, he’s doing all right. He’s had a bit of counselling and the school has been brilliant with him. They’ve got fantastic pastoral care. Thanks for asking, though.’

‘Good to hear,’ Andrea said supportively. ‘I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been for all of you.’

Arriving at the door to the CID office, Andrea gestured. ‘Here we go, boss.’

Laura couldn’t help but feel like the new kid at school arriving at an unfamiliar classroom as butterflies flitted around her stomach.

For a split second, she took a breath as the gnawing sense of trepidation felt overwhelming.

The familiar sound of the CID office – chatter, a phone ringing, a keyboard being tapped – grew louder as Andrea opened the door and indicated for Laura to enter.

Several of the detectives who were sat working at laptops or on the phone did a double-take as she walked in.

She gave them her best smile. Nice and steady, Laura. Keep it nice and steady.

Glancing around, she thought that Beaumaris CID looked just the same as the various CID offices she’d worked at in Manchester – only a little smaller. A dozen or so flatscreens and computers lined up on desks that faced each other. Printers and a photocopier on tables on the far side. On the walls, three large red boards were covered in posters and leaflets for various local and national initiatives: The North Wales Police and Community Trust (PACT) – sponsoring local projects to create a safer environment for everyone.

In the far right-hand corner, there was a small office that had open Venetian blinds at the window and a water cooler just outside. She assumed that was Gareth’s domain.

Before she could make a comment, Gareth appeared at the office door and gave her a half-smile. He was wearing a blue shirt and a navy tie.

I forgot how attractive he is, she thought instantly. It had been nearly a week since she last saw him.

‘Laura,’ he said, approaching. ‘You’ve met Andrea already?’

‘She found me skulking in the toilets,’ Laura joked, and then wondered if that was quite the right thing to say on her first morning.

Andrea smiled. ‘Can I get you a coffee, boss?’

Laura nodded. ‘Yes, Andrea, that would be great, thank you.’

She’d formed a habit of using colleagues’ Christian names as much as she could when she was getting to know them. It put them at ease. And there was nothing more likely to annoy someone than forgetting their name after a week or two of working together.

‘You must be doing something right,’ Gareth joked with a crooked smile. ‘She never offers to get me coffee.’

As Andrea left them, Gareth looked at her and asked under his breath, ‘You okay?’ in a conspiratorial tone.

‘Yeah, fine. Bit nervous,’ she whispered and then gestured to the bag she was carrying. ‘Where do you want me?’

‘Do you want the honest answer to that, or the appropriate, professional one?’ he quipped with a cheeky smirk.

‘I guess we’ll go for the boring answer for the moment.’

‘Well, I’m afraid we’ve only got one DI’s office,’ Gareth explained almost apologetically.

‘That’s okay.’ Laura grinned. ‘I’m happy to share. As long as I get the desk with the window.’ It felt strange to be having this kind of stilted, formal work conversation with a man she’d shared a bed with on three occasions.

‘Funny.’ Gareth smiled and pointed to a large desk and computer in the far right-hand corner. ‘Over there okay?’ he said.

It looked suitably tucked away from the main hub of the office.

‘Looks good to me.’

‘I’ll let you get settled then, eh?’ Gareth said and gave her hand a surreptitious squeeze as he turned to go.

She watched him walking back to his office. Yep. He really does have a lovely bum.

   


CHAPTER 4

SAS Regimental HQ, Stirling Lines,
Herefordshire, UK
October 1998

Sergeant John ‘Paddy’ Kelly, C Squadron of the 22nd Special Air Service, strolled across the barracks courtyard wondering why he’d been summoned to see Major General Perkins, who was the DSF – the Director of Special Services. John had had little interaction with Perkins, who had been in the role for just over a year. He’d heard he was a belt-and-braces man, which John took to mean that Perkins was controlling, even a little pedantic.

John went into the pre-war office block to the side of A Barracks and strolled down the long, narrow corridor that led down to Perkins’ office. There was a series of framed photographs of those SAS soldiers who had died in combat since its inception in 1941. The building smelled musty and old. It had been built in the early thirties and didn’t look like they’d touched it much since.

Halfway down the corridor, John spotted a photograph of his friend, Sergeant Gary Cleggs, who had died in an operation with him behind enemy lines during the Gulf War in 1991. With his sandy hair, cleft chin and ruddy cheeks, Cleggy had had a boyish charm that everyone warmed to. A fiercely proud Lancashireman, Cleggy had spent one mundane evening on surveillance explaining to their unit the finer points of the rivalry between his home county and that of Yorkshire. John even remembered a joke Cleggy had told him.

A Yorkshireman takes his cat to the vet and says ‘Ayup, lad, I need to talk to thee about me cat.’ The vet asks, ‘Is it a tom?’ The Yorkshireman replied, ‘No, lad, I’ve browt it wi’ us.’

John smiled at the memory until his train of thought was broken by a fierce-looking staff sergeant coming the other way. Most of the NCOs – non-commissioned officers – in the SAS had that intense look.

