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The first prayers of the day came to an end and the two men collected their shoes and left the mosque. It was one of the biggest mosques in the country, built of red brick with a green dome and four towering minarets, and the streets were soon filled with worshippers, on their way home or off to work. Most of the male worshippers wore traditional Islamic clothing, tunics or long robes, but Nazim Hussain and Mohammed Tariq were wearing jeans and black bomber jackets. They were both in their late twenties, skinny with neatly trimmed beards and styled hair that glistened in the sunlight. A third man was waiting for them in the street. He was Mizhir Khaliq, a few years younger than they were, wearing a long black puffer jacket and a red beanie hat. He was clean-shaven and wearing round-framed glasses. His left eye was lazy and would often wander inward of its own accord.

Hussain and Tariq stood back to allow four women clothed from head to foot in black to pass, then joined Khaliq. He took turns hugging them and kissing them on both cheeks, muttering a greeting in Arabic.

‘You have it?’ asked Tariq.

‘I do,’ said Khaliq, patting his pocket. ‘So who is this Tony Swinton?’

‘He’s a screw we’ve got working for us,’ said Tariq. ‘He started at Bradford nick about three months ago. He’s got a gambling problem and always needs cash. His mum is in a nursing home in Listerhills and he visits her several times a week, so we’ve got leverage if we need it. We’ve used him a few times to take contraband in already.’

‘And he’s taken phones in before?’

Tariq nodded. ‘Twice. Good as gold.’

Khaliq nodded. ‘Let’s go, then.’

Parking close to the mosque was almost impossible at prayer times so they had to walk several hundred metres before they reached Tariq’s car, a grey Prius. Hussain climbed into the back. Khaliq dropped into the front passenger seat while Tariq started the engine.

‘Is it true, he’s coming back?’ asked Tariq.

‘That’s what they say,’ said Khaliq.

‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ said Hussain.

‘No, it’s happening,’ said Khaliq. ‘That’s why we need to get that phone in today.’ 

‘I always thought he would die in America,’ said Tariq as they pulled away from the kerb.

‘He has friends in high places,’ said Khaliq. ‘Powerful friends. Here and in the US.’

Tariq banged on his horn as a white van pulled out in front of them, and the van’s horn blared back. ‘Wanker,’ he muttered.

Swinton’s house was a thirty-minute drive from the mosque, a terraced house in a row of fifty or more identical homes, two up, two down, the front door opening directly on to the pavement with a small yard and an alley behind it. They managed to park close by and climbed out. A woman in a full burkha walked towards them pushing a double stroller with two toddlers in it. She was holding a phone to her ear and shouting in Urdu and they all moved out of her way.

Tariq took them over to a house with a black door and rang the bell. It was opened by a man in his late forties, frowning as he held a mug of coffee. He was wearing a white shirt with epaulettes and black trousers and tie. His eyes hardened as he saw who was on his doorstep. ‘What the hell do you want?’ he said.

‘We want to come in,’ said Tariq.

‘Yeah, well I don’t want you here. If you want to arrange a meet, you’ve got my number. You can’t just turn up unannounced. And I’m just off to work.’

He tried to close the door but Tariq put up a hand and pushed it open. ‘You don’t have to invite us in, Tony, we’re not vampires,’ he said. 

‘So you’re coming in whatever I say, is that it?’ said Swinton. He took his hand off the door.

‘Got it in one,’ said Tariq. He pushed his way in and Hussain and Khaliq followed him.

‘Please, make yourself at home,’ said Swinton sourly. He closed the door and followed them into the cramped front room. There were grubby net curtains over the windows which overlooked the street, and an old fireplace that had been boarded up with a sheet of plywood. The only furniture was a grey plastic sofa and a green fabric armchair, the back stained from years of dirty hair rubbing against it and the arms fraying through, and a pine coffee table covered in water ring marks. There were several copies of the Racing Post and the Racing Paper open on the floor.

‘So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?’ said Swinton, his voice loaded with sarcasm. He bent down to put his mug on the coffee table. ‘I don’t have time to chat, like I said, I’m on my way to work.’

‘One of our brothers was sent to solitary yesterday,’ said Tariq. ‘We need to get a phone to him.’ He nodded at Khaliq who put his hand into his pocket and took out a miniature mobile phone, about two and a half inches long and an inch wide. It was black with a small screen and a full keypad. He gave it to Swinton.

‘His name’s Javid Mir,’ said Khaliq. ‘He’s on B Wing. He got into a fight and now he’s in solitary.’

‘You say solitary,’ said Swinton, slipping the phone into his pocket. ‘Do you mean solitary or do you mean cellular confinement, or is he in the segregation unit or the Block?’

‘The Block? What’s the Block?’ asked Tariq.

‘He means the Close Supervision Centre,’ said Khaliq. ‘It’s where they keep the troublemakers.’ He glared at Swinton. ‘We were just told that he was in solitary and that someone needs to talk to him.’

‘There’s a big difference,’ said Swinton. ‘If he’s in solitary in his own cell, I can just go and see him. It’s a lot harder if he’s in the segregation unit and it’ll be virtually impossible if he’s in the Block. That’s a prison within a prison and there’s no way I can get a phone to him if he’s there.’

‘This isn’t up for discussion,’ said Khaliq. ‘You’ll do as you’re fucking told.’ He nodded at Tariq who reached inside his jacket and took out an envelope. He tossed it at Swinton. Swinton fumbled and the envelope fell to the floor. It opened and fifty pound notes spilled out on to the threadbare carpet. ‘There’s five hundred quid there,’ said Tariq.

Swinton knelt down, gathered up the notes and shoved them back into the envelope. ‘Look, I’ll do my best,’ he said, as he straightened up. ‘But I can’t promise anything.’

Tariq pushed him in the chest and he fell back on to the sofa. ‘This isn’t a fucking discussion,’ said Tariq. ‘You’ll get a phone to him and you’ll do it this morning. If you don’t, we’ll pay your mother a visit in her nursing home.’

‘Guys, come on, there’s no need for this,’ said Swinton.

‘We know what room she’s in, we know exactly how to get to her. Easiest thing in the world to send a couple of brothers. And I know a couple who really get turned on by old flesh …’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Swinton. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Damn right you’ll do it,’ said Tariq. ‘Because you know what’ll happen if you don’t. First your mother, then you.’

‘Just stop threatening me,’ said Swinton. ‘I’ve said I’ll do it.’ He pushed himself up off the sofa. ‘Just let me get ready for work and I’ll do it first thing.’ He shoved the envelope into his back pocket.

