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Chapter One – Release
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The time is now 06:00, and at last, been released from the police station in Shanklin after 12 hours of mind-numbing questions on some shootings that took place in America Woods a few weeks back. Of course, I denied any knowledge.

Now, this wouldn’t be too bad, but this is the third time they dragged me in for questioning, not only me. The same also applies to Simon and George over on the mainland. I guess that once the local constabulary gets the slightest whiff of your previous life, they make you their first port of contact, the lazy bastards.

However, the boys and I have had several conversations regarding this since the first round of questions. Surely it can’t just be the cops being too idle to come up with other suspects, so someone would have pointed the finger at us, but who?

Will give both George and Simon a call later today, but first, this fat boy needs feeding, and there is an Iranian café on the high street that makes the best Full English Breakfast, which isn’t far from here.

When I arrive, a young lady no more than twenty is standing behind the counter drying cups with an old white linen cloth.

“Good morning, sir... grab a seat anywhere. Will be over in a moment,” she said, grabbing a menu from the organised stack behind her under the rows of drinks that lined the wall.

“Thanks, I’ll squeeze myself in here.” I choose a table close to the open kitchen to watch as the chef prepared my food. While I wait, I scan the room, out of nothing more than habit, as I always did when entering any premises. Over on the other side, an older couple in their late sixties sit at one of the tables that line the opposite wall, chatting away while sipping on some kind of hot beverage.

Apart from them and myself, the place is empty, so the waitress soon appears with my morning coffee. With both hands wrapped tightly around the mug, I take a long sip while checking out the rest of the café. The walls had been painted a light red colour on which hung several photos of unrecognisable towns and villages—I guess they are somewhere in Iran.

A sound coming from the door attracts my attention, snapping me out of my mini trance. A middle-aged man whose clothes have seen far better days comes in and asks for a hot drink. From his appearance, I would say he is one of the many homeless people who live on the streets.

To my surprise, he is invited to take a seat near the door while Laura, I read her name tag, brings him over a large cup of hot beverage of some type. So I guess there is still kindness left in the world.

“Here you go, one Full English, would you like a refill of coffee?” she says, placing the plate in front of me.

I drink what remained in the cup and handed it to her, “Yes, please.”

A quick glance down at Mickey on my wrist tells me time is getting on. Not that I have anything to do for the rest of the day, but being the world’s worst fidget, I would end up drinking far too much just to keep my hands occupied. Better make a move.

Find my lodge in the same state as I left it yesterday, with the remains of a microwave meal sitting on the small coffee table close to the sofa along with a half-filled mug of cold coffee, which had now formed a thick crust lying across the chilly liquid beneath.

First, I need to remove the police station’s stench from me and the kit I’d been wearing since last night, so I head for the bathroom. The cleaning up can wait until later.

Typical, the moment you get in the shower, the fucking telephone rings. Can’t be arsed to wrap the green towel hanging from the back of the door around my waist, as I am the only one here. With water still dripping from me, walk back to the front room and pick up the phone that has, as always, now stopped ringing. Better take a gander to see who it is, I suppose.

Enter my four-digit number into the keypad to unlock the screen. The message reads, ‘missed call from George’. Will call him back once I’m dressed, replacing the mobile back on the table. Lucky for me the BV970 phone is waterproof, which is a good job as the thought of drying my hands first didn’t even enter my head.

A short while later, with my arse planted firmly on the sofa, I dial George’s number. After several long rings, he answers the damn thing.

“Hi, George, hope everything is fine on your end?”

“Morning, yes, all good here—just got back from the cop station. More questions on the America Woods job. Do these fuckers ever give it a fucking rest!”

“Know how you feel, mate, not been back long myself from speaking with the police here on the island, and with any luck, for the last time on the matter.”

“Fingers crossed, hey, Steve. The reason for my call is I have just spoken to Simon. We are getting together tomorrow around two-ish in Southampton. Believe he may have some work we might be interested in, and the best part, it isn’t in the UK. Are you coming over now you have a shiny new car?”

“Of course, George, couldn’t leave you two idiots to organise anything.”

“To use one of Simon’s expressions, Steve, the second word is off, guess the first.”

“That is what I love about you, George, fuck all. Yeah, will meet you in the boozer at the end of the high street at around 14:00.”

Well, that is tomorrow sorted, now what to do for the rest of today. After the police questioning on several visits to the cop station, it will seem odd if I don’t show some kind of interest in what’s happening over in America Woods, especially after our handy work. I will take a walk down there shortly to find out what’s going on.

