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About the Book

AN OLD ENEMY

Poland, 1945. A special Evacuation Kommando arrives at the Wenceslas Mine, site of the Nazis’ most secret weapon development project. A device known as Die Glocke is removed from the subterranean factory, loaded on to a transport aircraft and spirited out of war-ravaged Europe. No witnesses are left alive.

A DESIRE FOR REVENGE

London, today. Chris Bronson is working undercover for the Metropolitan Police. What begins as a routine investigation into a group of hooligans vandalising sites in North West London, takes a very sinister turn when Bronson discovers the attacks are being masterminded by a Far Right group.

A WHOLE NEW LEVEL OF FEAR

What if the prototype for a devastating new form of super-weapon survived the end of the war? What if sixty years later it has been perfected? Now imagine an old enemy who has been hiding in the shadows and is still fighting a war most thought had ended with the fall of Hitler. 

Chris Bronson has less than ten days to stop the biggest and most destructive terror attack the world has ever seen.
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Prologue

Ludwikowice, Poland

April 1945

It was the sound of boots on concrete that puzzled him.

Footsteps were always echoing through the labyrinth of passageways and laboratories in the perpetual gloom of the mine, but these sounded different, organized almost – a squad of men marching with purpose rather than a handful of scientists ambling along. And as far as Georg Schuster knew, there were no soldiers based in the facility.

The Komplex Milkow was located in the Wenceslas Mine, a bewildering network of tunnels and chambers, some natural but others hacked from the rock, which covered an area of almost thirty-six square kilometres. It was the home of Der Riese – ‘The Giant’ – an SS research facility and one of the most secret bases ever established by Nazi Germany. The research project being conducted there – it bore two project names: Der Laternenträger, meaning ‘the lantern bearer’, and Kronos, or ‘Saturn’ – possessed the highest possible category of both secrecy and funding priority within the Third Reich. No other research of any sort, in any country, had been allocated the classification Kriegsentscheidend, ‘decisive for the outcome of the war’.

Schuster had no idea why soldiers should be inside the complex. Then an appalling thought struck him. Surely it couldn’t be the Russians? Not so soon? No, that was ridiculous, because if the Russians had arrived there would have been yelling and shooting, and the explosions of grenades.

Schuster opened the door of his laboratory and peered out hesitantly. Then he relaxed, reassured by the sight of the familiar uniforms of Wehrmacht soldiers.

Even so, the appearance of a uniformed German officer, accompanied by about a dozen soldiers, was unexpected, and Schuster stepped out into the corridor.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

The officer leading the soldiers stopped and looked at the man who’d just appeared. The questioner was a middle-aged man wearing a white coat and a puzzled frown.

‘I’m SS Hauptsturmführer Wolf,’ the new arrival replied politely, proffering a document that bore the distinctive signature of Reichsleiter Martin Bormann. ‘I’m in charge of the SS Evacuation Kommando, working directly under the authority of General Kammler. And you are?’

The scientist shook his head. ‘I’ve never heard of an Evacuation Kommando,’ he said, glancing at the order before handing it back.

‘That’s because you don’t have a sufficiently high security clearance,’ Wolf responded, with a slight smile that vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared. ‘And I still need to know your name.’

‘It’s Schuster. Georg Schuster.’

Wolf took another sheet of paper from his uniform jacket and studied the list of names printed on it.

‘You’re one of the electrical engineering specialists?’ he asked, and Schuster nodded. ‘Good. Just wait over there, in that chamber,’ Wolf ordered.

‘What’s going on? What do you want?’

‘What I want to do is complete the task I’ve been given. In case you haven’t noticed, Engineer Schuster, the Russian forces are almost upon us, and it’s vital for the future of the Reich that they don’t get their hands on the equipment you’ve been working on here. That’s what I’ve been sent here to achieve.’

‘So you’re going to evacuate us?’

‘There’s a Junkers Ju-390 heavy-lift aircraft waiting at Bystzyca Klodzka airfield just a few kilometres away,’ Wolf replied, not quite answering the man’s question. Then he strode further into the complex, his men following on behind.

In less than an hour, Wolf had completed the first part of his assignment. He had identified all of the scientists and engineers at work within the facility, and these men and just a handful of women were now waiting in two separate stone chambers ready to leave the mine, one way or the other. But it wasn’t just the personnel that Wolf had been ordered to take care of. Far more important than them was the device itself.

The double doors to the test chamber were massive – heavy steel frames lined with copious layers of what looked like insulating or sound-proofing material. Wolf ordered his men to swing them open, and then he strode inside and for a few moments just stood and stared at the object in front of him.

General Kammler had told him in broad terms what the device was supposed to do, although neither Wolf nor, probably, Kammler himself understood more than a fraction of the science involved. But they both knew that Hitler’s dream of a thousand-year Reich now lay in tatters. Not even the development and deployment of the V1 and V2 terror weapons, nor the latest generation of combat aircraft powered by jet engines, had been enough to hold back the armed forces of Germany’s enemies. Forces that Wolf knew would soon be baying at the very gates of Berlin itself.

What was left of the German army was being squeezed between the British and American forces advancing from the west and the rapidly approaching Russian army. It was now apparent that the Soviet forces were going to reach the area of Ludwikowice first, and that was the worst-case scenario by far. It would be a disaster if the Americans or the British got their hands on the device, but if the Russians took possession of it, that would be a catastrophe of global proportions.

The orders from Berlin had been unequivocal. It was essential that Die Glocke remained in German hands. There was a chance, just the faintest possibility, even when defeat seemed both imminent and inevitable, that the device could be used to snatch victory, or at least serve to prevent the total destruction of Germany.

It didn’t look like much of a weapon, Wolf thought as he stared across the chamber, though he could see exactly why it had acquired its nickname Die Glocke: what it resembled more than anything else was a bell. A big bell, almost three metres in diameter and over four metres high.

‘What’s that?’ one of his men asked, pointing at a number of objects positioned around the perimeter of the largely circular chamber.

Wolf walked across to the wall and looked down, then prodded one with the toe of his boot. They were small blackened lumps, largely shapeless and with a jellylike consistency. But a couple of them had appendages which gave a clue as to their origin.

‘I think they’re plants,’ Wolf said, ‘or they were plants, anyway. I can see a couple of leaves and a bit of stem on that one.’

‘Quick! Over here,’ another of his men said, walking around to the opposite side of the vast device.

What he’d found clearly weren’t more plants. Lying slumped against the wall, their wrists secured to chains attached to the wall, were two bodies. Both were male, both naked, and both very obviously dead. The numbers ‘3’ and ‘4’ were painted on the wall above the two corpses, and further over to the left were two more sets of chains and the painted numbers ‘1’ and ‘2’.