‘We’ll take you,’ said Khaliq.

‘I can get the bus,’ said Swinton. It was unnerving speaking to the man because his left eye seemed to have a life of its own. 

‘We’ll drop you,’ said Khaliq. ‘We don’t want you having a change of heart on the way.’ He held out his hand. He was holding a condom. He offered it to Swinton.

‘What the fuck?’ said Swinton, holding it on the flat of his hand.

‘For you to … you know …’

Swinton looked at him in disgust. ‘Are you stupid?’ He looked across at Tariq. ‘This idiot thinks I’m shoving the phone up my back passage?’ 

Tariq chuckled. ‘It’s a possibility, innit?’

Swinton shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It isn’t.’ He tossed the condom on to the floor in disgust.

‘How you get the phone to him isn’t the issue,’ said Khaliq. ‘But you need to get it to him this morning.’

Swinton shrugged. ‘Okay, okay,’ he muttered.

Khaliq pointed a warning finger at Swinton’s face. ‘Say it like you fucking mean it.’

‘Okay,’ said Swinton, louder this time. ‘I’ll do it.’ 

‘That’s more like it,’ said Khaliq. ‘And just remember, you give him that phone the moment you set foot in the prison or your life changes forever, and not in a good way.’

Swinton put on his anorak and picked up his backpack. Khaliq pointed at Swinton’s mobile phone, which was sitting on the coffee table. ‘Don’t forget your own phone.’

Swinton shook his head. ‘We’re not allowed to take phones into the prison. It’s a sackable offence.’

Khaliq laughed. ‘But the prison’s full of mobiles, innit?’

‘Yeah,’ said Swinton sourly. ‘You could say that it’s ironic.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We should be going.’

•   •   •

Liam Shepherd stood on the end of his bed and thumped the side of the air conditioning unit with the flat of his hand. It was an old unit and periodically something inside would start whirring with the sound of an angry wasp. A good solid thump often did the trick. This time it took three slaps before the noise stopped. He stepped off the bed, picked up a water bottle and took a long drink. Even with the aircon on full blast it was still over twenty-five degrees in the Portakabin that he had called home for the past four weeks.

The Portakabin was in the West African country of Mali, specifically in Camp Roberts, just outside Gao, a sprawling town some 750 miles east of the capital Bamako. Camp Roberts was home to the UK’s Long Range Reconnaissance Group and Liam was there to fly the three Chinook helicopters that had been sent to support the UN’s peacekeeping forces. Camp Roberts was part of Camp Castor, a Dutch-built camp that at its peak had been home to more than 1,100 peacekeepers.

When he had first been told that he was being sent to Mali, Liam had googled the country to find out more about it. He learned that it was landlocked, with its borders to the north deep in the Sahara Desert. According to Wikipedia, Mali had once been one of the wealthiest countries in the world, with rich gold deposits and endless supplies of salt that it exported around the world. But that was nine hundred years ago. Present-day Mali still had its gold, and was also rich in lithium and uranium, but the country was in a mess, its glory days a distant memory. Child and infant mortality rates were among the highest in the world. Yellow fever, cholera and malaria were common. Twenty per cent of the country’s children still had no access to primary education and only one third of the population could read. Much of the country’s problems were exacerbated by various Islamic terror groups who had been wreaking havoc across the country. Al-Qaeda were active in the region, as were their arch rivals ISIS. When the jihadist groups weren’t fighting each other, they were carrying out terror attacks against the local population and the UN peacekeepers. Thousands of lives had been lost and hundreds of thousands of people had been forced from their homes. 

One of Liam’s colleagues who had done a tour in Mali the previous year had described it more succinctly than Wikipedia. ‘It’s a shit hole, mate,’ he had said. ‘An absolute shit hole.’

But Liam was actually enjoying his time there. The locals were friendly and happy to chat to him, testing his schoolboy French to its limits. To his surprise he found himself enjoying the local food, especially the different types of bread the women cooked in earth ovens usually found at the entrance to their homes. The national dish of Mali was Tigua Degué, basically rice with peanut sauce, to which was added chicken, beef or lamb, if any was available. Liam couldn’t get enough of it, and had even scribbled down the recipe so that he could recreate it on his return to the UK.

Liam dropped down on to the wooden chair at the end of the bed and picked up the dog-eared French phrase book that had been left by the room’s previous occupant. He had just started trying to memorise the French for ‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’ when there was a loud knock on his door. ‘Are you decent, Skills?’

It was Liam’s next-door neighbour, Harry ‘Mobile’ Holmes. Mobile was six months younger than Liam but had been flying Chinooks for more than two years. The door opened and Mobile popped his head around it. He was a tall, gangly Geordie with a shock of unruly red hair and a sprinkling of freckles across his cheeks and nose.

‘We’re up, Skills,’ shouted Mobile. ‘Grab your gear.’

‘Skills’ was Liam’s nickname, picked up in his early days of helicopter training. An instructor had suggested that he needed to work on his hovering skills. One of Liam’s colleagues had helpfully chipped in with a Liam Neeson impersonation, saying he had a particular set of skills but hovering wasn’t one of them. The nickname had stuck, which was a relief as the other possibility had been ‘Sheep-shagger’, courtesy of his surname.

Liam got to his feet, zipped up his flight suit and picked up his helmet. ‘What’s the story?’ he asked as he followed Mobile out of the Portakabin.

‘A UN convoy has run into problems about thirty-five clicks out on RN18,’ said Mobile. ‘One of the vehicles has lost an axle, we need to bring it back.’ RN – Route Nationale – was a hangover from the days when Mali had been a French colony.

‘Anybody hurt?’

‘Apparently not,’ said Mobile. 

‘Couldn’t they call the RAC?’

Mobile laughed. ‘Joking apart, they were out there to quieten down some al-Qaeda activity, so it’s a bit of a hot spot. At the moment they’re sitting ducks.’

They walked over to their Chinook. The British Chinooks were used to ferry around troops and equipment for what the United Nations called its Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission in Mali, or MINUSMA, which was set up in 2013 to back foreign and local soldiers battling Islamist militants. Camp Castor was sandwiched between a joint civilian-military MINUSMA supercamp and the south-eastern edge of Gao International Airport.

