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About the Book

SOMETIMES WHEN THE NIGHTMARE ENDS – THE TERROR IS ONLY JUST BEGINNING

FRONT LINE. . .

For Hannah Shapiro, a beautiful young American student, this particular nightmare began eight years ago in Los Angeles, when Jack Morgan, owner of Private – the world’s most exclusive detective agency – saved her from a horrific death. She has fled her country, but can’t flee her past. The terror has followed her to London, and now it is down to former Royal Military Police Sergeant Dan Carter, head of Private London, to save her all over again.

HARD LINE. . .

In central London, young women are being abducted off the street. When the bodies are found, some days later, they have been mutilated in a particularly mysterious way. Dan Carter’s ex-wife, DI Kirsty Webb, is involved in the investigation and it looks likely that the two cases are gruesomely linked.

DEADLINE

Dan Carter draws on the whole resources of Private International in a desperate race against the odds. But the clock is ticking. . . Private may be the largest and most technologically advanced detection agency in the world, but the only thing they don’t have is the one thing they need – time.

James Patterson’s white-knuckle rollercoaster has just reached London. Buckle up, it’s one hell of a ride!


About the Author

JAMES PATTERSON is one of the best-known and biggest-selling writers of all time. He is the author of some of the most popular series of the past decade – the Alex Cross, Women’s Murder Club and Detective Michael Bennett novels – and he has written many other number one bestsellers including romance novels and stand-alone thrillers. He lives in Florida with his wife and son.

For the last ten years MARK PEARSON has worked as a full-time television scriptwriter on a variety of shows for the BBC and ITV, including Doctors, Holby City and The Bill. He lives in Norfolk. His novels, Hard Evidence, Blood Work and Death Row, are published by Arrow.


Also by James Patterson

ALEX CROSS NOVELS

Along Came a Spider

Kiss the Girls

Jack and Jill

Cat and Mouse

Pop Goes the Weasel

Roses are Red

Violets are Blue

Four Blind Mice

The Big Bad Wolf

London Bridges

Mary, Mary

Cross

Double Cross

Cross Country

Alex Cross’s Trial

(with Richard DiLallo)

I, Alex Cross

Cross Fire

DETECTIVE MICHAEL BENNETT SERIES

Step on a Crack (with Michael Ledwidge)

Run for Your Life (with Michael Ledwidge)

Worst Case (with Michael Ledwidge)

Tick Tock (with Michael Ledwidge)

PRIVATE SERIES

Private (with Maxine Paetro)

STAND-ALONE THRILLERS

Sail (with Howard Roughan)

Swimsuit (with Maxine Paetro)

Don’t Blink (with Howard Roughan)

Postcard Killers (with Liza Marklund)

Toys (with Neil McMahon)

Now You See Her (with Michael Ledwidge, to

be published August 2011)

Kill Me if You Can (with Marshall Karp, to be

published November 2011)

NON-FICTION

Torn Apart (with Hal and Cory Friedman)

The Murder of King Tut

(with Martin Dugard)

ROMANCE

Sundays at Tiffany’s

(with Gabrielle Charbonnet)

THE WOMEN’S MURDER CLUB SERIES

1st to Die

2nd Chance (with Andrew Gross)

3rd Degree (with Andrew Gross)

4th of July (with Maxine Paetro)

The 5th Horseman (with Maxine Paetro)

The 6th Target (with Maxine Paetro)

7th Heaven (with Maxine Paetro)

8th Confession (with Maxine Paetro)

9th Judgement (with Maxine Paetro)

10th Anniversary (with Maxine Paetro)

FAMILY OF PAGE-TURNERS

MAXIMUM RIDE SERIES

The Angel Experiment

School’s Out Forever

Saving the World and Other Extreme Sports

The Final Warning

Max

Fang

Angel

MAXIMUM RIDE MANGA

Volume 1 (with NaRae Lee)

Volume 2 (with NaRae Lee)

Volume 3 (with NaRae Lee)

Volume 4 (with NaRae Lee)

DANIEL X SERIES

The Dangerous Days of Daniel X

(with Michael Ledwidge)

Daniel X: Alien Hunter Graphic Novel

(with Leopoldo Gout)

Daniel X: Watch the Skies (with Ned Rust)

Daniel X: Demons and Druids

(with Adam Sadler)

WITCH & WIZARD SERIES

Witch & Wizard

(with Gabrielle Charbonnet)

Witch & Wizard: The Gift (with Ned Rust)

STAND-ALONE NOVELS

Middle School (with Chris Tebbetts, to be

published July 2011)

For more information about James Patterson’s novels, visit

www.jamespatterson.co.uk

Or become a fan on Facebook


[image: Private London]


For Lynn, as ever, with love – M.P.