‘Test subjects,’ Wolf commented. ‘I was briefed that we might see some of these. They’re of no consequence, just Jews from the Gross-Rosen camp.’

‘So what killed them?’

‘This, obviously,’ Wolf said, gesturing at the metallic object that almost filled the chamber. ‘Die Glocke.’

He stepped forward and looked closely at the bodies. Whatever had killed them, whatever lethal force was generated by the Bell, their deaths clearly hadn’t been pleasant. The faces of both corpses were contorted into expressions of absolute agony, and although their arms and legs were stick-thin, as would be expected of an inmate at Gross-Rosen, their torsos were bloated and lumpy in appearance, the skin discoloured by reddish-purple blotches.

One of Wolf’s men placed the sole of his boot against the stomach of one of the corpses and pressed downwards. With a faint tearing sound, the skin on the side of the body ruptured and a foul-smelling black substance splashed down on to the rough concrete floor. A rank odour filled the chamber, and both the soldier and Wolf stepped quickly backwards.

‘What the hell?’

‘Don’t touch the other one,’ Wolf ordered, turning away.

But the soldier stayed where he was, staring down at the corpse with horrified fascination. ‘How could that, that thing,’ he almost stammered, ‘how could it do that to a human being?’

‘It’s only a Jew,’ Wolf snapped, ‘and I’ve no idea. Right,’ he went on, ignoring the two bodies and consulting a list of names, ‘we know what we have to do. Find Major Debus and bring him here to unhitch Die Glocke from the power supply and the other connections. Then we can load it on to the truck.’

Getting the device out of the test chamber was far from easy, because of its bulk and weight and also because of the myriad connections that needed to be detached before they could even begin the removal process.

Eventually, Wolf ordered his men to back a truck through the main entrance to the Wenceslas Mine. The driver manoeuvred it carefully down the narrow corridor until it was within a few metres of the test chamber. Struggling with the object’s bulk and inconvenient shape, they used a pair of trolleys to haul it over to the lorry, finally transferring it to the back of the vehicle.

As well as the device and the people who had been developing it, Wolf had also been ordered to remove the most vital sections of the reams of documentation that had been generated during the testing process. In all, it took nearly five hours to complete this part of the operation and transfer everything to the trucks waiting outside. The scientists would be easier to deal with.

Wolf consulted his list of names again. In fact, he had two lists, which corresponded with the two groups of scientists now waiting in the different chambers to leave the facility. He nodded to two of his men and led the way down the corridor. He opened the door of one room, stepped inside and carried out another roll-call. It didn’t take long, because there were only three people on his list: SS Major Kurt Debus, the engineer who’d shown his men how to detach the connections and prepare Die Glocke for removal from the test chamber; Elizabeth Adler, the specialist mathematician who had previously worked with Professor Walter Gerlach, the founder of the project, and the scientist Dr Herman Obeth. As soon as he was satisfied that he had correctly identified these three individuals, he stepped outside again and ordered his men to escort the scientists out of the mine and into one of the waiting lorries.

Only then did he instruct another group of his soldiers to place the demolition charges that would be used to collapse the roof of the main tunnel and seal the mine for all eternity. Finally, he turned his attention to the large group of men and women in the second chamber.

Wolf stepped inside the room and duplicated his earlier action with the first group, taking a careful roll-call to confirm exactly who was in the room in front of him. The twenty-eighth name he called out was Georg Schuster. Nobody was missing. He nodded, replaced the paper in his pocket and gestured to two of his men who were standing just behind him.

‘Unfortunately,’ he began, ‘although the Junkers is a very big aircraft with an impressive carrying capacity, I regret that it is not big enough to take the device and all of you as a single load. But the Führer has decided that your knowledge of this project is so detailed and so important that we have to take elaborate precautions to ensure that you will not be captured by the advancing Russian forces. I wish there was some other way, but my orders leave me with no choice.’

Wolf stepped out of the chamber, ignoring the puzzled expressions on the faces of the thirty-seven men and women who were standing there, as the first questions were directed towards him.

The two soldiers who were still standing just inside the room each removed a stick grenade from their belt, primed it and tossed it into the midst of the crowd of people in front of them. As the first terrified screams echoed through the chamber, they stepped outside, slammed the heavy door closed, and threw home the two massive steel bolts to secure it.

The grenades exploded within half a second of each other, the double explosion echoing through the tunnels and bringing down a scattering of small rocks and dust from the stone ceiling above.

The loud screaming inside the room had stopped, but neither Wolf nor his two men believed that just two grenades would have been sufficient.

‘Go inside and finish them,’ he ordered crisply, then strode away towards the main entrance of the Komplex Milkow.

Wolf waited outside the entrance to the Wenceslas Mine until the last of his men emerged, then gave orders for the explosives to be blown. Seconds later, there was a dull rumble from inside the mine as the dynamite completed its work. He waited a couple of minutes to ensure that all the charges had detonated, then crossed to the entrance to check that the inner passageways were no longer accessible.

He glanced at the narrow-gauge railway that linked the Wenceslas Mine with the airfield at Bystzyca Klodzka and for a moment wondered if that would have been a better way to transport Die Glocke, but then shook his head. It would have meant transferring the device from the lorry on to one of the railway carriages, and then repeating the process in reverse at the other end of the journey, and all of that would have taken time. Time which he really didn’t have.

Only when he was completely satisfied did Wolf climb into his staff car and lead the small convoy of three trucks containing his men, the device they had extracted from the testing chamber, and those three scientists whose work, knowledge and ability was of the highest calibre and who were vital for the eventual success of the project.

At Bystzyca Klodzka airfield, which lay in a valley within the Eulenbirge Mountains, to the west of Opole, the flight crew had already removed the tarpaulins that had concealed the huge six-engined Junkers Ju-390. They’d carried out the necessary pre-flight checks on the aircraft and the rear cargo door was wide open, waiting for loading to begin.

The device was heavy, bulky, and awkward to handle because of its shape, and manoeuvring it inside the relatively confined space of the fuselage was difficult. But eventually they got it secured in place, and Wolf then ordered the three scientists to climb on board the aircraft. The expressions on their faces reflected their conflicting emotions. They’d expected to be evacuated from the area, simply because of the importance of their work to the Reich and the vital knowledge they possessed, but what had happened at the mine clearly showed that there was more than one way for their masters to ensure that they kept their mouths shut.

When they had taken their seats in the cabin, Kurt Debus – the only one of the three with any military training – leaned across to Elizabeth Adler, who was visibly shaking.