Gao was the Wild West – not exactly lawless, but close, despite the efforts of MINUSMA. Most of the MINUSMA troops were from Chad, Bangladesh and Egypt. British troops had been in Gao since 2020, but they would soon be leaving. The French had already pulled out of the country, and the Germans would be following the Brits. Western troops were pulling out in response to the military government’s request for assistance from the Wagner Group, Russian mercenaries who had close links to the Kremlin. The Wagner Group had carried out atrocities in Ukraine and across Africa, and had started employing the same terror tactics in Mali. Liam figured that the situation was going from bad to worse with no hope of things getting better. The British contingent were simply arranging deckchairs on the Titanic; all Liam could do was to carry out the orders he was given as best he could until it was time to go home.

Mobile had the laminated checklist in his hand and he called out the checks as Liam carried them out. They started by examining the condition of the main rotors, then the forward and aft pylons, then the transmission and engine oil levels. Then they went inside the cargo area to inspect the generators, hydraulic pumps and fuel levels. Pilots always carried out the preflight checks themselves. Their lives depended on the heli being airworthy, so the job was never given to anyone else.

Once they were satisfied, they climbed into the cockpit. Liam took the right-hand seat. Mobile was the more experienced pilot, but he was happy to let Liam take the hours as pilot in command. They saw the two other members of the crew jogging over: crew chief Michael Smith – a fifteen-year veteran of the RAF – and gunner Gerry Fowler. Both were wearing green flight suits and helmets with integrated ear muffs.

‘Thanks for waiting, lads,’ said Smithy in his heavy Shropshire accent, all clipped consonants and extended vowels. The crew chief was responsible for anything to do with the non-flying functions, including any fetching and carrying the Chinook would be called on to do. He climbed into the back and strapped himself in. ‘What’s the story?’

‘Armoured personnel carrier has lost an axle,’ said Mobile. ‘Sounds like it’s not budging so we’ll need the sling to airlift it back to base.’

‘Roger that,’ said Smithy.

‘They taking fire?’ asked Fowler. He was the weapons system operator, responsible for the Chinook’s two 7.62mm M134 Miniguns and one 7.62mm M60D machine gun. Like Liam, he was a relative newcomer to the Chinook. The Miniguns were mounted at the Chinook’s port and starboard firing ports at the front of the helicopter. They could fire up to 4,000 rounds a minute, using a design similar to the old Gatling gun. The high rate of fire could be used for landing zone suppression and to support troops on the ground. Tracer rounds were slotted into the linked ammunition feed at regular intervals so that the gunner could get a clear view of where his shots were going, allowing him to walk the stream of rounds on to a target. The M60D was a standard NATO M60 machine gun that had been modified for use as a door gun. It was link-belt-fed and air-cooled with a firing rate of close to 650 rounds a minute. A canvas bag clipped to the gun caught all the ejected links and cartridge cases so they wouldn’t end up in the engine intake or whirring rotor blades.

The firepower was impressive but standing orders were that the guns were only to be used defensively, if the Chinook itself was under fire.

‘We’re told not,’ said Mobile. ‘Just a breakdown. But we’re tasked with getting them out ASAP, the top brass don’t want them exposed any longer than necessary. Things could change.’

There had been a recent upsurge in terrorist attacks against the blue helmets in and around Gao. The previous week, three Egyptian peacekeepers had died when their truck ran over an improvised explosive device some sixty kilometres north of the city. The IED had been detonated remotely by wire and the bombers had allowed three armoured cars to drive over it before detonating it under a less-well armoured truck. And only two days earlier, eight Bangladeshi peacekeepers had been injured when their logistics convoy was attacked on the RN19 highway from Tessalit to Gao, north of the camp. Islamists had attacked with AK-47s and machine guns but the peacekeepers had fought them off.

Liam and Mobile started the two Lycoming T55 turboshaft engines which were mounted on either side of the helicopter’s rear pylon, then did a final check over their shoulders that Smithy and Fowler were ready. They both gave the pilots the ‘okay’ sign.

Mobile finally put the checklist away and nodded at Liam. ‘Good to go,’ he said.

Liam pulled on the collective with his left hand and eased the cyclic forward. The turbines roared and the helicopter lifted into the air. He took the helicopter up to 800 feet and then put it in a slow bank to the left, heading west, the airfield behind him. Camp Castor was spread out below him, lines and lines of containers, warehouses and hangars, plus a football field, a running track and an outside gym, all surrounded by razor wire-topped chainlink fences.

Dutch engineers had built Camp Castor, initially using tents and shipping containers. The original plan had been to build a camp that could be dismantled and taken back to Holland when the peacekeeping mission came to an end, but over the years the facility had become more permanent. The Dutch had built paved roads and imported concrete from Holland to build a helipad. They’d installed sewage, water, electricity and telecommunications pipes and cables underground, and brought in solar panels to supply the camp with electricity.

Within seconds the Chinook had passed over RN17 and they were flying over the city of Gao. Gao was built in a grid layout, mainly two-storey sandstone buildings, dotted with mosques, schools and the occasional French colonial building. Ahead of them was the River Niger. The Niger was the third longest river in Africa, beaten only by the Nile and the Congo River. The Niger began in the Guinea Highlands, close to the border with Sierra Leone, then wound its way in a crescent shape through Mali, then through Nigeria until it emptied into the Atlantic Ocean. The soil was lush and fertile close to the river, but after a kilometre or so the vegetation gave way to dry, barren dust.

The RN17 joined the RN18, which ran north to south, parallel to the river. As they continued to climb, Liam put the Chinook into a slow turn to the right. He flew over the RN18 and stopped the turn when he was heading due north, the highway directly below them.

Liam took them up to a thousand feet and levelled off. They followed the highway as it cut through the desert. They were flying at just over 500 kilometres an hour so it would be less than five minutes before they reached the convoy.

Mobile was peering ahead while Liam concentrated on flying the helicopter. When he was first offered the chance to switch from flying the single-rotored Wildcat, Liam had been apprehensive to say the least. He had assumed that flying a helicopter with two rotors would require twice the work, but in fact the Chinook came with a flight computer that reduced the workload considerably. The biggest difference was that with a single rotor, the pilot had to constantly use the foot pedals to counter the torque. But the Chinook had two rotors which counter-rotated and cancelled out the torque. One of the first things his Chinook instructor had told him was to take his feet off the pedals and rest them on the floor, something that would almost certainly end in disaster if he’d tried it while at the controls of the Wildcat.

Liam started climbing again, taking the Chinook up to 2,000 feet.