Acknowledgements

[image: line]

Many thanks to James Patterson for taking me on the roller coaster, and to Susan Sandon and Paul Sidey for making sure I had my belt buckled! – M.P.


Part One

[image: line]


Chapter 1
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9 April 2003 – Los Angeles, USA

The day everything changed.

Morning

HANNAH SHAPIRO WAS having a wonderful day.

Presents and mimosas at breakfast. Just the one glass – but a twelfth birthday needed marking, didn’t it? She would become bat mitzvah – a Daughter of the Commandments – this coming Shabbat. But Saturday was three days away!

‘Come on, darling, take a sip . . .’ Jessica, her mother, said, her southern accent sweet and musical. ‘You’ll love it. It tastes just like an angel’s tears in a glass.’

And so she had. Even though she didn’t like the taste of alcohol, Hannah loved her mom more than anything in the world and wouldn’t think of disappointing her. She sipped, then half spluttered, half laughed. ‘I’ve got bubbles in my nose.’

‘That’s what you pay the good money for, sweetheart!’

Hannah laughed with her.

It was a perfect morning. The only thing missing was her father. ‘It’s a shame Daddy couldn’t make it back last night,’ she said.

‘It’s government business. He’d have been here if he could, darling.’

‘I know.’

‘And he promised he’ll try to make the three o’clock flight. Even if he has to fight the chief of staff to do it!’ her mother said, hugging Hannah and ruffling her hair.

Hannah giggled again. She couldn’t imagine her father fighting with anyone.

‘Come on, honey. Make a birthday wish on your first champagne.’

Hannah thought about it. Her best friends from school, Sally Hunt and Tiffany Wells, had already turned thirteen. Sally had been given a polo pony and Tiffany a diamond watch from Cartier. Both their parents had been divorced more than once.

Hannah looked at the family portrait hanging over the fireplace. Her father and mother so much in love, Hannah in the middle.

She gazed up at her mother, couldn’t believe how heartbreakingly beautiful she was. Couldn’t believe that her father could bear to spend so much time away from her.

So Hannah took another sip of her mimosa, looked again at the family portrait and made her wish: Catch that plane, Daddy!

Afternoon

Crossing Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills, Hannah took her mother’s hand.

They were both laden with packages, bags from all the best stores hanging off their shoulders.

‘We have done very well with the shopping,’ said Hannah, grinning broadly.

‘Daddy said to make it up to you for missing breakfast.’

‘He’s doing a very good job.’

‘So far. But the day is young.’

‘Yes.’

‘And it’s good we have the time to ourselves. Daddy doesn’t do shopping.’

Hannah chuckled. ‘I know.’

Jessica Shapiro winked at her. ‘But your mother, darling . . . is a professional!’

Moments later, she fetched out the keys to the Mercedes convertible they were approaching in the underground car park.

She looked up, startled as two men suddenly appeared. They wore black hoods.

Hannah’s scream was cut short as a rough hand covered her mouth.

‘Tell the little bitch to shut it now! Or I’ll blow her brains halfway across California.’

Jessica nodded. Numb with fear. Unable to speak. Staring terrified at Hannah, she pleaded with her daughter with her eyes to be still.

Three Days Later

Hannah wanted to scream again. Scream till her throat bled as she watched what was happening to her mother.

But she couldn’t. Duct tape had been wrapped around her head, sealing her mouth shut painfully. Her nostrils bulged wide, as much with fear as the need to suck oxygen into her burning lungs.

She squeezed her eyes shut, images of memory flashing, snapshots of the horror that had led to this moment.

The black-suited hooded men grabbing them. The crook of an elbow jammed tight against her mouth. Throwing her into the back of a windowless van.