‘Don’t worry,’ he murmured. ‘If they were going to kill us, they’d have done it back at the mine. We’re safe, because we’re too important to Hitler.’

‘Where are they taking us?’ Herman Obeth asked. ‘Not Berlin, surely?’

‘I’ve no idea, but somewhere out of the Fatherland, I think we can be sure of that. What we’ve achieved can still change the course of the war. We just need a little more time to perfect it.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ Adler replied, her voice quivering with emotion. ‘I really hope you’re right.’

Hauptsturmführer Wolf was the last to take his seat, and only did so after carrying out a final check that nothing had been left in any of the vehicles that might compromise the project.

One of the engines on the port wing of the Junkers spluttered into life, then settled down to a steady reassuring roar. Then the second engine started, and the third, and in less than a minute the flight deck crew had all six running. The Junkers, which had been painted light blue and illegally wore the markings of the Swedish Air Force – a rudimentary disguise that might make an enemy pilot pause before opening fire with his cannon – began to move, and the massive aircraft started to taxi across the short distance to the end of the runway.

Moments later, the pilot pushed the throttles fully forward and the huge aircraft began gathering speed. It lifted into the darkening sky and swung around towards the west.

It’s reasonable to assume that the paint job was a success, because no units of either the Russian forces or the Western Allies reported seeing a Swedish aircraft at any time that day or evening. They were too busy watching out for enemy aircraft, and it seems likely that the Junkers managed simply to slip through the front lines, perhaps seen but certainly not noticed.

The Junkers’ ultimate destination was never recorded in any of the surviving documentation, and it’s quite possible that the flight was so highly classified by the Nazis that no details of it were ever committed to paper.

After the war, various places were suggested as the location of the aircraft’s final landing. One of the most cogent and believable reports states that a multi-engined German aircraft was seen touching down at an airfield in the Entre Rios Province of northern Argentina in May 1945.

Another report describes various witness sightings of a six-engined aircraft, provisionally identified as a Junkers Ju-390, being dismantled on a German-owned farm in Paysundu Province in Uruguay at about the same date. Some of the local residents also reported that the parts of the aircraft were then taken to the River Uruguay, which is over a kilometre wide at this point, and thrown into the water.

A third report suggested that the aircraft had a very much shorter flight, and landed near Bodø in Norway, though this might of course have simply been an interim or refuelling stop as part of a much longer flight, and it seems probable that if the aircraft had remained in Norway it would have been seen and reported by somebody, and most probably seized by Allied forces.

What is certain is that at the end of the Second World War nobody knew where either the aircraft or its unusual cargo had been taken, or exactly what the secret device constructed in the Wenceslas Mine was intended to do. Current researchers believe the project designation implied that it was a weapon of some description, probably a very early type of weapon of mass destruction, but since 1945 no definite information has been recovered about Die Glocke and nobody had any real idea of its function or its purpose.

Until now, that is.
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1

17 July 2012

‘CAN I JUST say something?’ Chris Bronson asked. ‘I dislike sport to the extent that if you gave me a Cup Final ticket, I would rather pay you money than have to go and watch the match.’

‘Is that right?’ The Met inspector looked distinctly unimpressed. He was sitting in a battered swivel chair behind a large but extremely cluttered desk – files stacked in piles on both sides of it – in a glass cubicle at one end of a squad room in a police station in east London’s Forest Gate. Bronson was standing in front of him. He had no option – there was no other chair, not even enough space for one, in the tiny office.

The walls behind the desk were plastered with the usual selection of notices and leaflets, everything from Health and Safety directives – which looked noticeably clean and unread – to part of a faded page of newsprint apparently cut from the Evening Standard, the print too tiny for Bronson to make out the story. Other notices were attached to the glass walls of the office, but Bronson guessed that their principal purpose was less to convey information than to provide the inspector’s tiny sanctum with some slight measure of privacy.

In marked contrast to the cluttered and untidy office, the inspector was impeccably dressed in a light grey suit, the material of which shimmered slightly every time he moved his tall, slim frame. Bronson didn’t have to glance down at the floor to know that his black shoes would have a mirror-polished sheen: the man exuded an almost palpable aura of elegance. His features were even and regular, with a neat and slightly aggressive moustache that conveyed a military bearing.

Bronson was supremely conscious that he cut a rather less than impressive figure by comparison in his crumpled suit, slightly grubby shirt and black loafers. Nor could he blame the state of his attire on the train and tube journey up to Newham: he hadn’t, he realized, looked all that smart when he had left Tunbridge Wells that morning.

‘Well, let me tell you something, Detective Sergeant Bronson. I don’t give a damn about your views on football or any other sport. You’ve been sent here by that bunch of yokels who laughably call themselves the Kent Police Force to help us out. Not that we can’t manage by ourselves, but we do need a few extra bodies on the ground while the Olympics are on, and you’ve been selected as one of them.’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Don’t interrupt when I’m talking. I couldn’t give a toss whether you like sport or not. I’ve got any number of coppers queuing up to be on duty in a stadium when some of the events are being held. But we need other bodies.’

The Metropolitan Police inspector – the name on his door was S. R. Davidson – paused for a moment and glanced down at a note on his desk. Then he looked back at Bronson and smiled. ‘To be specific, I need somebody with certain talents and abilities, and I’m told you’re the ideal man for the job.’

‘What talents?’ Bronson asked suspiciously.

‘You’re big and bolshie and nobody here knows you. Now open the door.’

‘What?’

‘You deaf or something? Open the bloody door.’

Bronson turned round and pulled open the glass door he’d closed behind him three minutes earlier.

As it swung wide, Davidson bellowed: ‘Curtis! Get in here.’

‘Jesus,’ Bronson muttered, temporarily deafened by the inspector’s impressive vocal capability. ‘Can’t you use an intercom or something?’

‘Broken,’ Davidson replied shortly, as a heavily built man, whose appearance and dress sense seemed closer to Bronson’s casual scruffiness than the inspector’s sartorial elegance, got up from his desk and ambled over to the door of the cubicle.

‘Boss?’

‘Remember that SLJ we discussed the other day, Bob? Detective Sergeant Bronson here is going to take care of it for us.’

A smile spread across Curtis’s face as he looked Bronson slowly up and down.

‘And what shitty little job is that, exactly?’ Bronson asked.

‘Bob will explain everything,’ Davidson replied, looking slightly miffed that Bronson had recognized the acronym he’d used. ‘Take him away, Bob, and fill him in.’

‘A pleasure.’

Curtis led the way across the squad room to his desk.

‘Grab one of them,’ he said, pointing to a stack of dark grey metal-framed chairs with plastic seats.