‘I see them,’ said Mobile, pointing at his one o’clock.

‘Roger that,’ said Liam.

In the distance were five white UN armoured vehicles. The first was at an angle to the rest of the convoy. Blue-helmeted peacekeepers were standing in the highway, keeping the traffic moving.

There was sandy wasteland either side of the road, but to the east was a small village of stone cottages and barns.

Liam started a slow descent towards the road.

Several pick-up trucks were working their way past the convoy. Two peacekeepers were stopping traffic on the same side of the road as their vehicles.

‘What do you think?’ asked Liam.

‘We need to land to the left of the road, attach the sling and then lift,’ said Mobile. ‘We need to talk to the soldiers, see how many they can take with them. The rest we’ll take with us.’

‘Any problems, Smithy?’ asked Liam.

The crew chief was peering out of the doorway on the starboard side. ‘Piece of cake,’ he said.

Liam levelled off at a thousand feet and started circling above the convoy. Mobile frowned and looked over at him.

‘I just want a look-see,’ Liam said.

‘It looks okay,’ said Mobile.

‘Yeah, looks can be deceiving,’ said Liam.

‘If it was an ambush, they’d have used an IED and gone in with guns blazing.’

‘Maybe,’ said Liam. ‘It’s just that my Spidey sense is tingling.’

‘Better safe than sorry,’ said Mobile. ‘Let’s keep looking.’

Liam did a slow circuit at a thousand feet. There wasn’t much traffic on the highway and the peacekeepers were dealing with the bottleneck around the stalled convoy. He eased back on the power and started descending again. He levelled off at five hundred feet and this time did a figure of eight flight path centred on the convoy. ‘Eyes peeled, guys,’ he said.

All four of the crew scanned the highway and the surrounding area.

Two goat herders were moving a large herd of goats across the road to the north of the convoy. A small group of men were squatting on the ground outside one of the cottages, smoking cigarettes. Three small girls in white shirts and blue skirts were playing with a skipping rope.

‘Everything looks cool to me,’ said Smithy from the starboard door.

‘Me too,’ said Fowler, who was peering down the barrel of his machine gun.

‘What do you think they drove over?’ asked Liam.

‘Some sort of pothole,’ said Mobile.

‘And it just happened to cripple the convoy?’ said Liam. ‘All those pick-up trucks and farm vehicles drove over it with no problems? And how come they didn’t see it? Was the driver asleep?’

‘It could have been a drain under the road,’ said Smithy. ‘They collapse all the time out here.’

‘But this one just happened to collapse under a UN convoy?’ said Liam.

‘It’s a heavy vehicle, what with all that armour,’ said Mobile. ‘These roads just weren’t built to take the weight. You’re overthinking it, Skills.’

Several of the peacekeepers were waving up at the helicopter. They were all carrying carbines but they had them on their slings. They didn’t seem to be worried about anything.

Liam levelled the Chinook, then went into a slow descending turn that took them over a clump of flat-roofed stone cottages. The schoolgirls were still skipping, and the group of men were still squatting and smoking. Four hundred feet. Three hundred feet. His turn took them back over the road. Two hundred feet.

The downdraft began to swirl the sand below them. Liam and Mobile scanned the area, looking for any obstructions that might impede their landing. There was a line of poles carrying power cables off their starboard side but they were too far away to be an issue. The ground was dotted with small rocks but nothing large enough to cause a problem. Liam started to flare the rotors as he prepared to land. A hundred feet.

‘RPG!’ shouted Fowler.

Liam’s heart pounded. His breath caught in his throat as he tried to shout ‘Where?’ and Fowler beat him to it.

‘Starboard!’ screamed Fowler.

Liam thrust the cyclic to the left and pulled the collective up, putting the Chinook into a climbing turn. Mobile twisted around, looking over his shoulder. ‘Shit!’ he shouted.

Liam kept pulling on the collective and the engines roared. Then the Chinook shuddered and there was a flash of light and deafening bang that assaulted his eardrums even through the helmet and ear defenders.

The cyclic went loose in his right hand and the nose dipped down and he heard the ripping of metal. The nose lurched to the left and he kicked hard on the right pedal but it didn’t make the slightest difference.

All he could see now was the ground spinning towards him. His body was biting into the nylon harness and his feet slipped off the pedals. He pulled on the collective to try to get some lift but the engine note was now just an angry roar. He tried to get his feet back on the pedals but his legs felt too heavy.

Mobile was screaming at the top of his voice as he wrestled with the cyclic but it was clear to both of them that the controls were useless. Nothing they did was going to change the outcome, but they continued to struggle with the controls all the way to the ground, when everything went black.

•   •   •

Dan Shepherd climbed into the back of the Prius. He was wearing a black anorak over his prison officer’s uniform and carrying a small Reebok backpack containing a packed lunch and a flask of tomato soup. Hussain, Tariq and Khaliq had stood over him in the tiny kitchen as he had prepared his lunch.

Initially he feared that they had discovered that he wasn’t Tony Swinton, prison guard, but was actually Dan Shepherd, MI5 officer. But he decided that was paranoia kicking in. If they knew who he really was they wouldn’t have hung around while he prepared his lunch – he’d be dead on the lino floor by now.

There was a smoke detector in the kitchen ceiling containing a concealed camera that recorded everything that happened, sound and vision. There were similar cameras throughout the house. Everything that happened inside the house was recorded, and Shepherd and his team already had more than enough evidence to put Hussain and Tariq, and any of their collaborators who had visited the house, behind bars for a long time. But MI5 was after bigger fish. Shepherd had been undercover as Tony Swinton for three months already and figured he had another two or three months to go. The woman that Hussain and Tariq thought was Shepherd’s mother was actually a retired MI5 officer who had moved into the home with two armed guards close by. Shepherd visited her three or four times a week for tea and a chat about the way things used to be. He had grown fond of the lady and planned to stay in touch when the operation was over.

Khaliq was in the front passenger seat and Tariq was driving. Hussain sat next to Shepherd in the back. The car doubled as a taxi, and when Tariq wasn’t threatening prison officers he was ferrying customers around Bradford.

The phone was in Shepherd’s right shoe. It wasn’t the first time he had taken contraband into the prison. He wore thick-soled boots and he had hollowed out a small compartment under his arch, just big enough for the phone. All visitors to Bradford Prison, including staff, had to pass through a metal detector, but unlike airport security they did not have to remove their shoes.