The cleaning up didn’t take as long as I expected, so I might as well get my boots on and head for the woods. Soon reach the farmhouse and couldn’t help but glance over to the treeline beyond the pond where Derek was laid up in his OP not long ago. This makes you wonder if anyone is over there watching me strolling past. If someone is there, it will be the fucking police keeping tracks on me.

The track leading up to Dennis’ property is hard going as it has been pissing it down all night, and the path is now one big quagmire of sticky mud. As I approach the red brick wall surrounding the property, my mind flashes back to several documentaries I watched on television some time ago. One part, in particular, pushed itself to the front, ‘all criminals at some point return to the scene of their crime’. So true... In fact, that’s just what I’m doing. Better ensure I’m not seen by the boys and girls in blue.

To this end, I leave the muddy footpath and enter the trees to my right, heading to the location our IEDs blew up the vehicle on its way to assist Chad’s people.

In front of me, about ten metres away, on the road leading to the gate, a wide area of scorched dirt is cordoned off by yellow and black police tape. Take up a kneeling position under some nearby undergrowth, remain motionless for several minutes, want to confirm nobody else is in the vicinity. Guess they took the car away for forensic analysis.

Only when I am convinced the place is void of people do I move forward to search the ground for any incriminating evidence we may have accidentally dropped that could lead back to us. Simon, George and I had already done this once a few days after the attack on Dennis’ place, but I want peace of mind. Anyway, it never hurts to double-check.

Can’t find anything here, so I cross over the track and headed through the densely packed woods and undergrowth towards our start location for the last mission. From my vantage point, the yellow tape across the entrance can be easily seen. Once more checked for dropped items but didn’t expect to find any as George is far too professional.

Remove the binos hanging from my neck from under my green jumper, where they have been since leaving home and scan the area. As I observe the ground to my front, a white transit police van arrives at the main gate. The driver says something to the person I didn’t notice until now and proceeds to drive up to the house’s front door. One policeman is standing at the door, guessing he is standing there to control access to the house.

About to leave for my home when my mobile phone starts playing my ring tone ‘High on the Hill’, so loud it must be audible over on the mainland. As I fumble to cancel the call, I look up in time to witness the copper at the gate peer over in my direction. Fuck, this so-called professional forgot to turn off the bloody volume. Shit, he must have detected the sound coming from somewhere in the treeline. I observe motionless as the man examines the area looking for the source of the noise. 
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AFTER A FEW AGONISINGLY long minutes, he turns away and makes his way back behind the wall, likely using the small hut as a control point. Take advantage of this and start walking through the dense woods, across the track, and head home. 

Time to discover who the fuck it was who nearly got me arrested by getting my telephone to sing its merry head off at the wrong time.

With the phone in my left hand, unlock the device and navigate to the missed calls, it was Lucy. Shit, forgot she was calling today.

We’d stayed together after the last mission and spent a lot of time in each other’s company. Even found her first name is Lucy, not Lorna, as this is her middle name, and she always used it when working. In fact, she is moving in with me. A big step for both of us. The reason why she is not here—she’s gone home to go on a planned holiday with her mates before collecting stuff from her mum’s house where she’s been living for the past year. Better telephone her when I’m back indoors.

After strolling back through America woods, I eventually reach home about thirty minutes later. Right, one task completed—better move on to the next and call Lucy back. She would kill me if she discovered I referred to calling her as a task, but hopefully, that’s one thing she will never find out.

Pick up my phone and dial, “Hi, honey, sorry I missed your call, I was working down the woods,” she would know exactly what I meant and not push the comment. Anybody could be listening.

“Hi, Steve, not an issue, just called to say I will be staying at my mum’s for a couple of extra weeks—she is not well, I need to take care of her. You OK, missing me yet?”

My voice might have replied, “Of course I miss you; I hope your mum isn’t too bad and gets well soon.”

But the mind is thinking, fantastic, that may keep her busy while the boys and I go on another mission. Knowing Lucy, she would want to come along, and she is a trained killer. There again, if the assignment is delayed and she is home, she will be welcome to join us.

“Thanks, Steve—I promise to be back ASAP, and if you’re a good boy... I’ll do something special for you!”

“Now, that is mean, Lucy. That’s got my mind racing away in all directions. I love you lots. Stay safe, and I will phone you later in the week...

“OK, speak soon. I love you too.”

After that call and the trek through the woods, think I need a lukewarm shower. Raise my arm and take a sniff of my armpits. Yep, shower it is. I’m planning to go down to my local pub for a few cold ones plus a meal as I managed to slip back into old habits since Lucy’s been away and relying on the good old microwave.