‘Popular man, your boss, is he?’ Bronson asked, taking the top chair from the pile and sitting down in front of Curtis’s desk.

Curtis grinned at him. ‘Not so’s you’d notice, no. He’s one of that new breed – fast-track coppers. Gets a degree in knitting or something and then joins the force, aiming for a chief constable slot before he’s fifty. Frightening thing is, he’ll probably make it. His initials stand for Steven Richard, by the way, but round here everybody calls him “Shit Rises”.’ Curtis paused and glanced across at Bronson. ‘Been in long, have you?’

Bronson nodded. ‘A few years, yes. But I was in the army on a short-service commission before I joined the force.’

Curtis smiled again and looked to his left, towards the officer sitting at the adjacent desk. ‘That’s a tenner you owe me, Jack.’ He swung back to face Bronson. ‘Had a small wager running,’ he explained. ‘Jack figured you for another graduate fast-tracker like Davidson. But I reckoned he was wrong because you look like you’ve been around the block a few times.’

Bronson thought that worked out as a compliment.

‘I hadn’t planned on making chief constable,’ he replied. ‘For one thing, I’m not a Mason, and in any case I don’t think I could handle the bullshit that comes with the job. Talking of jobs, what’s this nasty surprise you’ve got planned for me?’

‘It’s not that nasty,’ Curtis said. ‘In fact, you might even enjoy it. But it is really important, because we’re running out of ideas.’ There were about half a dozen files sitting in an irregular pile on one corner of his desk, and he reached across and pulled out the bottom one, which was also the slimmest. He flicked through the first couple of pages before looking up at Bronson again.

‘Let me give you the background. Pretty much ever since London won the bid to hold the twenty twelve Olympics, there’ve been cases of sabotage and malicious damage at the various venues. At first, we thought it was the usual mindless vandalism that you get in every major city, but over the last three months or so it’s become clear that we are looking at a concerted plan. There seems to be a definite objective to the damage. It’s not just a case of breaking a few windows or daubing graffiti around the place, though there’s been a fair amount of that as well. But these guys, whoever they are, seem to be targeting the machinery on the building sites, doing their best to ensure that the work won’t be completed on time.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ Bronson said. ‘The Games start in exactly ten days’ time. I thought that everything was pretty much finished – and all the construction work was completed ages ago.’

‘Dream on. The government and all the other talking heads are just saying what they think the public wants to hear. Most of the building work has been completed, that’s true, but there’s still a hell of a lot of finishing-off to do before the opening ceremony. I reckon that the paint inside some of the buildings will still be wet when the athletes arrive.’

Bronson nodded. ‘I hadn’t realized that. But what do these vandals want? What’s their motive? I thought most people believed that the Olympics would be a good thing for London, not just because of the income that’ll be generated during the Games themselves, but also because of all the redevelopment of the East End. Surely everyone will benefit to some extent?’

‘Yeah, you’d think so, wouldn’t you? But this bunch seems to have a different agenda.’

Bronson glanced at the thin file in front of Curtis. ‘From the look of that,’ he said, ‘you haven’t got very much to go on.’

‘You got that right. We know that they usually work at night, but so far we’ve made no arrests. In terms of evidence, about all we have got are the damage reports from the construction companies, and statements from our own people about how they broke into the sites.’

‘But surely the Olympic sites are guarded? There must be cameras, nightwatchmen, patrols by security companies? And this close to the event, the work will be going on twenty-four hours a day, won’t it?’

‘All true, and when the work stops the night-watchmen are posted, but these people have a knack of knowing the odd corner or length of fence where the surveillance cameras don’t have total coverage, that kind of thing, and there are so many sites involved that they’ve got plenty of choice about where they hit each time.’

‘Have you got any leads at all?’ Bronson asked.

‘A few whispers on the street, but that’s about it. We think the gang is based somewhere in this area, because on the odd occasions when any of them has been spotted and chased, they’ve always managed to slip the net down alleyways, side streets and so on. That suggests detailed knowledge of the area.’

‘Or it could just mean that they’ve done a thorough reconnaissance of the target area beforehand,’ Bronson said, ‘or even that they’ve invested in a bunch of really good quality GPS units.’

Curtis nodded. ‘I can’t argue with any of that. We think they’re a local bunch, but we really don’t know. And we’ve no idea what their objective is.’

Bronson shook his head. ‘I can see how frustrating this must be,’ he said, ‘but surely it’s only an irritant? Why can’t you just double the number of night-watchmen and CCTV cameras and increase the regular patrols around the sites? Surely that would be enough to neutralize this bunch of idiots.’

Curtis smiled at him. ‘Until about a week ago, I’d have agreed with you. Then two things happened. First, we got a lead on the name of the man who seems to be the head of the group, and that does tie up with some of the graffiti we’ve found. At several of the sites they hit, we found fresh graffiti that looked a bit like a capital “M” with a lowercase “u” directly underneath it. In fact, we’d started referring to them as the “Mu Gang”, though we had no idea what the symbol was supposed to mean.

‘Anyway, one of our informers finally came up with the name Wolf, spelling uncertain. He thought that was the man’s surname, and that his first name might be Mark or maybe Marcus, but he wasn’t sure. He also told us that the graffiti, the “Mu” symbol, was meant to represent a Wolf’s head, the “M” being the ears and the “u” the snout, so that all seemed to hang together.’

‘Interesting, but not particularly helpful,’ Bronson commented. ‘What was the second thing?’

‘The second thing changed everything. Five nights ago, what we believe to be the same gang launched an attack against one of the stadiums. They got in undetected by cutting through the boundary fence, and made their way over to where some construction equipment was still being stored. They did a fair amount of minor damage to some of the most expensive equipment they could find, cutting diesel fuel lines, putting sugar in petrol tanks, all that kind of thing, because there isn’t much else you can do to a bulldozer or a crane to stop it working. Unless you’ve got a wrecking ball or cutting equipment, that is.

‘Then it all went wrong. We think the nightwatchman on the site saw something on the CCTV cameras or maybe heard the gang. Whatever happened, he dialled triple nine and then headed out to try to stop them. He was by himself, and from the recordings we’ve looked at, there were at least six of them.’

Bronson had a horrible feeling he knew what was coming.

‘He tried to tackle one of them, but he was set upon by the gang and beaten up. That was bad enough, but he wasn’t that young and his heart gave out during the attack. By the time the first patrol car arrived, he was already dead and the intruders were long gone. So what started out as just a bloody nuisance has now turned into a full-scale murder inquiry.’

‘I presume you don’t want me to help out with that?’ Bronson asked.