The prison was a fifteen-minute drive from the house. They dropped him around the corner from the prison’s main entrance. ‘Don’t fuck this up, Swinton,’ said Hussain as Shepherd climbed out of the car.

‘I won’t.’

‘You’d better not,’ growled Tariq. ‘And call me as soon as it’s done.’

Shepherd climbed out and headed towards the prison. There was a public phone box ahead of him and he made sure that the Prius had gone before popping in and calling Diane Daily, who was handling surveillance for the Bradford operation. Daily had served five years in the Royal Corps of Signals before joining MI5. She was sharing the work with Donna Walsh, who headed up MI5’s London surveillance operations, and they had agreed to twelve-hour shifts, Daily covering 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. and Walsh handling the night. There was always at least one of them based in a city centre hotel.

‘Diane, did you get all that back at the house?’

‘We did indeed, Dan,’ said Daily. ‘Donna was here too so we both saw it live. And idea who that guy is? The new one?’

‘They didn’t tell me his name. He’s young but Hussain and Tariq deferred to him and he rode shotgun in the Prius. He has a lazy eye. The left one. Can you pick up the condom from the floor? He wasn’t wearing gloves so we should be able to get prints and DNA.’

Daily chuckled. ‘You teaching your grandmother to suck eggs, Dan? We’re picking it up as we speak. Probably with tweezers.’

‘Excellent, thank you.’

‘And what about the guy you’re delivering the phone to? This Javid Mir?’

Shepherd had memorised the details of the prison’s 1,124 inmates, 315 prison officers and 363 civilian staffers before he had gone undercover, and Javid Mir wasn’t on his radar. Mir had no terrorist connections that MI5 were aware of, though he worshipped at a mosque where more than a dozen young men were known to have gone to Pakistan, allegedly for religious studies but in fact for three months at an ISIS training camp. Mir was serving a two-year prison sentence for marijuana dealing and had been a model prisoner. He worked in the prison kitchens and according to his file was hoping to follow a career in catering when he was released. ‘Nothing known,’ said Shepherd. ‘But they were very keen that he gets the phone today. First thing, they said.’

‘It would have been nice to let Amar have a look before you handed it over.’ Amar Singh was one of MI5’s top technical experts. It was Amar who had rigged up the house with cameras and microphones. On the two previous occasions Shepherd had been asked to smuggle phones into the prison he had managed to show them to Singh first, giving him time to install a surveillance program so that calls and messages could be monitored. 

‘I know, but they didn’t give me a chance, they drove me straight to the prison and my shift starts in five minutes.’

‘Maybe switch it on and check if there are any contact numbers or messages.’

Shepherd laughed. ‘Now who’s teaching who to suck eggs? Give me a second.’ He took the small phone out of his pocket. He pressed the button on the side to switch it on and within a few seconds it had powered up. There was just one number in the contacts directory, with no name attached. According to the phone’s internal record only one call had been received, from the number in the directory, presumably just to load the number. There were no messages. He read out the number so that Daily could make a note of it.

Then he switched the phone off, opened the back and took out the SIM card to look at the integrated circuit card ID number. The number was unique to the SIM card, as individual as a fingerprint. The ICCID was made up of nineteen or twenty characters, but as was the case with the one in the small phone, often just the last thirteen characters were printed on the card. Reading the code was simple enough. The first two digits on SIM cards were always 89, to differentiate them from other types of chip cards. The second two characters were for the country code, followed by a number that identified the network that had issued the card, followed by an account number. He gave the number to Daily, ended the call and reassembled the phone before tucking it into his sock.

He left the phone box and continued towards the prison. As he turned on to the main road he saw two more prison officers about to start their shifts: Sarah Hardy, a redhead who had done six years in the army including two tours in Afghanistan, and Stephen Underwood, who had transferred from HMP Wakefield, nicknamed the ‘Monster Mansion’ because of the large number of high-profile, high-risk prisoners held there. Underwood had a host of stories about serial killers such as Robert Maudsley, Sidney Cooke and John Cooper and was happy to relate them to anyone who would listen.

‘Not on the bus today, Tony?’ asked Hardy as he drew level with them.

‘A friend gave me a lift.’

She grinned. ‘Girlfriend?’

‘Just a guy I know.’

‘Have you got a partner, Tony?’ asked Underwood. He was in his thirties, with jet-black hair and gold-rimmed glasses. Like most prison officers he wore a coat over his uniform before he came on duty. The prison service was fine with its people wearing uniforms in public, but suggested they keep them covered to avoid confrontations. ‘You never mention anyone.’

‘Married to the job,’ said Shepherd.

Hardy laughed. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘But I’d get a divorce in a heartbeat if I could find a job that paid better.’

Ahead of them was HMP Bradford. It was a Category B prison, which meant that it held local prisoners serving their sentences and men on remand who had yet to face trial. The brick building was grim and forbidding. It had been built in 1852 and Victorian prisons were designed to intimidate, to keep the population in a state of fear. Behave, or this is where you’ll end up. The walls were high and topped with razor wire, the windows were small and barred, the brickwork stained by years of pollution.

They reached the main entrance. Signs directed visitors to the left and staff to the right. The staff entrance was a single black door. Jim MacLeod was on duty, a gruff grey-haired Scotsman who signed them in and watched them place their bags on a baggage scanner’s conveyor belt along with their wallets, keys and loose change. Hardy went first, followed by Underwood. MacLeod looked at the screen and pressed a button to eject their bags and to pass Shepherd’s backpack through the scanner. 

‘What have you got today, Tony?’ he said as he looked at the screen.

‘Cheese and Branston pickle,’ said Shepherd.

‘Nice. But I’m a piccalilli man myself.’

‘Yeah, I’ve heard that,’ said Shepherd.

‘And the soup?’

‘Tomato.’

‘Heinz?’

‘Of course.’

Hardy and Underwood walked through the metal detector arch. Shepherd followed them but he stopped in his tracks when a buzzer went off. MacLeod raised an eyebrow. Shepherd went through his pockets and found his keys. ‘Sorry, Jim,’ he said, holding them up.

‘Toss them in with your bag and try again,’ said MacLeod.

Shepherd did as he was told and this time the alarm stayed silent as he walked through. The detector was great at picking up most objects but it had a blind spot below ankle level.

‘Have a great day, guys and gals,’ said MacLeod. ‘And be careful in there.’ He pressed the button to open the sliding door that allowed them into the staff rooms. The women’s changing room and toilets were to the left, the men’s to the right. Underwood and Shepherd went right. It was a cramped room with lines of grey lockers, many with padlocks. Shepherd unlocked his locker, shoved in his backpack and hung up his anorak next to the fleece that he wore on cold days.