The hands of the large grey clock hanging on the wall tell me it is now beer o’clock and who am I to argue. So grab my coat, lock the place up after placing my trusted leaf in the door, and then head for Shanklin high street and the boozer after a quick check around the lodge.

The plan is to use the same pub I’ve been using since before the boys came over last time. Now started to become a regular and liked the welcome with no need to ask what I wanted—they already knew.

The walk along the busy street that made its way through the middle of Shanklin is a pleasant one. Crowds of people are going about their business, darting in and out of the local shops or simply walking and chatting with others. The parked cars that line both sides of the road are starting to thin out as some stores begin to shut for the night.

This idyllic scene in the warm autumn sunshine doesn’t stop my hypervigilance checking out everyone who comes too close, working out which to take down first. In case any trouble starts. Relief, time to relax again for at least a few minutes as I reach the door to the pub. 

With my hand resting on the solid wooden door, I pause and take a couple of deep breaths before completing a shorter version of my breathing exercise. OK, idiot, in you go... remember, not everyone is out to hurt you.

The door groans quietly as I push it fully open and step across the threshold into the main bar. The place is quieter than my last visit, with only a small group of people to my left, all sitting around tables and happily drinking away.

Four more people occupy the tall, dark brown wooden stools at the long bar that stretches along the far wall, drinks in one hand, chatting away with the person next to them. Turn to look to my right to see if my favourite leather sofas close to the open fire are in use. It must be my lucky day, they are free. With any luck, they will stay that way until I get my beer.

Several seconds later, a voice from behind the bar shouts out, “The usual, Steve... is the missus not with you today?” It was Gary, the barman.

“Yes, please, mate, and no, she is at her mum’s for several weeks.”

“No problem, one John Smiths coming right up.”

“Thanks, Gary.”

With a pint in one hand, I walk towards the brick-clad fireplace, place the beer on the table, and warm my hand by the fire's hot red and yellow flames. Not sure why, as it isn’t cold, out of habit, I suppose.

I slouch back in the soft leather seats for the next few hours and relax, trying not to scan the room for danger too often. For most of the time, I manage with my mind off to happier times and thinking of Lucy; she’s been good for my mental health.

Just sat down with a fresh drink when the groaning of the front door attracts my attention. Take one gulp of beer and place it carefully down on the long two-foot-high table in front of me before looking up. Standing in the doorway is the recognisable figure of the fat bastard I dealt with when they tried in vain to jump me a while back. Not seen these arseholes in here since. For the moment, they haven’t clocked on to me and continue to the main bar to order drinks.

From behind the counter, I can overhear Gary’s voice, “You can come in, gents, but if we get any trouble from you, you’re banned for life.” The four nod to confirm they understand.

After ordering and with beers in hand, they turn to make their way to the sofas and fire. At the last moment, their brains must have kicked up a gear when they spotted me. My body tenses up, with my hands slowly starting to clench into a solid fist, ready for trouble that might come my way.

Luckily for us all, they change direction and head the opposite way, plonking their arses at tables on the other side of the bar. Thank fuck, as I didn’t want to get barred as I liked the place.

The rest of the evening goes without a hitch. Apart from the occasional glance over my direction from our friends, I’m in a good mood, and I’m not going to let some dimwitted numpties change that.
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A glimpse down at Mickey on my wrist informs me time is getting on, so better head home as I have an early start tomorrow, if I don’t want to get ripped off by the ferry company who choose any price they like for a crossing.​
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Chapter Two – Catch Up

I started this morning early and now find myself leaning against a row of blue metal railings surrounding the car park. Not sure if it is my hypervigilance or the mixture of the vending machine coffee and the fresh sea breeze keeping me alert. That’s got me looking down several rows of parked vehicles towards my own car about three-quarters of the way down the lane to my left.

While I scan the whole area, I take another long sip of lukewarm beverage while pondering what to do for the rest of the morning once the ship docks in Southampton. Perhaps a trip to several family members who live in Totton, as I’ve not been over to the mainland to visit them for some time. After all, the catch-up with the boys isn’t until 14:00.

From the corner of my eye, spot the red and white vehicle ferry entering Cowes harbour. Better go back to my vehicle. About to move when something attracts my attention. A couple of casually dressed men, both in blue denim jeans and different colour woollen jumpers. Both are supporting short back and sides hair cuts. Their dark skinned complexion suggests they are of a Middle Eastern origin. They are now walking down the lines of vehicles before coming to a stop on each side of mine.