A few seconds later, John arrived at Perkins’ office and knocked on the door.

‘Enter,’ came the deep voice with that Oxbridge public school accent of the higher commissioned officer ranks in the army.

Opening the door, John saw Perkins sitting behind a large oak desk scribbling with a fountain pen. The lit cigarette he was holding in his other hand had a precarious amount of ash at its end that was about to drop.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ John asked.

Perkins was in his forties, balding, with a steely edge to his manner.

‘Come and sit down, sergeant.’ He tapped the ash from his cigarette into a green glass ashtray.

‘Thank you,’ John said, walking across the dark wooden floor and sitting down in a chair with burgundy leather upholstery. It was hard and uncomfortable, like most things in the British Army.

The office was dark and shadowy, and the bluish cigarette smoke hung like a veil where the soft light came in at the window. It felt incredibly old-fashioned. Shelves were cluttered with folders, box files, and books. There were some photographs of a cricket team up on the wall, along with a picture of the Queen.

Perkins took a final drag from the cigarette, stubbed it out and blew a plume out into the air.

‘Do you smoke, sergeant?’ he enquired in his plummy voice.

John was used to it. It was rare to find a high-ranking officer in the British Army who didn’t have the sound of privilege in his voice. He’d have had a year of officer training at the Royal Military Academy in Sandhurst to perfect it.

‘No, sir,’ John replied.

‘Very wise, very wise,’ Perkins stated in a disinterested tone as he looked down at a beige manila folder on the desk. ‘Can’t seem to quit the bloody things.’

John shifted back on his chair and crossed his legs. The previous afternoon, C Squadron had been for a twenty-mile yomp carrying fifty-pound bergens across the Brecon Beacons over in Wales, so the muscles in his legs were sore. He was no longer in his twenties and he’d noticed that recovery time was getting longer and longer.

‘Says here you’re originally from Newry,’ Perkins muttered, flicking through and then reading from John’s personnel record.

‘Yes, sir,’ John replied, wondering quite what the relevance was.

‘Catholic family?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Strange question.

‘When was the last time you were back in Ireland, sergeant?’

John thought for a few seconds. ‘It was 1986, sir.’

‘You haven’t been back since you were twenty-two?’

‘No, sir.’

‘And why’s that?’

‘My family didn’t approve of me joining the British Army. We don’t speak anymore, sir.’

‘I take it your family is republican, then?’ Perkins asked.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘But you’re not?’

John frowned. How could he think he was? The British Army, especially SAS, had lost men in the fight against the IRA in Northern Ireland for decades.

‘No, sir,’ he replied. ‘I have no sympathy for the republican cause whatsoever. Quite the opposite, actually.’

‘Glad to hear that.’ Perkins sat back in his leather-backed chair and looked over. ‘What do you know about the Real IRA?’

John shrugged. ‘Only what I’ve read in the papers or seen on the news, sir.’

‘Which is?’

‘Last year, the IRA called a ceasefire and agreed to take part in the peace process,’ John replied. ‘A splinter group formed who didn’t agree with the ceasefire. And they call themselves the Real IRA.’

‘Yes.’ Perkins nodded and handed him a thick folder. ‘Michael McKevitt, former IRA Quartermaster, is their leader. But they have a growing membership from South Armagh, Dublin, County Tyrone and Belfast. They still believe that physical force is the only way to create a united Ireland. And they reject the Good Friday agreement, which was signed by both sides back in the spring.’

‘Yes, sir.’ John gave him a quizzical look. ‘At the risk of being impertinent, I’m wondering where you’re going with all this, sir, and why I’m here.’

Perkins gave him a wry smile. ‘Of course. As you’re probably aware, we have a special undercover unit, the 14 Field Security and Intelligence Detachment, working out of Belfast.’

John knew of the unit, who were known in the army as The Det. Its members were trained by officers from the SAS and the SBS – Special Boat Service.

‘I know of The Det, sir, yes,’ he replied.

‘But what we’ve been struggling to find is an Irish-born officer with a Catholic family,’ Perkins explained. ‘As you can imagine, it’s incredibly rare.’

Which is why I’ve been called in, John thought as the penny dropped. They’re sending me to Ireland. The thought of it gave him a jolt of excitement.

‘I can imagine it is,’ John said. ‘And now I know why you’ve sent for me, sir.’

‘Indeed.’ Perkins gave him a meaningful look. ‘And not to put too fine a point on it, sergeant, we need an undercover operative inside the Real IRA to feed us intelligence.’

John felt his stomach tighten. Shit, I wasn’t expecting any of this when I walked in.

‘Yes, sir,’ John said, taking a breath. There were a few seconds of silence. ‘When do I leave?’

‘Next week,’ Perkins stated. ‘The feeling is that the Real IRA are going to attempt to sabotage the Good Friday agreement. They’ve set off bombs in County Down and Portadown. They claimed responsibility for the mortar attack on the police station in Fermanagh. Our concern is that they’re
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