‘No. We’ve already got a full Murder Room running, not that they’ve got very much to go on because of the lack of any useful forensic evidence. But Shit Rises has got a better – or at least a different – plan in mind, and that’s where you come in. He’s under a hell of a lot of pressure from the top to get this sorted. The clock’s ticking, and we absolutely have to find this bunch of thugs and get them off the streets before East London is flooded with athletes and spectators. He’s been looking for a volunteer for this for a few days, pretty much ever since the killing of the nightwatchman.’

‘I’m not exactly a volunteer, am I?’

Curtis grinned again and shook his head. ‘No, not really. But he needed somebody from out of the area who wouldn’t be recognized as a police officer. And he also needed a man with certain talents and experience, so he checked all the local forces and the name that popped up at the top of the list was yours. So you’ll have to do.’

‘So this really isn’t just a shitty little job then? I mean, it actually matters?’

‘Oh, it matters. It really matters. That was just Shit Rises trying to be funny. As all of us working here know, he has a well-developed sense of humour,’ Curtis added, with a perfectly straight face. ‘This is important, and you’ll get whatever help and support you need. Make no mistake about this. As you said, the Games will be starting in exactly ten days, and we have to take this group of vandals off the streets before then. Between you and me, I think the powers that be are worried that there’s something else planned.’

‘Like what?’

‘I have no idea. But if there was any kind of attempt to disrupt the opening ceremony, for example, that would be really embarrassing for London and Britain, with a worldwide audience of billions, and the Met would be so deep in the shit that we’d probably never be able to dig our way out.’

‘So no pressure, then?’ Bronson said.

Curtis shook his head, and his expression remained grim.

‘I’m not trying to con you, Chris. This isn’t going to be easy, and to make it worse, you’re going to have to work alone. We can support you, and provide back-up if it’s needed, but basically it’s all down to you.’

Then Curtis passed the slim file across the desk, leaned forward and explained precisely what Davidson wanted Bronson to do.
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‘GOT ANOTHER ONE here,’ the uniformed constable announced, as he and his colleague made their way somewhat erratically towards the desk.

The reason for their unusually halting progress was the man between them. He was dark haired, unshaven and wearing stained jeans and a leather jacket. He was big and solidly built, and it was immediately clear that subduing him would not have been easy. He was still struggling and mouthing abuse, and it was taking all the efforts of the two officers to keep him heading in the right direction, despite the handcuffs that secured his wrists in front of him.

Two other suspects were already standing beside the desk, accompanied by three uniformed officers, but these two men were not giving anybody any trouble.

‘What’s the charge?’ the desk sergeant asked, eyeing the approaching trio.

‘The usual,’ the constable replied: ‘malicious damage, resisting arrest and abusive behaviour. And once we’ve shut him up and got a breathalyser mouthpiece between his lips, I’m pretty sure we’ll be able to add drunk and disorderly to that lot.’

After a couple of minutes, while the sergeant completed the processing of the other two men, the dark-haired man seemed to calm down a little, possibly realizing that he had no chance of getting out of the police station, at least until his handcuffs had been removed.

‘Where did you find him?’

‘He was cutting his way through the boundary fence around the new hockey stadium,’ the constable said. ‘We were coming down the street in the car and saw him doing it. Had a crowbar and a club hammer with him as well as a set of bolt-croppers, so he obviously intended to do some damage once he got inside. Oh, and a couple of cans of spray paint as well. They’re all in the car outside – we’ll haul them in here as evidence as soon as he’s been processed. He’s a big bugger. Took us all our time to keep him quiet until the van arrived to take him away.’

‘Open-and-shut case, then,’ the sergeant remarked, looking at the third suspect, who had now fallen silent, but was glaring at him with naked hostility. ‘This joker say why he was doing it?’

The constable nodded. ‘Didn’t shut up about it, even when we were sitting on him. Pretty much what you’d expect. He told us the Olympics were a sham, some international conspiracy organized by big business simply to make money, and had nothing at all to do with sport. You know, I think he might have a point about that. He also seemed to know quite a lot about the costs involved. He reckons London will take years to get out of debt because of the Games.’

‘He’s got a couple of soulmates over there then,’ the sergeant said, aiming the point of his pen towards the two men who had already been processed and were now sitting in a couple of chairs that lined the wall near the desk. ‘I don’t suppose he has any idea how getting into the site and breaking a few windows is going to help the situation? And if he was targeting the hockey stadium, I suppose that proves he knows sod all about sport, cos there’ll only be about a dozen people who’ll want to watch the matches.

‘Right, then. Name?’ The sergeant paused and looked expectantly at the dark-haired man.

The man shrugged. ‘You choose,’ he snapped.

‘I just love comedians.’ The sergeant turned back to the uniformed constable. ‘Any ID on him?’

‘Nothing useful. When we checked him at the scene, all we found in his pockets were twenty quid in fivers, a day ticket for the tube, a comb, a handkerchief and a door key. No wallet, driving licence or car keys. Probably stashed them somewhere while he did his bit of amateur B and E.’

The sergeant glanced back at the suspect. ‘Come on, mate,’ he said, ‘don’t mess me around. You’re only making things more difficult for yourself. What’s your name?’

The dark-haired man shrugged again. ‘Alex,’ he said finally. ‘Alex Cross. No “e”,’ he added.

The sergeant looked at him somewhat questioningly. ‘I’ve heard that name somewhere before,’ he said, ‘somewhere recently. Is that your final offer?’

‘It’ll do for now.’

‘Right. If that’s the way you want to play it, that’s fine by me.’

Just over an hour later, the three men walked out of the Stratford police station together, Cross having apparently convinced the sergeant that he had given his real name and address, or maybe the middle-aged police officer really didn’t care too much about the veracity of the information he was writing down, as long as he’d completed the paperwork and ticked all the appropriate boxes. Although all three men had been arrested, their actions had not been deemed sufficiently serious for them to be detained. Cross had even passed the breathalyser test, despite the smell of alcohol that the constable had noticed.

For a few moments, Cross glanced around him, up and down the street, then he zipped up his leather jacket, stuck his hands in his pockets and strode away.

A couple of seconds later, a voice rang out down the street. ‘Hey! Hang on a minute.’

Cross stopped in his tracks and glanced back to see the two men walking swiftly towards him.

‘What?’ he demanded.

‘You fancy a drink somewhere?’

Cross hesitated, then nodded. ‘Sure, why not? Get rid of the taste of that cop-shop.’

They walked the short distance to the nearest pub, its rough and battered exterior a perfect reflection of the appearance of most of its clientele. Cross pushed open the door and the three men stepped into the saloon bar.