Stand off and observe with curiosity to find out what they do next. Would take an educated guess these people are either plainclothed cops or military, supporting one of the biggest rookie mistakes when carrying out any type of surveillance. The short hairstyle.

Reminds me of my first tour of Northern Ireland back in the early eighties, where the other drivers and myself had to educate the platoon colour sergeant that our army regulation haircut made us stick out like spare pricks at a wedding while driving undercover.

Witness one of them, after taking a quick glance around to ensure none of the half-asleep people in their vehicles aren’t looking in his direction, proceed to slowly bend down and place something inside the car’s front wheel arch. The idiots mustn’t realise I’m watching them from my vantage point; they probably think I am still in the terminal.

Will give it a few minutes for them to vacate back to wherever they came from before going back to my vehicle. To conceal my subsequent actions from the view of anyone to the rear, open the driver’s door wide before crouching down by the front of the car and reaching up; rubbing my right hand along the inside of the arch until I find what I’m looking for.

The miniature black object now in the palm of my hand is easily recognisable as a military-grade tracking device. My first idea is to attach the bloody thing to the poor sod's car next to me and have them follow them instead. Then I smile as a better plan starts to formulate in my head.

They are thoroughly aware I’m going to Southampton, and I can’t conceal that. So will keep the tracker, then once on the other side, lose any tail I might have before hiding the small device and pick it up again upon my return. This way, they wouldn’t have any knowledge of where I went on the mainland. Yes, they would detect me returning to the Isle of Wight, but I have plans for the little black tracker to solve several issues at once.

Once I board the Red Falcon Ferry, I follow my fellow passengers up the steep staircase into the half-filled lounge. To my surprise, for a weekday at the beginning of September, the boat appears to be crammed with families who’d enjoyed the end of season holiday bargains now returning home. Some kids are still half asleep, some still wearing their pyjamas due to their parents grabbing the cheaper morning crossing.

The loud rumbling in my gut reminds me that I missed breakfast, thanks to the early start. So head for the ship’s restaurant and a Full English until I saw the queue. The line stretches halfway around the boat and is at least thirty people deep. Fuck me, everyone must have the same idea. Probably best to give that a miss and grab something later at the pub.

Disappointed, I leave the eatery to find a seat near the window when the phone started to vibrate several times in my trouser pocket to indicate I received an email; will check who it’s from once I plonk my arse down.

It isn’t long before I am sitting at the rear of the passenger lounge with my back to the bulkhead. My mobile is on the rectangle table in front of me and vibrates yet again. Better pick it up and find out who it is from. Ensure the screen is pointing away from any nosey bastard who might want to read my messages and navigate to the emails.

The first is from some idiot wanting to sell me life insurance. If they had done some homework and understood my line of work, they wouldn’t have bothered. The next one seems to come from Derek, but it appears to be wrong. First, the email address ends with ‘EU.’ It should end with ‘DE’ for Germany—he’d kept the same email address from when he lived there.

Second, the body of the message criticises me, and the boys fully understand that as part of my PTSD, I can’t stand being belittled in any shape, particularly when they try to hide the fact by putting ‘lol’ at the end. The last person who tried this ended up in hospital.

After deleting them both, scan the room. The two people who placed the device on my car must be on here somewhere. Of course, if they are professionals at their craft, they would appreciate there is no point watching my every move on the ferry as I can’t go anywhere. However, they will be close enough to overhear any calls I make.

Their problem is I’m better at my job than them and soon locate one of them in the reflection of the blank screen of the TV attached to the bulkhead to my front; sitting in the first row of cream colour PVC aircraft type seats five metres away; the question is, where is the other arsehole?

Stare out of the window, watching the lush green scenery that lines most of Southampton water for the rest of the journey until the voice in the ceiling invites everyone to return to their vehicles. This is my opportunity to find out the make and colour of my new friend’s car.

If I remain seated and wait until he goes past, he will undoubtedly know something has gone wrong. Instead, I make sure that I am the first person down the green staircase after the attendant opens the barrier. I slip through the open door to the upper level. My plan is working. Even though I’m parked on the lower deck, they will also be located here to avoid losing me as I drive off the ship.

A couple of minutes later, my two targets pass the doorway, and I allow other passengers to go by before stepping back on the stairs to follow them to the transport deck. Once at the bottom and past the heavy iron sliding door, I stand to one side and scrutinise the area. The two men make their way to the back and the waiting white BMW. My own car is nearer to the vessel’s front, so I will be able to put some distance between us once I exit the terminal.