‘Who’s running the control centre today?’ Shepherd asked.

‘Neil Geraghty,’ said Underwood.

Shepherd nodded. Geraghty was a custodial manager with almost twenty years of service, a big bruiser of a man who was a rugby referee in his spare time. He was one of life’s complainers, and would tell anyone within earshot the changes he would make if ever he was given the chance to run the prison – changes that pretty much involved taking the institution back to the Victorian days.

Shepherd took his belt from his locker and strapped it on. His extendable baton was attached, in a small holster, as were his rigid bar cuffs and a canister of PAVA spray. PAVA was the incapacitating spray favoured by the prison service and the police; it was banned for civilian use and was much more effective than either mace or pepper spray. One squirt in the eyes would stop someone in their tracks for several minutes.

Once Shepherd’s belt was on he went over to a charging rack filled with radio sets. He pulled out a radio, signed for it on a clipboard on the wall, and attached it to his belt before clipping the handset on to his right shoulder.

Bodycams were charging on another rack. They were made of black plastic and had a single lens, with fluorescent yellow stickers showing an image of a camera and the words ‘SOUND AND VISION’. Shepherd noted the registration number of the device and signed for it. The bodycams had to be activated to start recording, and it was up to the officer if he or she felt it was necessary. The inmates knew this and were constantly looking to see if the little red recording light was blinking. It wasn’t unknown for an inmate to verbally abuse an officer right up until the point when the officer activated his or her bodycam, at which point the prisoner became all sweetness and light. There were a number of reasons for the bodycams not being on all the time. Some were technical – battery life and data storage issues – but it was more down to the fact that the union didn’t want their members being recorded throughout their shift. It would be a breach of their human rights to be filmed in the bathroom or discussing personal matters with a colleague.

Shepherd and Underwood went over to the key collection point. In the old days they would have handed over a metal key tally in exchange for a set of prison keys, but Bradford Prison had installed a hi-tech fingerprint recognition system. It was supposedly more efficient but in fact was quite temperamental and subject to frequent breakdowns. Shepherd pressed his thumb against a reader and a flap flicked open. He reached in, took a set of keys and clipped them to a long chain attached to his belt, then closed the flap.

Underwood had less luck and had to try half a dozen times before a flap opened.

Hardy came out of the women’s locker room swinging her keys and joined them as they walked down the corridor to the control centre.

Bradford Prison followed the standard Victorian design, with an octagonal central control centre off from which were five wings, like spokes on a wheel: A, B, C, D and E. It meant that the guards in the control centre had a clear view down all of the wings, which were also monitored by CCTV. In terms of manpower, the wings were generally understaffed. There was a wing governor, based in an office on the ground floor of each wing, a senior officer supervising, and sometimes just two officers to do the locking and unlocking. That meant four men in charge of as many as a hundred and sixty inmates. It was a recipe for disaster, Shepherd knew, but the government had been resolute in reducing the number of prison officers in the country. There were fewer than 15,000 front-line prison officers country-wide – a drop of more than a quarter in the last ten years. And there were no signs of the decline being stopped, despite a steady increase in the number of people being sent to prison.

The control centre had a couple of dozen officers, some dealing with admin, some walking around checking on the wings, others scrutinising the CCTV monitors. The control centre was three storeys high with gantries running all the way around so that the officers could see down all the landings. It reminded Shepherd of a cathedral with its vaulted ceilings, though there was no ornate artwork, just painted bricks and metal gates.

Bradford Prison was a typical Victorian prison. The cells were small and the doorways were low and narrow. After all, people were smaller back then. There were candle alcoves set into the wall to provide light at night but the windows were small, barred and set high up in the walls. Between 1842 and 1877, ninety prisons were built across the country, all following the same design. Many had never closed. Though the cells remained small, they now had electric lights and toilets. But they now usually housed two prisoners, cramped into the space designed for one. A prison that had been designed to hold almost 600 prisoners was now home to more than a thousand. 

There were up to 120 cells on a wing, spread across three landings. The ground floor landing was always referred to as ‘the ones’, the first floor was ‘the twos’ and the top floor was ‘the threes’. The showers were in the basement of each wing, along with a makeshift gym, generally just a few sets of weights and a couple of running machines and exercise bikes.

A sixth building, between B Wing and C Wing, housed the prison workshops, skill centres, classrooms, medical centre and admin offices. That was where the number one governor, Jonathan Blunt, the man in overall charge of the prison, was based. There was a walkway jutting off to a newer building, the Close Supervision Centre, effectively a prison within a prison, where the most dangerous prisoners were kept, surrounded by its own razor-wire topped fences and where guards with dogs regularly patrolled. 

The kitchens were housed in another building, with covered walkways linking them to the various wings so that meals could be delivered no matter the weather. When the prison had first been built, the prisoners ate together in communal dining rooms, but a growing prison population meant that was no longer possible so meals were transported to the wings on heated metal trolleys and eaten in the prisoners’ cells.

There were walkways criss-crossing the grounds, and no signs, so newbie prison officers were forever losing their bearings. It was the height of embarrassment for a prison officer to ask for directions from an inmate, but it wasn’t unusual for them to get lost, much to the amusement of the men they were supposed to be controlling. Shepherd had never had that problem; one look at a map of the prison and his eidetic memory had kicked in.

The control centre was never quiet. There were always prison officers moving around and during the day prisoners were constantly being escorted through the hub.

Custodial Manager Geraghty, with three silver stripes on his epaulettes, was standing behind a counter looking at a computer screen and rubbing his chin when Shepherd walked up. ‘What’s the story with Javid Mir on B Wing, Mr Geraghty?’ he asked once he had the custodial manager’s attention.

Geraghty frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I heard he was in solitary.’

Geraghty picked up a clipboard and flicked through several sheets of paper. ‘Oh, yeah, that was a fracas on the landing. Him and Ricky Morgan had words and Ricky threw a punch.’

‘What was it about?’

‘Football, I think. Six of one, half a dozen of the other. They’re both up before the governor today. What’s your interest?’

‘I was just surprised to hear that he’d been in trouble, that’s all. Generally he keeps his nose clean. Am I on B Wing today? I wouldn’t mind a word with him.’