It’s a familiar cliché that when a stranger enters a particular kind of bar, all conversations stop as the locals assess the new arrival. But like all clichés, it contains more than a grain of truth because there are places like that even today, places where any new face is a potential source of trouble or perhaps of opportunity. The East End of London has more than its fair share of such establishments – pubs that the tourists never visit, where the only bar food on offer will be packets of crisps and pork scratchings, and where anyone asking for a drink as suspect and effeminate as a glass of wine is likely to be thrown bodily out into the street. These are places where deals are discussed and concluded, where a man wishing to obtain a weapon for a robbery can lease a pistol and a fully loaded magazine for a day or a week, where a contract for the permanent disappearance of a business rival or an enemy can be negotiated, and the price agreed, and where strangers are at best tolerated for the money they hand over, but are always discouraged from paying a return visit.

As Cross pushed his way in, the buzz of conversation didn’t stop, but it certainly diminished as most of the men – and there were no women in sight – glanced at him and his two companions. Then, apparently seeing nothing particularly threatening or of interest in the new arrivals, the faces turned away again, and muttered conversations were resumed.

Four men were just getting up from a scratched and battered circular table in the far corner of the bar, and another three men were heading that way to commandeer the seats. But Cross got there first, and just stood beside the table, staring at the approaching trio.

All three were big and bulky, their knuckles and faces scarred from past disagreements. They were clearly men used to getting their own way, and not afraid to resort to physical persuasion if other negotiating tactics failed. But it was as if they saw something in Cross’s eyes that warned them off, something that told them that the man they were looking at was more than capable of matching them blow for blow and that, whatever they started, he would be quite capable of finishing.

And as they stared at him, Cross’s two companions walked across to the table and flanked him, one standing either side of him. The conversations in the bar died away again, as the locals switched their attention to the silent tableau in their midst. After a few seconds, the biggest of the three men in front of Cross shrugged, then turned round and walked away, the other two following him.

As Cross sat down at the table, his two companions looked at each other, and one of them nodded. Then they both strode across to the bar to order a round of drinks. Pints, obviously.

‘Time for introductions, I suppose,’ the man who’d bought the drinks said, after taking a sip of his beer. ‘My name’s Charlie Williams, and my mate here’s called John Eaton. Is your name really Alex Cross?’

The third man shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got a very good reason for using an alias, so if it’s okay with you two – in fact, even if it isn’t okay with you – I’m sticking with it.’

‘We can live with that. So you’re not happy about the Olympics either?’

‘I don’t give a toss about the bloody Olympics. That’s just a good target. I’ve got my own reasons for doing what I do.’

‘And they are …?’

‘Personal, mate, that’s what they are. Let’s just say I was shat upon from a great height, just for trying to do my bloody job, and this is one way of getting some kind of payback.’

Williams nodded. ‘Okay. So you’ve got a grudge against authority. But we couldn’t help overhearing what that young copper said about you. Were you really targeting the hockey stadium?’

Cross took a sip of his beer and grinned at him. ‘To be perfectly honest with you, I had no idea what was on the other side of the fence, except that it was a part of the Olympic complex. That was good enough for me.’

‘And what were you going to do once you’d broken in? That’s stadium’s finished, as far as we know.’

‘The usual. Break some windows, smash up anything I could, spray a few slogans on the walls. I know I can’t do anything to stop these Games from going ahead – there’s nothing one person can do about an operation as big as this – but I wanted to hit out, do some damage.’

Cross took a swallow of his beer and then looked sharply at Williams.

‘So what were you picked up for?’ he asked.

Williams smiled briefly. ‘Much the same as you, actually,’ he replied, ‘with one big difference. You said it yourself. There’s bugger all one man can do, but it’s completely different if you’re part of an organized group.’

‘So there’s more than just the two of you?’

‘Exactly. We were just a diversion, something to keep the coppers on their toes and chasing us, while the rest of our people got inside a completely different part of the site, and set to work doing some really serious damage.’

‘Like what?’ Cross asked.

‘You’ll read about it in the papers tomorrow,’ Eaton interjected. ‘And that’s the other thing you’ve been doing wrong. There’s no point in breaking a window or spraying a wall. They just get the glaziers in the next day and replace the glass, or use industrial cleaner to remove the paint. It’s just a nuisance – hardly slows them down at all. So what we do is target the equipment. We hit the bulldozers and the cranes and generators, all that kind of stuff. You can do a lot of damage to a diesel engine with a hammer, if you know what you’re about, and a few bags of sugar poured into a fuel tank really screws them up. That can pretty much write off an engine.’

‘And why are you doing it?’

‘There’s more than one reason why we’re involved.’

‘Yeah?’ Cross looked interested.

But Williams just shook his head and turned his attention back to his pint of beer.

‘You’ll get nowhere by yourself,’ Eaton said. ‘But you look as if you can take care of yourself, so maybe you should think about coming in with us. We could use someone like you.’

Cross shook his head. ‘I’m not really into organized groups, thanks all the same. I normally work alone – only myself to worry about, you see.’

‘We’re not a group like that, really. We always arrive at the target site individually, and find our own way home after the event. But what we do is we meet beforehand and organize the target, and the timing, and what everyone involved is going to do. That way, we cover every aspect of the attack, and each of us can then focus on his own particular job. Last time, like Charlie said, we were the decoys. We showed ourselves, did a little bit of damage and made sure the coppers spotted us, and then we legged it, leaving our mates with a clear run.’

‘And we never resist arrest,’ Williams added. ‘That just gives them another charge to slap against you if they feel like it. Quiet and cooperative is the best way in the end.’

Cross took another sip of his drink and nodded.

‘You’re probably right, but sometimes that’s easier said than done. You get treated like shit by the coppers, and all you want to do is hit back at them somehow.’

‘You are, by doing what we’re doing,’ Eaton said. ‘Because we’re organized, we’ve been running rings around the rozzers for weeks. They never know where we’re going to hit next, or when.’

‘Look,’ Williams said, ‘John’s right. We really could use you, and you’ll achieve a hell of a lot more working with us than you ever will out there by yourself. Why not give it a try? Come along on one raid. After that, if you still want to go off and do things your own way, that’s fine. Otherwise, join us.’

‘Just like that?’ Cross asked. ‘Please can I join your gang?’

‘Not quite. We’re a small group, and we need to be really sure about each other because of what we’re doing, so if you do want to be part of our operation there’ll be a vote, once we’ve seen you working.’

‘Like a trial period,’ Eaton added. ‘But if you do okay, that shouldn’t be a problem.’

Just over an hour after they’d walked into the pub, the three men stepped out the door and strode off down the street. At the first junction, they went their separate ways, Williams and Eaton heading in one direction, the man calling himself Cross the other.