Forcing her down on the cold metal floor. Tying her hands with tape. Then her mouth, her feet.

The vehicle moving, bouncing her hard against the unforgiving side. Tyres squealing. Her own muted screams. A dark sack dropped over her head.

Darkness. The sound of her mother sobbing nearby. A mewing, hurt sound.

Her bladder voiding. The awful shame of it.

A world of hurt later.

Her mother lay naked on a bed. Her hands above her head tied cruelly to the headboard.

One of the men was on top of her mother now. Grunting as he raped her. Feeding on her pain, her humiliation, her helplessness. It didn’t take long. He stood up and gestured to the other hood leaning against the far wall.

‘You want a go now?”

‘Not on mommy I don’t,’ said the second man flatly. ‘I like my meat fresher.’

Hannah whimpered, horrified as she realised what he meant.

He raised the gun that he held loosely in his right hand, tightening a silencer on the end of its barrel. Then he pointed it at Hannah’s mother.

‘Your husband did this to you, not me. He wouldn’t pay the ransom.’

Hannah shook her head violently, begging with her eyes, screaming out to her father as she had been doing since the horror had begun. Why hadn’t he paid them the money? Why hadn’t he saved them? Where was he?

The gunman’s eyes were so cold. ‘He had his chance,’ he said simply.

Then he pulled the trigger. He shot Jessica Shapiro twice. The shots made a sound like a nail gun.

‘Can’t say we didn’t give daddy a chance,’ said the hood.

Hannah slumped back in the chair, reeling. Her system shutting down in shock. The grip of fear holding her heart so tight that she couldn’t breathe.

The man holstered his gun and undid his trouser belt. ‘Untie the girl,’ he said.

At that moment, a lifetime too late, the door to the loft was smashed off its hinges.

As the gunman turned, a high-velocity bullet punched through his forehead, knocking him off his heels. His head exploded.

The sound of the shot still rang deafeningly in the air as his dead body slid down the wall.

The other kidnapper took a step towards his partner before three shots from the semi-automatic weapon cut him down. He crashed to his knees, tumbled sideways, dead before he hit the floor.

A fine mist of red seemed to hang in the air for a moment and then a tall man stepped through it, lowering the gun that he was holding in a two-handed grip.

He looked down at the girl with desperately sad, apologetic eyes.

‘You’re safe now, Hannah,’ said Jack Morgan.


Chapter 2
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Seven years later. Somewhere over the Atlantic.

MY NAME IS Dan Carter. I run the London office of Private International.

At that moment I was sitting in first class on my way to New York to meet with my boss. I’m ex-military – ex-Royal Military Police, to be specific. Late thirties. Shade over six foot, dirty blond hair, blue eyes; 185 pounds in weight. I can run the mile in under five minutes and bench-press 240. I could build up to more but I like the way my suits fit me just fine. In my line of work it’s not all about brute strength. I don’t scare easily.

But I don’t like flying.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’

‘I said would you like another drink, sir?’ asked the air hostess. She had a smile that could have lit the pitch at Wembley Stadium but I wasn’t even registering it. Like I said, I’m not a good flyer. The man I was on my way to meet was. But then, he was an ex-military pilot. Served his time in Afghanistan. Jack Morgan who owned Private worldwide. Hell – Jack Morgan was Private!

The air hostess moved away and I took another small sip of beer. I didn’t want to overdo it. Not good form, turning up drunk for an important meeting. I didn’t know if my boss was well known for giving people a second chance – somehow I doubted it – but I didn’t plan to find out.

One of the reasons he’d hired me was because I had rescued an American soldier over in Iraq. Saved his life. I don’t talk about it, but he had known the real story behind it. Suffice to say I wasn’t following standing orders – could probably have been court-martialled and dishonourably discharged.

Might have been better that way. Eventually I was invalided out and had to ride a wheelchair for a while. Jack Morgan had checked my references pretty thoroughly. Going so far as to talk with the injured young GI I had carried through a kill zone to medical help.