Turn right along Town Quay. I’m in luck. The traffic lights are on amber and about to change to red, giving me time to make a left onto the high street but hold up the people in the BMW. Unless they plan on breaking the law.

Once through, take the second right into Gloucester Square, followed by another immediate right between two tall cream-coloured blocks of flats and park behind a thick, dense evergreen bush that gives plenty of cover from the entrance and road.

Wait for a short time in case they somehow discover which way I went. Their tracker wouldn’t do them any good. I’d spent a few moments while waiting to disembark from the vehicle ferry fiddling with the device and managed to switch it off. Will turn it back on just before I start my drive back to the island.

With my training in anti-surveillance kicking in, I clamber out and walk across to the building on the other side. Enter the white framed glass doorway. Then stand back a small distance inside so I can’t be seen and gaze in the direction of my Red Suzuki for any unwanted attention.

Wait no more than 10 minutes before deciding it is safe for me to continue on my journey. First, I must hide the tracker somewhere, it may be switched off, but with technology, they might still be able to track it with more reliable equipment. For want of a better place, I bury it in the ground under the bush near where I’m parked.

It would be conceivable the people tailing me could be driving around the city trying to find me, so my best bet would be to move out of Southampton ASAP and head for Totton.

Time is moving fast, and after spending the next four pleasant hours visiting my hardworking daughters, I need to head back into town and the meeting with Simon and George at the boozer at the top end of Above Bar Street.

After living in and around Southampton for many years, there are not many back streets I don’t know that allowed me to travel around, keeping me off the principal routes. Not that I’m expecting the idiots to still be looking for me, but why take the chance. Luckily, plenty of parking spaces are still available on Park Walk near East Park, close to our meeting place.

When I suspect someone has been following me, I climb out of the car and step away, stopping in a darkened doorway, turning back to face my vehicle, and stand off. Wait for a few minutes to ensure nobody tampers with the car and guarantee I’m not being followed. Enter the park and wander along the grey concrete footpath as it meanders through the perfectly manicured green lawns until I come to the junction. At this point, I make an immediate left and make my way to the intersection where the path ends and joins the street.

Due to the bloody hypervigilance, no way I’m walking in a straight line to the pub. Instead, I cross the highway, then onto West Marlands Road. Then I turn left again past the Guildhall to the end before turning right to the high street. The public house is now on my right.

Not wanting to use the exact location as our meeting with Mark, Simon deliberately chose the boozer thirty metres further down the road. In my book, it nearly always pays to change locations to keep people guessing.

Some unrecognisable music is playing softly over the speaker system when I enter. To my immediate right, there are two grey leather sofas up against the window and divided by a long knee-high glass table occupied by a group of four smartly dressed young ladies. More than likely on their lunch break from some type of posh office.

The teak wooden bar stretches the entire length of the back wall. At the far end stands the barman cleaning glasses. So I wait for him to finish. But after standing on my own looking stupid and with the opinion I’m being ignored, shout out, “Excuse me, any chance of being served?”

“Sorry, sir, I didn’t notice you waiting. What can I fetch for you?” he replies, walking to my end of the bar.

Refrain from calling him a lying bastard as he had glanced over at me several times, and ask for, “John Smiths, please,” instead.

With my beer held firmly in my right hand, I walk around the downstairs lobby, darting between the many occupied tables, mainly to discover who else is sitting down here. This is something the fucking PTSD always got me doing, plus checking to see if George and Simon have arrived before me. Our standard safety precautions would have us using the seating upstairs, especially if, like this boozer, a fire exit or other way leads down in case of any trouble. Not finding them here, I head back to the entrance, turn right and walk up the worn wooden staircase to the next level.

Only take two steps on the upper floor when the sound of Georges’s voice comes from over near the window.

“Look out, Simon, the psycho has arrived.” 

“Please to see you as well, you fat ugly bastard,” I say, sitting myself down next to Simon and scanning for danger. Unlike the lower level, this part doesn’t have a bar available, you have to go down to fetch any drinks. Instead, multiple black covered wooden tables and chairs fill the area, some occupied by nondescript people going about their own business and talking loudly. Perfect for us, as anything we talk about will be drowned in background noise.

I wait until Simon takes a massive gulp of beer and places the glass on the wooden table. “So, what have you been up to?”

“Besides being harassed by the police after the previous job....”

“Don’t worry about that. Got a plan formulating in my head to take the heat off us once I return to the island,” I interrupt.

“As I was saying,” Simon proceeds, “Not much, really. Contacted by a man from Kerala but now residing in Southampton, he should be joining us in about half-hour.”