He walked quickly down the street, took the first left turn that he came to, then immediately crossed the road and strode down an alleyway on the right. At the end he stopped, flattened himself into a doorway, and waited for five minutes. Nobody else came down the alleyway – in fact, he saw no one else in the street beyond.

Satisfied that no one was following him – or if they were, they were really good at their job – he continued down the street. At each corner he glanced behind him, but nobody appeared to be taking the slightest interest in him or where he was going.

He walked for almost twenty minutes, taking a circuitous route along unfamiliar streets and roads, but always heading towards the east, looking out for one of the landmarks that he had memorized. Finally, he saw a street name that he recognized. He again checked that nobody was behind him, did a complete circuit of a block of terraced houses to flush out anyone who might have got in front of him and be keeping him under surveillance, and only then headed for his objective: a small area of waste ground between two buildings.

A confusion of tyre tracks close to the street suggested that the vacant ground was used for unofficial parking during the day, but at that time of night there were no vehicles on it. The back of the lot was overgrown, rough grass and a handful of stunted bushes struggling for supremacy among the detritus of urban living: a couple of abandoned shopping trolleys and a crop of plastic bags, empty bottles and cans. On the right-hand side were a handful of empty paint tins; it looked like they’d been dumped there by some builder.

He stepped over to them, checked again that he was still unobserved, then lifted up one of the tins. Under it was a tatty plastic bag, which he picked up and opened. Inside it was a pay as you go mobile phone, a cheap model from an obscure manufacturer that no self-respecting thief would go anywhere near. Cross slipped the phone into his pocket and walked away.

A few hundred yards down the street, he again checked that no one was anywhere near him, then switched on the phone and accessed the contacts list. Only one number was listed, and no details were given of the identity of the recipient, who was listed solely as ‘A’. He pressed the appropriate key to dial the number, which rang only twice before being answered.

‘Yes?’

‘It’s me,’ Chris Bronson said. ‘I think I’m in.’
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THE PUB SAT on a fairly quiet street corner just north-east of Gallows Corner, where the A127 split off from the A12 and speared down to the south-east to intersect with what the locals called the world’s biggest car park, London’s orbital road, the M25.

Bronson had met Eaton and Williams as planned the previous evening and had arranged to meet them again that lunchtime. He parked his car – a nondescript five-year-old Ford saloon supplied by the Forest Gate police station – in a side street about a hundred yards away from the pub, facing away from the building, and on the last parking meter of a short line, where it couldn’t easily get boxed in by other vehicles. He wasn’t expecting any trouble, but it never paid to assume anything.

He was early, over two hours early, in fact, because he wanted to walk around the area a couple of times to familiarize himself with the layout of the streets, just in case he had to make a run for it. And he had another appointment in a back-street café that he needed to keep first.

As far as Bronson knew, Eaton and Williams had bought his story about having a grudge against society and trying to take it out on the forthcoming Olympics. But there was always the possibility that they were smarter than they looked, and had somehow guessed that he wasn’t exactly what he seemed. And while the mobile phone tucked into his jacket pocket could call in reinforcements, Bronson knew that if he had to make the call, it would probably be too late. He could handle one or two of the group without much problem, he thought, but against half a dozen angry men armed with baseball bats – or worse – and a good reason to use them, he would stand little chance. He was acutely aware that this group were responsible for the death of the unfortunate nightwatchman. If they found out that he was a police officer trying to infiltrate them, he guessed that he could expect to meet the same end.

And this time, it wasn’t just Eaton or Williams he was going to meet. As a prospective new member of the group, Bronson knew there would be other people checking him out. Curtis had claimed that there was no chance anyone in the group could possibly know who Bronson really was, but sometimes the cosmic joker rolled the dice in a certain way and the long arm of coincidence stretched out, tapped you on the shoulder, and the impossible happened. Bronson firmly believed that Sod’s Law had just as much force and validity as any other rule of life, and frankly wouldn’t be surprised if half the members of the group he was trying to infiltrate had met him before. Sometimes, that was just the way things worked out.

And that was why he’d taken another precaution before coming to this meeting. Bronson had told Curtis that he’d never been to this part of London before, and that was true, but it didn’t mean that he didn’t know anybody in the area. For years, he’d kept in sporadic contact with a man he’d got to know while he was in the army, a former sergeant named Dickie Weeks, but who everybody in the unit knew as ‘The Fixer’.

Weeks had finally been thrown out of the army after one of his more optimistic schemes had been uncovered by a senior officer who couldn’t be persuaded – or bribed – to look the other way. The only reason he had avoided prosecution was probably simple embarrassment on the part of his superiors – in open court the full extent of his various wheeler-dealings would have been exposed to public scrutiny, and the reporters from the tabloids would have enjoyed a serious feeding frenzy. Because Weeks had managed to spirit away the better part of a quarter of a million pounds’ worth of army gear and dispose of it for cash to people who appreciated having access to that kind of equipment.

The man was, by any definition, a treacherous thief, but that didn’t stop almost everyone who met him from enjoying his company because Weeks was, whatever his faults, a thoroughly likeable man, with a ready smile and quick wit. Bronson had never commanded him, but on a couple of occasions he had appreciated the rogue sergeant’s ability to obtain precisely the right equipment at precisely the right time, no questions asked. And that morning he had arranged to meet Weeks before his lunchtime rendezvous at the pub.

The café Weeks had suggested – in a parade of shops on the west side of Straight Road, north of the main Gallows Corner intersection – was easy enough to find. When Bronson pushed open the door, accompanied by a melodic tinkle from a small bell attached to the door frame, he immediately spotted Weeks sitting at a table for two in the far corner, his back to the wall and the remnants of a full English breakfast on the plate in front of him. It was counter service only, so Bronson ordered a mug of black coffee and a bacon butty before walking across to join his former comrade in arms.

‘Diet going well?’ Bronson asked, gesturing to the congealing fat and bits of bacon rind decorating the plate in front of the other man.

‘You know me, Chris. Eat like a bloody horse and I never seem to gain an ounce.’

That was both true and irritating. Weeks was a big man – almost as bulky as Bronson – but despite having a prodigious appetite for all the wrong food, he never seemed to put on weight. If there was a scrap of divine justice in the world, he would have weighed a quarter of a ton and be suffering from a variety of digestive-system-related maladies. As it was, he radiated health and was, Bronson knew, extremely strong.