The fact that I had killed two other American soldiers who had shot him and were raping a suspected bomb maker’s wife didn’t faze him. He knew why, even if the people who gave me a medal for the rescue didn’t. And I sincerely hope they never did. But Jack Morgan approved, he knew the circumstances and he wanted to have a man capable of making his own decisions heading up his London operation. Getting the job done – whatever it took – and living with the consequences.

I guess I had proved that I could do that. To him, at least.

For me, though, things are never as black and white as I would have liked. Moral certitude is something that gets blown away pretty damn quickly when you take the King’s shilling and march overseas to another man’s war.

Or fly.

Like I was doing.


Chapter 3
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ON THE STEADY tarmac of the JFK runway, I resisted the urge to drop to my knees and kiss the ground.

People were watching, after all, and small children were running ahead of me laughing and giggling as if they hadn’t been through seven hours of ordeal. Too young to realise the dangers, I rationalised, and headed for the airport entrance.

An hour later and I was waiting in the Blue Bar in the Algonquin, sipping on a chilled Peroni. I’d been treating the woman serving behind the bar to some of my wit but it was like bouncing pebbles off concrete. But suddenly she smiled.

Not at me. She was looking at the entrance and the man who was walking up to join me at the bar.

Jack Morgan.

He’s used to it. Let me tell you, Jack is a man to have as a friend not an enemy – but you don’t want him by your side if you’re in a bar looking to meet a nice lady for a dance.

‘Dan,’ he said, smiling, and stuck his hand out.

‘Jack,’ I said back and shook his hand. He was about an inch taller than me but built bigger. Could have played pro ball, one of his colleagues once told me and I didn’t doubt it. His uncle owned the Raiders for a start which probably would have helped.

He smiled at the woman behind the bar. ‘I’ll take my usual, please, Samantha,’ he said to her.

‘Coming right up, Mister Morgan.’

She flashed her dentistry again. That’s something the Americans are definitely world class in. Teeth.

‘I appreciate you coming out here, Dan.’

I turned back to Jack and shrugged. ‘You’re the boss.’

‘You’re the boss of London. I guess you’re wondering why I needed you for a simple babysitting job.’

‘I am a little curious,’ I admitted. ‘Couldn’t someone from the New York office have brought her over? We could have met her at the airport.’

‘The truth is,’ he replied, ‘there’s nothing simple about this case.’


Chapter 4
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‘WHAT DO YOU know about Hannah Shapiro?’

‘Nothing at all. Your assistant said you’d fill me in, just told me to meet you here.’

‘Good. This is clearly on a need-to-know basis. Safer that way.’

Jack took the drink from the bar lady and laid his briefcase on the counter. Popping open the locks. ‘Apart from her first name, she has a completely new identity – surname, passport. Everything.’

‘Witness-protection programme?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Only not government-sanctioned?’

‘In fact it is.’

‘She’s how old?’

‘Hannah is nineteen.’

‘And I’m taking her back to England?’

‘You are.’

‘For how long?’

‘Three years, Dan.’

I looked at him quizzically and took a sip of beer. Then nodded. ‘Long enough to get a degree, I guess?’

Jack Morgan nodded, pleased. ‘You catch on fast.’

‘Where’s she going to be studying?’

‘Chancellors.’

I nodded right back at him. One of the oldest, one of the best. I looked down at the documents. Money was clearly not a problem. Private didn’t come cheap – even if it was for just a hand-holding job on a flight over the Pond.

‘This isn’t just a hand-holding exercise, Dan.’

I fought the urge to react. ‘It’s not?’

‘She’s extremely valuable cargo. I need an eye on her the whole time she’s over there in England. Looked after discreetly.’

‘Hard to be discreet if she goes round like Madonna with a crew of bodyguards the whole time.’

‘Indeed. Less of a bodyguard, more of a companion. Let us know if she starts falling in with the wrong kind of crowd. Discreetly. Eyes and ears.’

‘So discreet even Hannah herself doesn’t know about it?’

‘Right again.’

‘When’s her course start?’

‘September.’

I took a sip of my lager. ‘I might need some strings pulling.’

‘Way ahead of you.’ Jack nodded at the briefcase. ‘I’ve spoken to the dean of admissions.’

‘What’s she going to be reading?’

‘Psychiatry.’

I nodded thoughtfully again. ‘That could work.’