“One question before you go and fetch the beers, where the fuck is Kerala?” George asks before gulping down the last of his drink and putting the empty glass in front of Simon.

“I can answer that—it is in southern India, and I have friends who originate from that part of the country,” finishing my own beer, not wanting to miss out on another one.

“Those beers will not fetch themselves, Simon, so off you go. You can tell us about your new friend when you come back,” George retorts, coughing slightly to indicate a dry mouth.

“That’s an easy one—I know nothing about the man apart from a description of what he looks like,” says Simon, collecting the empties and heading downstairs.

While Simon is off purchasing the drinks, I move closer to the window and scrutinise the area outside. Want to see if anyone is sitting on the opposite side of the road observing the entrance to the pub. Couldn’t spot any, but that doesn’t mean nobody is watching the place.

“What about you, George, any issues with the coppers?”

“Same as you, mate, been dragged in a few times but gave them a lot of bullshit. So what method do you have to take the heat off?”

“Remember those numpties who jumped me before the last mission? Well, on the way over this morning, I suspect the police placed a tracker on my car....”

“For fuck sake,” George gasps.

––––––––
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“WELL, THE PLAN IS TO plant the device on them and have the cops follow them to Dennis’ place. Just need to think up a reason for them to go down to the woods.” With that, Simon returns with three pints of refreshing cold beers.

“Any of you two idiots order a couple of goons?” placing the glasses down.

“No, why?” I say with a puzzled appearance.

“While being a well-behaved manservant and fidgeting at the long bar, peer over to my right and detect two men with short-cropped hair who looked odd; bearing in mind it’s warm in here they are both wearing heavy black jackets. On a closer examination, spot the curled up wires from a radio hanging down beneath their coats.”

“Not my friendly coppers. Lost mine after leaving the ferry, plus when I came in, four women were sitting by the glass window,” I say, turning to George.

“Don’t fucking stare at me... they’re nowt to do with me.”

At that moment, a slim man in his late fifties wearing a pair of blue jeans and a light brown open jacket that fell loosely about his body steps off the stairs and peers around the room.

Simon pokes me hard in the ribs with his elbow, “From the description given to me by my contact, Pete, that’s our man—his name is Nasir.”

We are all too professional to just walk straight over to him; someone could be following him, perhaps the two suspects witnessed downstairs. Instead, we scrutinise the person as he sits at a table at the far end of the room and sips nervously on his drink as he studies everyone in turn. After a few minutes, and we are sure nobody followed him up, Simon walks over to meet him.

To not stand out too much, Simon takes a seat next to him, “Hi, Nasir, are you from Duhfa?” To make sure we are speaking to the right person, Duhfa is an agreed-upon code word.

"Yes, I'm Nasir from Duhfa. Are you Mr Simon?” the man spoke with a broad Indian accent.

“That’s me,” shaking the man’s hand. “The others are over by the window, come and join us,” pointing over to us.

Simon introduces us all. I take out my small green notebook and pen to make any required notes. Not the type of person for unnecessary pleasantries, I got straight to the subject of why we are here.

“Welcome, to stop any crossed wires, you are aware of the work we carry out?” Nasir nods. “In that case, can you give us an outline of who you are, the problem and what you would like us to do about it?”

“Sure, you know my name, and I’m the community leader for the Indian population living in Southampton, based in St Mary’s. Last week, a couple approached me regarding a relative who works in the gas and oil industry via the Golden Camel, run by a man called John Nair—here is a photo of him. It’s an employment agency. He’s been there for 14 months, working as an administrator on a workover hoist. All was going well with regular contact with his family back in Kerala until he moved to an island off the coast of Oman called Mano. He has, according to his friends he worked with, gone missing....”

The task he wants from us is now apparent, so I interrupt him, “No need to continue, Nasir. As I take it, you would like us to go over to Mano and find... What is his name?

“Yes, please, the man’s name is Joby,” Nasir says while producing a large brown folder from his bag. “This is a picture of him and a new passport.”

Take the photo and proceed, “Thanks for the photograph. How long has it been since he went missing, and what can you tell us more about this group called the Golden Camel?”

“He disappeared about three weeks ago while on Mano. The Golden Camel is a front for an Indian organised crime syndicate that recruits desperate people to work in the oil and gas industry. They take back money for employment from their wages, which can be as high as 80%. This arrangement lasts for two years. Anyone who takes engagement with them is physically trapped with no escape. With the ultimate price being paid for non-compliance and retaliation on family members.”

“I have a question. Why do people go to them if they have to pay back so much of their earnings?” asks George, looking a little confused.