Bronson, in contrast, did have to watch what he ate, steering clear of what had become the traditional diet of most Britons – pizza, pasta, curry and fish and chips – because he knew that all the excess calories made straight for his waistline and took up permanent residence there. On the other hand, he had the frame to take it. He stood over six feet tall and was, in a word, wide – heavily built with broad shoulders. He exuded an air of barely restrained menace that he’d found useful in his early career as an army officer, and even more useful as a policeman. As his encounter in the pub he’d visited with Eaton and Williams had demonstrated, his physical presence could be quite intimidating.

Bronson sat down opposite Weeks and took a bite of his butty.

‘Before we start, Chris,’ the former sergeant said, keeping his voice low and taking a quick look around the interior of the café to make sure that nobody could overhear their conversation, ‘just so you know, I’m wearing a wire and that’s linked to a recorder in my car that’s already running. Miracle of modern technology, really. In this business, I don’t trust anybody, not even you. If I even think there’s any sign of entrapment, if you’ve been set up to try to take me down, I’ll be out of here real fast, but you won’t be following because you’ll have a bullet through your leg. And that’s if I’m feeling generous. Piss me about, and it’ll be in your gut instead. Do we understand each other?’

Bronson nodded. ‘No entrapment, Dickie, no funny business. I’m here because I need help, and you were the only person I could think of who could get me what I wanted. And I don’t blame you for being suspicious. In your position, I’d be just as paranoid.’

Weeks allowed himself a brief smile. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘And just because I’m paranoid, it doesn’t mean some bastard isn’t out to get me. Anyway, those are the rules. If you’re straight with me, there won’t be a problem.’

‘You have my word,’ Bronson replied.

‘So you’re in trouble again?’

Bronson shook his head and chewed his butty for a few moments before he responded.

‘Not exactly. I’ve got a bit of a nasty job on, and I just thought I needed an insurance policy.’

‘And the powers that be didn’t think you needed to be tooled up?’

Bronson shook his head again. ‘I didn’t even ask them because I know what they’d say.’

‘And that would be “no”, I assume.’

‘You assume correctly. They get very sniffy when it comes to firearms. You wouldn’t believe the number of forms you have to fill in before they’ll issue you anything more lethal than a bloody truncheon.’

‘But you did the course, didn’t you? I mean, you’re an Authorized Firearms Officer, right?’

Bronson nodded. ‘Yes. Because of my army training I did the AFO course quite soon after I joined, and I’m also a qualified SFO – Specialist Firearms Officer – which means I have the dubious privilege of being able to enter premises known to be occupied by armed criminals. Not that there’s a lot of call for that kind of thing in Tunbridge Wells. But that’s not the point. This op I’m on means I’m going deep undercover, and at the moment the only thing I can do to protect myself is take my mobile phone out of my pocket and hit the number nine three times. By the time an Armed Response Vehicle could get to me, the chances are I’d just be a mess on the floor. And I’m not wild about that possibility.’

‘I take your point,’ Weeks said. ‘So you want something to give you an edge, just in case the shit hits the fan. And that’s why you called me.’

Bronson grinned. ‘I could tell you I was pining for the pleasure of your company, Dickie, but you and I both know that wouldn’t be true. What I’d like from you is something small so that I can hide it easily, but with enough power that I can use it to finish any argument that anybody else starts.’

‘Always happy to oblige an old comrade. I brought along a selection, actually. They’re outside, in the motor. And it’ll be cash, Chris – you know the rules.’

Bronson nodded. ‘Just remember I’m only a struggling copper, not some wealthy East End villain. I can’t afford to pay top dollar for what might become a throwaway weapon.’

‘I was rather hoping you might bring it back when you’ve finished whatever you’re doing. If you do, I’ll give you half what you paid for it.’

‘Half? That’s not much of a deal, Dickie.’

‘It’s the recession, mate. Affects every business, even mine. But as it’s you, I’ll lop a bit off the price and you can have two-thirds back. Can’t say fairer than that. Oh, that assumes you don’t use the weapon in a killing. If you do, you’ll be keeping it, because I can’t move it on.’

‘I bloody hope it doesn’t come to that.’

‘Getting squeamish in your old age?’ Weeks asked with a smile.

‘Not really. I was just thinking about all the extra paperwork I’d have to do.’

About five minutes later, the two men walked down Straight Road, turned left into Colchester Road, the A12, and immediately crossed to the south side. The Gidea Park shopping centre was located on the corner of the road, and Weeks led the way into its car park.

Bronson looked round. The parking area was fairly long and narrow, with spaces for about two hundred cars, but bordered by a row of bushes on the side adjacent to the main road.

‘You parked here?’ he asked.

Weeks caught his glance and shook his head. ‘No. Too bloody confined for my liking,’ he replied. ‘Never know what nasties somebody could have hidden away over there. I like the wide-open spaces. Like Tesco.’

Weeks turned right into the car park and then continued walking diagonally across it, towards the exit into Bryant Avenue. With Bronson keeping pace beside him, he crossed the road and walked on into the much bigger car park that lay behind the Gallows Corner Tesco store. Standing by itself at the far side of the car park was a late model Range Rover, a deep lustrous black in colour and with heavily tinted windows, that probably cost nearly as much as Bronson earned in a year.

‘Nice motor,’ Bronson said, as Weeks pressed the remote control to unlock the doors.

‘Tools of the trade, mate. All the windows are bulletproof, and there are Kevlar panels in the doors and behind most of the bodywork. That wouldn’t stop a serious attack, but I’ve had the engine breathed on a bit and the tyres are run-flat, so if the shooting started, I hope I’d be able to use it to get the hell out of the way.’

When they were still about fifty yards from the car, Weeks raised his hand to stop Bronson getting any closer.

‘Not so fast,’ he said.

‘What?’

Weeks didn’t reply, just selected another button on the larger-than-normal remote control unit. As he pressed it, the Range Rover’s engine started with a throaty roar, then settled down to a steady idle.

‘Just in case somebody managed to wire a lump of plastic into the ignition circuit,’ Weeks explained. ‘I never sit in the thing and turn the key, not even if it’s in the garage at home.’

Bronson stood still and stared across the car park at the vehicle. Then he glanced at Weeks and shook his head.

‘For a few minutes there I was starting to envy you your lifestyle, but if this is how you have to watch your back every day, I think I’ll stick to what I do.’

‘You get used to it,’ Weeks replied shortly, and led the way over to the Range Rover.

The two men climbed into the front seats. Weeks immediately checked the open expanse of the car park ahead of him and the view behind the vehicle visible in the rear-view mirrors. Shoppers, mainly women, some by themselves and others with children reluctantly in tow, were pushing trolleys to and fro, while cars were arriving and departing all the time. There was movement all around them, but none of it appeared in any way unusual or suspicious.

‘Looks okay to me,’ Weeks said. ‘No sign of any of the thin blue line lurking
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