‘She’s had some issues in the past that I can’t talk about. Maybe this will help her deal with that.’

‘And we make sure she has the space to do so.’

‘Her father is a major client of ours, Dan. Seven figures major. So she’s important to us.’

‘What does he do?’

Jack looked at me with a small quirk of a smile. ‘He pays the bills.’

‘Like you said. Need-to-know basis.’

‘You got it, bubba.’ He clicked his glass against mine and drained it. ‘Okay. Let’s go meet the million-dollar baby.’


Chapter 5
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I HAD EXPECTED the precious cargo I was going to be babysitting to be just that.

West Coast precious. Serious money, serious Valley attitude. I had her pictured pretty clearly in my mind’s eye – young, tanned and beautiful.

She was young, I got that much right at least. Looked even younger than she actually was.

Hannah’s hair was mousy brown, tied back. She wore tortoiseshell glasses, a simple skirt and blouse with a cardigan, flat shoes. I don’t know the name of the geeky girl from Scooby Doo, but she was like a thinner version of her without the confidence. Maybe a taller Ugly Betty. No make-up discernible to my eye, and my eye was pretty good in that respect. Nervous.

Hannah Shapiro looked like she wouldn’t say boo to a waddling duck, let alone a goose.

‘Hi, I’m Dan,’ I said. ‘Dan Carter.’ I held out my hand.

She shook it with her own small, delicate hand but didn’t say a word or make eye contact.

Maybe it was down to the confident air of masculine authority I exude. Maybe – but she looked as though a strong wind could knock her over. If she was going to be studying psychiatry I was surmising she had ambitions for the research side of the business. I couldn’t see her as a practitioner, with the couch and the reassuring voice and the leading questions. You had to be comfortable around people to do that kind of work.

Perhaps she was right to be nervous – she was standing next to Del Rio, after all.

Del Rio, one of Jack Morgan’s right-hand men from the West Coast office. He’d done four years’ hard time at the state’s pleasure, and looked perfectly capable of doing so again. But he was on our side of the law nowadays, if not exactly working within it.

But that was the whole point of Private, after all. We weren’t constrained by the same rules and regulations that restricted our uniformed counterparts. That was how we earned our money. And if half the rumours I had heard about Del Rio were true, he was more than willing to take the law into his own bare hands – take it with lethal consequences.

I held my hand out and shook his. If the girl’s grip was feather light, this guy had a grip like an anaconda. Del Rio nodded. He didn’t say anything either but I don’t think it was from a lack of self-confidence. I don’t think you could dent his self-confidence with anything short of an oak pickaxe handle.

‘Dan will take care of you now, but if you ever need to speak to me you’ve got my number, right?’ said Jack Morgan to the girl, who still seemed more interested in her feet than in anything else.

‘Yeah, Jack,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’ Then she looked up and smiled. She had a nice smile.

‘Anytime, night or day.’ Jack slapped me on the back. ‘Take good care of her, Dan. I’m counting on you.’

‘You got it,’ I said, falling into the native lingo. I turned to the young woman. ‘We good to go?’

See.

‘Sure,’ she replied. I didn’t get a smile but figured it was just a matter of time. A six-hour flight is plenty of time to get to know people. I’d break her in under four, I reckoned. The old Dan Carter charm. They should put it in a bottle.


Chapter 6
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A COUPLE OF hours later I sighed an inward breath of relief and undid my seat belt.

It took a couple of tugs. I turned to look at the young woman next to me who was effortlessly undoing hers, her attention never wavering from the e-book she was reading.

I had let Hannah Shapiro have the window seat and she had pulled the blind down, which had suited me just fine. A little bit of turbulence had been predicted and the fasten-seat-belt sign had lit up. I had got mine on a lot quicker than it took to get it off. Luckily the threatened turbulence hadn’t arrived!

I craned my head to look at the book that Hannah was engrossed in. ‘What are you reading?’ I asked her.

She didn’t look up. ‘The Beautiful and the Damned,’ she said.

‘Tender is the Night is my favourite novel,’ I said.

She looked up then, surprised. ‘Really?’

‘Really. And I know what you’re thinking.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘That a big man has no time really to do anything but just sit and be big.’

There was a slight crack in the corner of her mouth. It might even have been a smile.