“Three main reasons. Have you ever been desperate with no money or hope and a family to feed? Plus, the remaining cash left after deductions is still better than having no income,” replies Nasir.

“You said there are three reasons. What’s the third?” Simon interjects.

“Some people borrow from them and find it challenging to repay due to the high-interest rates, so the Golden Camel, in exchange for any owed amount, takes one man from the family of working age until the debt is paid off.”

“Thank you for that info, Nasir. This leads us to the problematic question of money—we do not come cheap. Our minimum fee starts at £250,000, but this also includes our operating costs. Do you have this amount?”

––––––––
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“AS YOU ARE PROBABLY aware, Mr Steve, the Indian community is not poor and is tight-knit and cares for our own, so the money is not an issue. But for safety reasons, I’ll pay you £100,000 upfront, the rest on your return. When can you start?”

“Tell you what, Nasir, if you go downstairs and get a round of drinks, I'll have your answer by the time you return.”

With that, we wait until he disappears down the stairs before I turn to Simon and George. “What do you think, gents? Can we do this and when?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem if this folder contains more information such as places, dates, etc.” George drags the file over to him.

“I’m in, a few weeks on a sandy beach—what could be better.”

“It’s a fucking desert, Simon, not a beach, you moron,” I say, laughing.

“Yeah, whatever, it has sand,” Simon retorts.

At that moment, Nasir appears carrying a tray of drinks which he places down on the black veneer covered table. 

After grabbing my own glass and swallowing several mouthfuls, “We have good news, my friend. We are taking your job and can start in one week, this gives us time to make all our preparations and book flights to Oman.” I glance at the others for confirmation—they both nod to confirm.

With that, a beaming smile stretches across Nasir’s face. “Thank you so much, gents—the family will be so happy. I can get the money to you in a couple of days, is that acceptable?”

“Not a problem. We trust you, and if you don’t, we do not travel, and come after you for any expenses already paid out. I’m sure you know our reputation, or you wouldn’t be here.” With that, Nasir says his goodbyes and leaves.

The boys and I stay for a while longer, hoping the two men downstairs get bored and wander off. The last thing I need right now is to be dragged back to another police station for even more boring questioning.

“OK, gents, here is the plan in case the two numpties are still below and intend to follow us. If they do, at least we can find out who the fuck they are. Are you two finished with your drinks?”

“Ready when you are,” says George, finishing his beer and putting the empty glass down. With that, Simon raises the thumb of his right hand, with his left hand he gulps what remains of his own drink.

There are three of us and only two of them, so we should depart separately, with Simon going first, then George five minutes later. I will leave last, each taking a different route to the RV point near the Bar  Gate.

“I know this city very well, gents, so here is my plan. If Simon crosses the road at the front of the pub into the city park, then turn right and travel to where the path comes to a road, cross over here and continue through the park to the far end, then make another right. Travel on the opposite side—you will then see York Walk on your left. Go to the end, where you will find some derelict structures. Conceal yourself and wait for us.

“As for you, George, exit the boozer and make a left, followed by another past where we jumped the bloke before the last mission. Then continue keeping the buildings on your left-hand side along Portland Terrace until you come to West Quay. Turn into Bargate Street, follow this road til you come to York Walk. Locate Simon. I will take the direct route straight down the High Street, as with any luck, the two people would have followed you, but there could be someone waiting outside. Questions?”

“I have a point of interest rather than a question,” says Simon, now supporting a stupid grin.

“Go on, let’s hear it—bound to be some sarcastic comment,” replies George.

“It’s for you, mate. You’re not on parade, so don’t walk as slow as a guardsman or me and Steve will have to get a B&B while we wait for your sorry arse to arrive.”

“Not going to dignify that with an answer, you fucking Donkey Walloper.”

So far, the plan is working as by the time I reach the entrance, our possible tails in the two men have left the bar, with any luck tailing both George and Simon. Before exiting, I pause just inside the lounge for several minutes to see if anybody follows me down the stairs. The coast appears clear, so I step out onto the street.

The area is packed with hundreds of people darting in and out of the rows of shops lining both sides of the road. It shouldn’t be hard to lose anyone if I am followed. Others are walking in groups in the direction of the pedestrian precinct at the far end.

All the anti-surveillance techniques I have been trained to use now come into play again. Take advantage of the people who are standing at the bus stop by taking a position just behind them. Ensure a few bodies are between me and the glass and glance back the way I came, doing my best to spot anything that might be out of the ordinary and stick out to the trained eye. One person did.