Geraghty picked up another clipboard and studied it. ‘You are, yes with Stephen Underwood. You’re going to be short-handed but I don’t think there’s anything I can do, not with this flu doing the rounds.’

‘Thanks, Mr Geraghty.’

‘And see if you can get Javid to open up about what happened. At the moment they’re both claiming they tripped.’

‘Sure.’

Underwood was already heading towards the gate that led to B Wing, so Shepherd hurried after him. ‘I’m with you today,’ he said.

‘Anyone else?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Two officers taking care of three landings, they’re taking the piss.’

Underwood unlocked the gate, they went through and he relocked it. They were on the ground floor so there were two landings above them, visible through the metal netting that was supposed to prevent inmates from throwing themselves from the upper floors. As always, his ears were assaulted by the noise of a crowded wing. Stereos and televisions were blaring, a guitar was being strummed, badly, video games were being played at full volume, men were shouting and even screaming and doors were being kicked or banged shut. Prisons were never quiet, even in the middle of the night there’d be shouting and screaming and banging. Always banging. It was as if the men felt that the only way they could make their presence felt was by making sound, and the louder the sound, the better. Like most prison officers, Shepherd had learned to blank out the noise, otherwise it would have driven him crazy. Often when he left the prison after a shift, the silence outside the building would hit him like a cold shower.

Ahead of them was a pool table with blue baize, and beyond that a table tennis table. To their right was the wing governor’s office. The door was open but Shepherd knocked on it anyway. The wing governor was Maria Crowley. She had light brown hair and a cheerful smile and she waved them in. She had been studying her computer and she took off her wire-framed glasses. ‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘I suppose you’ve heard it’ll just be the two of you this shift.’

‘It’s outrageous,’ said Underwood.

‘It’s been that way all week, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘I’ve mentioned it to Mr Blunt but it’s like talking to a brick wall.’

Two prison officers appeared at the door. One was Mary Garner, who had worked at Bradford Prison for the best part of twenty years. She was a tough, no-nonsense officer who could stand her ground against the most violent of prisoners but was equally capable of offering a hug and a shoulder to cry on when necessary. With her was Sonny Shah, a young British Asian man with glistening black hair and a five o’clock shadow. There were very few British Asians in managerial roles in the prison service, so university-educated Shah was being fast tracked. He and Garner were both finishing their shifts. A third officer appeared behind them, Ed Blackhurst, bearded and wearing glasses. He had two silver stripes on his epaulettes denoting his status as a supervising officer. He had an office next to the governor’s but spent most of his time on the threes, looking down to check that was all was right with the world. His hawk-like presence had earned him the nickname Eddie the Eagle.

‘Anything Mr Swinton and Mr Underwood need to know?’ Crowley asked Blackhurst.

‘Mr Mir and Mr Morgan are confined to their cells,’ said Blackhurst. ‘There was a ruckus yesterday evening during association and they’re up before the number one governor today.’

‘Any idea what it was about?’ asked Shepherd.

‘They both say they tripped, but the CCTV shows them trading punches.’

‘But we don’t know what started it?’

‘They’re not saying,’ said Blackhurst.

‘Anything else we should know?’ asked the governor.

‘There’s a smashed window in the cell of Vullnet Haka and Ibrahim Bezati on the top floor,’ said Shah. ‘They say it was an accident but I think the Albanians have got a drone delivery planned.’

The governor nodded. Haka and Bezati were two of a dozen Albanians on the wing, both serving long sentences for rape. The Albanians had formed a tight group and were responsible for much of the spice that was smuggled into the prison. Spice, also known as K2 or Black Mamba, was synthetic cannabis, usually a mixture of herbs and spices sprayed with a compound that was chemically similar to THC, the psychoactive ingredient in marijuana or cannabis. It wasn’t picked up by most drug testing and didn’t have the familiar smell of cannabis. On the outside, a gram of spice would cost about five pounds. Inside, it would fetch a hundred pounds.

The latest hi-tech way of getting contraband into the prison involved using sophisticated drones, costing upwards of two thousand pounds, which could carry a few ounces of drugs or tobacco. Dropping the contraband on the ground was hit and miss as the guards might well get to it before the prisoners, so they tried to deliver it to the cell if possible. The windows were sealed shut but were made of regular glass and easily broken. A skilled drone operator could fly a drone from a nearby golf course and get it to the prisoner’s window in less than a minute or two. At any one time there were more than two dozen cells with broken windows in the prison, but repairs were carried out by an outside contractor and it often took more than a week to get the glass replaced.

‘Mr Blunt has been looking at the possibility of covering the windows with netting but is having budget problems,’ said Crowley. ‘I’ll add it to the repair list.’

Shah looked at the governor and gestured at Shepherd and Underwood. ‘Are you short-handed today, ma’am?’ he asked.

‘Every day,’ said the governor. ‘Why, are you okay for a double shift?’

‘I could do with the overtime, if there’s any going.’

‘After what happened yesterday I’d feel happier with three on the wing, so yes, I’ll sign off the paperwork and speak to Mr Geraghty. Do you want to take a quick break before we open the cells up?’

‘I might just grab a cup of coffee, ma’am. Thank you.’

‘Right then, let’s get to it,’ said the governor, looking back at her computer.

Shah headed to the control centre with Garner. 

Blackhurst tilted his chin at Shepherd. ‘Quick little job for you, Mr Swinton,’ he said. ‘I’ve got six guys waiting to use the shower.’ He nodded at six inmates who were standing by the gate that led down to the showers and gym. They were all wearing flip-flops and carrying wash bags. ‘I didn’t have anyone to take them down, can you do that now?’

‘Will do.’

Shepherd really wanted to get the phone to Mir as quickly as possible, but Blackhurst was the senior officer on the wing. He went over to the group as Blackhurst disappeared back into his office. ‘Are you the guys who need to shower?’ He stopped and sniffed. ‘No need to answer that.’

‘Very funny, boss,’ said the man closest to the gate. ‘This is the third time this week I’ve been stopped from showering.’ His name was Willie Macdonald, an expatriate Scot who was awaiting trial for passing off fake twenty pound notes in a succession of Bradford pubs. He was wearing a red polo shirt with a large gold polo player on his chest and blue Adidas tracksuit bottoms. He was holding his shower things in a blue net bag. The clothes looked fresh but Shepherd could smell the man’s body odour and it wasn’t pleasant. Bad hygiene was always an issue inside, but that was because many of the inmates had mental health issues and struggled to take care of themselves. Macdonald clearly wasn’t in that group, and Shepherd sympathised. 