‘F. Scott Fitzgerald?’

‘The same.’

‘Tender is the Night – my mother’s favourite book.’

‘Are you going to miss her?’

‘I already do. She died, Mister Carter.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘It was a long time ago. I was a child.’

‘What happened?’

‘I grew up.’

I decided not to press the point – Hannah clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Looking at her it seemed to me that whatever had happened it hadn’t been so long ago. She might have been nineteen but she still looked like a child to me.

‘Losing a parent is never easy,’ I said gently. ‘No matter how old you are.’

‘Are your parents alive, Mister Carter?’

‘My father died a few years back. My mother is still with us, thank God.’

She looked at me unblinking for a moment, as if searching for something in my eyes.

‘You should thank God indeed. You must cherish her, Mister Carter,’ she said finally. ‘There is nothing in life more precious than your mother.’

‘I do,’ I said, feeling a little guilty. I hadn’t spoken to my mother in over a week.

Hannah nodded as if my answer satisfied her.

‘It was cancer,’ she said quietly. ‘There was nothing they could do.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said again.

She shook her head. ‘It wasn’t anybody’s fault, was it?’

I didn’t reply.

‘My father is a scientist, did you know? Extremely rich. Extremely clever. He couldn’t do anything, either.’

I nodded. She was right. Death just came at you sometimes. Sideways, from behind, head-on like a high speed train. And whichever way it came at you there was nothing you could do about it. I knew that better than most.

‘My father gave Mom a first-edition copy of Tender is the Night on their twentieth wedding anniversary. She treasured it like it was the most valuable thing in the world to her.’

‘Maybe it was . . .’ I paused for a moment. ‘After you, I should imagine.’

And got a smile this time. A sad one, though.

‘When she went it was like the light had gone out of the world, Mister Carter. All the warmth.’

‘Call me Dan, please.’

Hannah didn’t seem to be listening, lost in her own memories. ‘I feel sometimes that I’m still walking in the shadows, waiting for dawn,’ she said.

I thought of my mother and my dear departed dad and I knew how she felt. ‘The dawn does come,’ I said. ‘Eventually it always does come.’

‘Hope is the feathered thing.’

‘Emily Dickinson.’

‘You are a man full of surprises, Mister Carter.’

I let the mister ride and held my hand out. ‘It’s Dan, remember?’ I said.

‘I certainly do,’ she replied, shaking my hand and meeting my eyes this time and holding the grin. I smiled back at her myself. I was ahead of schedule.

‘I shouldn’t have told you my dad was a scientist,’ she said.

‘That’s okay. I know how to keep a secret. Kind of goes with the job.’

‘I guess so. I didn’t know they had private detectives in England. I thought it was all bobbies and police boxes.’

‘And some of us.’

‘Are you ex-police?’

‘Royal Military Police. Redcaps, we call them.’

‘You served overseas, then?’

‘I did.’

‘Like Jack Morgan?’

‘Jack was in Afghanistan. I was in Iraq.’

‘So what made you leave the military?’

I looked at Hannah for a moment or two before replying.

‘It’s too long a story for this flight,’ I said. She seemed to accept that and returned to her novel.

I closed my eyes and leaned back, the memory of that day flashing into my mind as clearly as though it had been yesterday.

The pain every bit as fresh. Remembering.

I didn’t know it at the time but it turned out that Hannah and I had a lot more in common than I thought.


Chapter 7
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9 April 2003. Baghdad City, Iraq.

THERE WERE FOUR of us in the jeep that afternoon.

Three men, one woman. One mission accomplished. Operation Telic. Signed, sealed, delivered. The end of the war.

At least, it felt like that. We were on our way to check into some reported post-conflict celebrations that were maybe getting a little rowdy. We couldn’t blame the boys – and had no intention of any strong-arm stuff. Enough people had been hurt as it was. Enough bodies sent home to be buried way before their time.

You couldn’t blame the lads for having a drink or two. Letting off a little steam. If you couldn’t celebrate today – then when could you?

The sun was shining as it had been every day since I’d started this tour of duty. But even that seemed different somehow. A brighter, cleaner, excoriating light. I knew that was nonsense but it felt that way.