About 50 metres back down towards where I left a couple of minutes earlier, a man about five foot eight with longish hair and dressed similarly to the others has now come to a halt and is looking in a German kebab shop. Why would you do this? I knew the place, and there were no menus etc. in the window.

Of course, he could be just an ordinary character going about his business, but I will find out. With the bus stop behind me, turn down the next road on my right, Ogle Road, just before it bends round to the left and the precinct starts.

One final glance behind to see if the man is coming my way. Shit, the man is walking in my direction but keeping the same distance between us. Time to lose this idiot. Take a long deep breath and sprint as fast as these old legs can carry me down the road towards the T-junction. When I reach a point close to the end, my heart is pounding, gasping for air, and arthritis in my knees causes agonising pain.

I turn and glance over my shoulder. Fuck, my assailant is running my way. Quick, think. With my breath becoming more intense and rapid, I run down the central road and dart down Regent Street, a small alley-like street on my left.

About halfway up is another alleyway leading to a few staff parking spaces behind Barclays bank, in which three BT vans are lined up against the wall. Take cover behind the last one just as the person chasing me walks at some considerable speed past the alley in the direction of the high street.

I wait five more minutes to ensure the whole area is clear before heading back down Regent Street to the bottom. Turn onto Ogle Road, then another left on Portland Terrace and mingle with the other bored-looking shoppers before hurrying to the entrance of West Quay.

Once more, I use the people standing at a bus stop outside the shopping centre, blend in, and check out my surroundings. Once I’m positive nobody is frantically looking for someone, I turn and head to the meeting point with Simon and George.

Half expecting at least two men from the boozer to be standing at either end of York Walk, decide to avoid this road and approach from the rear. So I take the longer route down East Street, trying my best to move quickly without attracting any attention from other shoppers. At last, I reach the small side street on my left that leads around the back of the building’s works.

Stand off for a few minutes. Need to make sure there isn’t anybody in the area, before I climb onto a small red brick wall that ran the length of the wooden boarding that encircled the site, there to prevent anyone from gaining access. The place looks clear, so I heave myself up and over, landing in a big shitty mess of twisted body parts on the ground.

On the opposite side of the open ground, about 200 metres away, is the derelict buildings where George and Simon should be. So for the second time in less than an hour, I’m sprinting as fast as my legs can take me over the uneven sand-filled terrain, hopefully staying out of view of any nosy bastards.

Made it. Now all I need to do is get back over the fence. This time there is no conveniently placed wall or any other objects to give me a boost up. Only one thing for it. Walk back 10 metres, turn and run hard at it. Before leaping into the air, landing with my right leg on the cross beam, my hands grasping the top. Then, without pausing, I pull both legs over until they are dangling down the other side.

Unlike the other side, I can not simply jump down, making a vast crashing sound as I land. For all I know, something could have gone tits up, and it wouldn’t be George or Simon waiting for me inside.

My feet are only a metre or so from the floor as I hang momentarily from my fingers, listening for any movement. There aren’t any, so I let go gently, landing in a crouched position.

Immediately to my front is a doorway leading into the grey building. To the right of that is a couple of holes where windows used to be. They will be my way in. If something has gone wrong, someone could be watching the exit.

I’m in luck. The second window leads to a smaller room, and there is a wall on the opposite side that should cover me as I enter. Once more, I clamber inside and pause to listen for voices or movement. A short distance away, I can hear the faint sounds of people talking. Not coherent at first, but then the distinctive, familiar voice of Simon broke through.

Both of them are standing on either side of a small opening in the damaged wall about 15 metres away. Not wanting to startle them and get the shit kicked out of myself as I close in, I call out, “You numpties are dead.”

“About time you put in an appearance. One of the two idiots who tailed us is over there,” George points to the building on the other side near the road.

“Where is the other one?” I say in a muffled voice.

“The one that tagged along behind me is at the top of the stairs at the far end,” Simon indicates towards a set of stone steps. “What about you, any problems?”

“Some bloke pursued me out of the pub but managed to lose him on the way. The question is, who are they? Think we should go and ask them nicely, or not, their choice. Any suggestions, gents?”

“Well, if George goes the way you came in and makes his way around to the other end of York Walk and attracts our friend’s attention, then once he disappears out of our view, we can sprint across and trap him in the alleyway.”

“Good idea, Simon, but why am I the one scrambling over the high fence when you could step over, you lanky git?” George replies, half excepting some sarcastic reply.

“Stop complaining, you fat bastard. The exercise will do you good, so off you pop, George,” replies Simon, chuckling to himself.

Once George leaves, focus returns to both men to
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