‘I’m sorry, we’re just understaffed at the moment.’

‘You’ve been understaffed since the moment I got here,’ said Macdonald. ‘I’m entitled to a shower. That’s a basic human right.’

‘Mr Macdonald, I hear what you’re saying and I sympathise. Let’s get you under running water without further ado, shall we?’

Shepherd unlocked the gate and opened it and the men streamed through. There was a short flight of concrete steps that led to a second gate and the men gathered there, shifting from foot to foot like marathon runners waiting for the off. Shepherd relocked the gate and walked down the stairs. The men parted to let him through. He unlocked the second gate and the moment it was open the men rushed through. Shepherd smiled but really it wasn’t funny – just because they were in prison didn’t mean they shouldn’t be allowed to stay clean.

There was a corridor to the right that went by the gym. The lights were on but the gym was empty. Presumably there wasn’t an officer available to supervise as the gym was always popular. The shower room was at the end of the corridor and the men hurried through. In between the gym and the shower block were three toilet cubicles with two-foot gaps between the bottom of the door and the floor, and a row of foul-smelling urinals.

The shower room was all tiled, blue tiles on the walls and white tiles on the ceiling and floor. It clearly hadn’t been cleaned in a while and the floor was covered with empty sachets and shampoo bottles and streaked with soap scum. The men stripped off their clothes and put them on hooks above a bench. They all left on their underwear. Most inmates did when they showered. Shepherd was never sure if it was because of modesty or they thought that they were safe if they weren’t fully nude. There were six shower heads set into the wall, each with their own controls. There were wooden boards with green paint peeling off fixed to the wall to separate the shower heads, but offering little in the way of modesty protection. The men began showering and Shepherd stood back to give them some privacy.

There was a locked gate at the end of the corridor, and beyond it was darkness. Shepherd had studied the plans of the prison and knew that the basements of the wings were all connected by a series of corridors. In Victorian days they had been used to move prisoners around when there was bad weather outside but after covered walkways were constructed in the seventies, the tunnels were no longer needed. They could still in theory be used as escape routes in the event of a fire and the locks were regularly checked, but as far as Shepherd knew there was no lighting system and the only people who went into them were the pest control people.

Macdonald began singing ‘Flower of Scotland’ but he was soon shouted down by the rest of the men. One by one they switched the water off and towelled themselves dry, still wearing their underwear. Macdonald was the last out. ‘I needed that, boss,’ he said, grabbing a towel. Shepherd realised that the man was wearing tartan boxer shorts, and he couldn’t help but smile.

‘Glad to be of service,’ said Shepherd.

When the men were all dried and dressed, Shepherd took them back to the ones. He had to escort them all back to their cells and lock them in. All the landings were painted in the same colours: cream walls and bright blue doors. For some reason all the pipework was painted the same blue colour. There were twenty cells on the right, twenty on the left, facing each other across the metal safety net. The only way of telling the doors apart were the numbers stencilled on them in white letters. Each door had a lockable hatch and a long, thin window so that officers could get a view of the cell and its occupants from the landing.

The last one to be locked away was Macdonald, whose cell was on the threes. He thanked Shepherd profusely for his shower before he closed the door.

Underwood was on the twos now, walking around and whistling to himself. Shepherd walked along the landing to Mir’s cell and unlocked it. He pushed open the door. Mir was lying on his bunk, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. Shepherd slipped inside and closed the door behind him. He took the phone from his pocket. ‘Your pal Tariq said I should give you this.’

Mir sat up, took it and slipped it under his pillow. He was in his early twenties and had a neatly cut beard. His right eye was bruised and there was a cut on his lower lip. He was wearing a pale blue tunic and baggy tracksuit bottoms.

‘He said you need to call him. ASAP.’

‘Is that what he said?’

‘Something like that. He said you needed it first thing.’

‘Okay. Thanks.’ He frowned and the frown deepened as Shepherd made no move to leave. ‘You expecting a tip or something?’

‘Some gratitude would be nice.’

‘You got paid, didn’t you? Or are you doing Mo a favour out of the goodness of your heart?’

Shepherd put up his hands. ‘Javid, I’m just trying to help you, that’s all. If you’ve got a problem on the out, maybe I could help.’

Mir looked at him for several seconds and then shook his head. ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I’m good.’

‘It’s nothing to do with what happened with Ricky Morgan yesterday?’

‘What? No.’

‘From the bruises on your face, it looks serious.’

‘Just a bit of rough and tumble.’

‘Was it racial?’

Mir looked down at the floor. ‘I’m taking the fifth.’

‘I’m not asking you to grass, Javid. But the way it stands, if you both keep shtum, you’ll both be punished. That means losing your privileges. Is that what you want?’

‘Of course it’s not what I want.’

‘If I knew what happened, I could put a word in with the governor. You’ve been a model prisoner, why spoil it now? Do you want to lose your job in the kitchen?’

Mir looked up sharply. ‘What the fuck, man? Why would they do that?’

‘You were fighting. A few punches on the landing is one thing, but a fight in the kitchens where there are knives and boiling water, well that’s a whole different ball game.’

‘But I wasn’t fighting in the kitchen, was I?’

‘No, you weren’t. But it’s about minimising risk. Health and safety.’

‘I’m not a risk. He just pushed me, that’s all.’

‘Literally?’

‘I was talking to a brother about football. Morgan went by me and said that Pakis didn’t know anything about football. He said we should stick to cricket. I told him to go fuck himself, he shoved me, I shoved him back, he threw a punch, I smacked him in the mouth, he nutted me and then we went at it until the screws pulled us apart. But he started it.’

‘So you can tell the governor that.’

‘I already said, I’m not a grass. Look, it’ll get sorted.’

‘Sorted how?’

‘Don’t you worry about it.’

‘Okay, fine.’ Shepherd pointed at the pillow. ‘Two things,’ he said. ‘Do not let that be found,’ he said. ‘And if it does get found, say you’ve had it for weeks, say you found it, say what you want but do not say that I gave it to you.’

Mir nodded. ‘Okay.’

‘I’m serious,’ said Shepherd.

‘All right, all right, message received,’ said Mir. ‘Now piss off and leave me alone.’

‘You need to watch your tone with me,’ said Shepherd coldly. ‘I’m trying to help you here.’

Mir’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re on Mo’s payroll, kafir, you do as he says. I don’t need to watch nothing with you.’

Shepherd let himself out of the cell and locked
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