The excitement in the air was certainly palpable. I hadn’t felt anything like it since I’d been a very small child and my whole street had turned out for a party to celebrate the Queen’s silver jubilee. That had been a hot, glorious day too.

The Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins once wrote some lines: ‘The world is charged with the wonder of God. It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.’

Well, God’s grandeur wasn’t evident around us then, truth to tell. We were in a particularly devastated area on the western outskirts of the city. Blown-up buildings left, right and centre, their roofs and top floors shattered and cracked like a scattering of ruined teeth. The scars of incendiary bombs and smoke and ash and wreckage strewn all around.

The city had been literally smashed apart. But what was in the air that day was hope. Hope – maybe that was what God’s grandeur really was all along. Because without hope what do you have? The three other people in the jeep with me all had fixed grins on their faces.

In the front passenger seat was Captain Richard Smith. He was in his thirties, a husband, a father, my superior officer and a man I would have followed into the very fires of hell. And sometimes in the last few weeks it had felt as though that was just where we’d been.

Beside him at the wheel was Lance Corporal Lee Martin, in his twenties. An irrepressible practical joker, a man who never had a bad word to say about anyone and would give you the last pound in his pocket.

Sitting by me in the back was my fellow sergeant, Anne Jones. Cropped blonde hair, could drink pretty much any man in the unit under the table and beat most of them at arm wrestling – but had a secret passion for the romantic novels of Catherine Cookson. I’d caught her reading a copy of The Cinder Path one day and she had threatened to cut off my manhood with a rusty knife if I told anyone about it.

Each one of us had a smile on our faces as we bumped along the uneven track through the bomb-blasted area. And it wasn’t just to do with the sun beating down and the banter and jokes as though we were on our way to a barbecue. It was do with the sense of achievement. A sense of closure.

Had I been consulted I would have said that I was against us ever coming to Iraq in the first place, but it wasn’t my place to say so and I was certainly never asked for an opinion. I was in the service. I did what I was told. That was what being in the army meant.

What felt so good that day was knowing that it was all over. Finally. There would be a clean-up operation for sure, but the armies had done their part. The weapons of mass destruction would be found now. No one had any real doubt about that – not on our side, at least.

The combined forces of mainly American and British troops had brought down a despotic regime. Justice was going to be seen to be done, finally, for the long-suffering people of this blighted land.

I looked across to my right where Sergeant Jones was flicking through some photos she had taken on a small digital camera. She paused at one photo and zoomed in a little. The huge twelve-metre-high statue of Saddam Hussein, erected in 2002 as a celebration of his sixty-fifth birthday, being pulled down by US troops in Baghdad’s Firdus Square.

She had photographed it as it was being broadcast live on the TV of a small coffee bar, the set on the wall dwarfing the counter it was mounted behind. She had caught the statue mid-descent and the image was surprisingly clear.

An iconic picture. Countless hundreds like it no doubt flying round the world news, the World Wide Web. It was one of those moments in time, I thought, when everything changes. The Berlin Wall coming down. Armstrong walking on the moon. Kennedy being shot.

The fact that it had happened right across from the Palestine Hotel where the world’s reporters had been stationed didn’t even occur to us at the time, or the fact that there didn’t seem to be huge numbers there celebrating the fact.

US tanks circled the area, and rightly so: sniper fire had already stopped Marine Lieutenant Tim McLaughlin from raising an American flag the first time he had tried to do it. The war might have been over but not all the combatants knew that yet. Corporal Jones closed the camera and smiled again, shielding her eyes as she looked up at the sun.

9 April 2003, the day everything changed.

‘It’s going to be another scorcher,’ Anne said, surprising no one, as the jeep bounced in the road and the landmine buried beneath it detonated and exploded in a white-hot burst of pain and light and death.


Chapter 8
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I FELT AS if I had been put in a sack and kicked around the locker room by the full linebacker defensive of the Miami Rangers.

I could feel the harsh sand clogging my nostrils, the flayed skin of my cheeks hot. My head throbbed like the worst hangover imaginable.

My eyes were screwed shut and I couldn’t bring myself to open them. I didn’t dare. I was terrified of what I might see. I could hear a low moaning sound like that of a whimpering animal and it took me a moment or two to realise that it was me who was making the noise.

I blew out a deep, ragged breath and finally opened my eyes.

The sunlight skewered them. Searing needles of pain stabbing into them. I closed them again till the pain receded.

I waited a few moments, breathing deeply, and then, shielding my eyes with my hand, I opened them again.

I was lying on my side by a burnt-out old Volvo estate that I remembered passing before the road bomb had exploded underneath us. I put my arm across my forehead to shield my eyes further from the blinding light. My whole body protested against the slightest movement. Nothing felt broken, though, as I rolled onto my hip and looked across the street.

Some fifteen feet away the hulk of our jeep was pouring thick black smoke into the blue sky like a distress signal being sent way too late.

Certainly far too late for the young driver. His right hand stretched towards me as though begging for help. His eyes lifeless as a fly crawled across his face.

Further out in the road lay Sergeant Jones. Only moments ago she had been celebrating the downfall of Saddam Hussein. Now she was as motionless as the toppled dictator’s statue. Her neck twisted at an impossible angle. Dead on the streets, killed by the same regime she herself had played a part in overthrowing. Dead before the new era she had wanted for the troubled country had even begun.

I dragged the back of my sleeve across my eyes and squinted into the sun again as I scanned back and forth around the jeep. There was no sign of my CO.

I levered myself clumsily up on one knee, wincing as the pain spiked through me again. My body was going to be black and blue with bruises, I guessed. But at least I was alive. Miraculously – I was still alive.

I took a breath and stood up. I regretted it immediately. Gasping in agony as my ankle gave way. I fell sideways – part instinct, part simply collapsing – at the same time as the shot rang out. A single sharp crack.

A fraction of a second later the bullet slapped into my left arm, hitting it just below the shoulder. Spinning me round and dropping me back to the ground like a tenpin nicked on a split.

I winced and clamped a hand to the wound. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Standard procedure to keep a man behind to pick off the loose pieces the bomb hadn’t dealt with, and to take pleasure in their explosive handiwork.

‘Keep down, Carter!’ shouted my CO from somewhere behind the ruined jeep. ‘The shooter’s in the building behind that Volvo,’ he added somewhat unnecessarily. I held my hand to my wounded arm – I already had that particular intel. I snapped open the holster on my belt and drew out my service revolver.

‘Just stay where you are,’ Richard Smith called out again. ‘He’s got you in his sights.’

‘Sir!’ I shouted back and craned my head up to see over the top of the vehicle.

Another bullet thudded heavily into the metal of the car and I dropped down to the ground again. Captain Smith fired a shot back at the sniper – he was in a covered position in a burnt-out shell of a house.

Always listen to your commanding officer – don’t think about it, just do what he says. Pretty much summed up what they’d drummed into us at boot camp before I’d specialised with the RMP. Stay where you are, he’d said. Certainly seemed like good advice just then.

Until Sergeant Anne Jones moved her head.


Chapter 9
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I ROLLED ONTO my side again and hoisted myself up.

Stretching out my good arm, I pushed the revolver over the top of the wrecked Volvo and fired a shot in the general direction of the insurgent sniper.

For God’s sake, didn’t these people know the war was over?

An immediate hail of bullets rocked the Volvo. I was glad that whoever it was that had me locked in his sights wasn’t carrying a rocket-propelled-grenade launcher.

‘What in the name of holy Christ are you up to, Carter?’ my CO bellowed.

‘Anne, sir,’ I replied. ‘I saw her move.’

‘Shit!’

There was no response for a moment or two. ‘We can’t leave her here, sir.’

‘Yes, thank you, sergeant. He’s at ten o’clock to you, first-storey window, right-hand side. On three I am going to come out shooting. When I get to Sergeant Jones, cover me. One, two, three . . .’

A quick succession of shots rang out as he burst from around the side of the shattered jeep, pistol held in both hands as he crabbed across towards the fallen sergeant. His shots peppering the wall and windows of the sniper’s building.

I groaned as I stood up, rested my arms on the roof of the Volvo and steadied my aim. Captain Smith reached Sergeant Jones, dropped his pistol and bent down to pick her up.

There was a movement in the window that I was aiming at and I squeezed the trigger. The
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