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CHAPTER 1

I’m at the entrance to the tunnels. The closest you can get to hell on earth.

Ever since the years I spent growing up in kids’ homes, I’ve had problems with enclosed spaces – being locked up, crushed, suffocated, trapped.

Going into the tunnels at Erez brings all of that back to me, and worse.

Like anyone wanting to cross this war-blasted border, we’ll be fed into the tunnels one by one. Isolated. Alone. Deep under this flat, empty, sun-baked stretch of no-man’s-land. Cut off from whoever might provide a little human comfort and security.

Erez is the only border crossing on foot into Gaza. It’s a real man-stamp in your passport to have this one. Not a lot of blokes have been through this way, that’s for sure.

Once on the far side it’s not a question of who wants you dead. It’s a Who’s Who of Islamic militias in there. They all want you dead. And first in the queue are most likely our clients, one of the most powerful and feared terrorist outfits on earth.

Still, we’ve got a job to do. We’ve hit pay dirt big time with this one. And taking insane risks is something of a hallmark of the SAS, the unit I served with before moving onto ‘the circuit’ – the world of private security operations.

The Israeli border guards are used to the form by now. I go into the tunnels last – letting Jack, Eddie and Paul go first. That way I know the lads are through ahead of me when – if – I make it through to the far side.

We’ve already had the hours of body searching and abuse from the Israeli border guards. It’s become like a ritual by now. They hate us for working with their arch-enemies, and I can’t say that I blame them. If I was one of those border guards – getting shelled and sniped at every day by terrorists operating from inside Gaza – I’d hate blokes like me too.

Only today, they’ve got something new in store for us at the end of the tunnels.

A big surprise.

Something to really fuck us up.

The steel bars of the entryway hiss open, and I’m prodded into this narrow, floodlit underground passageway by a nervous border guard. He’s pimply, and I can see that he’s cut himself shaving. I’m probably old enough to be his father.

He’s as edgy and trigger-happy as teenage conscripts are anywhere in the world on the edge of a hellish war zone. Ill-motivated. Volatile. Full of youthful anger and hatred.

Plus he’s brandishing an M16. Seriously dangerous material.

I turn my back on him and wait for instructions. I feel vulnerable and exposed, but it’s the worst thing ever to show it. Fear breeds power in those who detect it. Show fear and you’re finished.

‘Hands on your head.’

The disembodied voice echoes from speakers set above and behind me in the tunnel roof. I don’t bother to search for them, just lift my hands and place them on my scalp.

I’m bareheaded. The UN tried issuing us with body armour and helmets, but the kit they had for us was next to useless. It consisted of misshapen plates of metal thicker than a whale omelette. They’d weight you down and make you a sitting target, then fragment into lethal projectiles when hit by the first round.

Instead, I’ve got my mate Francis at Guartel to ship me out a set of their space-age body armour. It’s made of a light, composite Kevlar material. I’ve been out on the ranges and tested the stuff, firing fifty-odd rounds into it, and seen it survive.

In comparison, the UN kit dates from the Stone Age.

Still, I’ve no idea yet how thankful I’ll be for Francis’s body armour by this day’s end.

Apart from the body armour, me and the lads are completely unprotected. No one is allowed through at Erez carrying any weapons.

I’m dressed in standard private-operator kit – desert-colour combat trousers and a dark blue polo shirt – as are Eddie, Jack and Paul. I’ve got a black grab bag with the bare essentials – water, rations and a torch. Plus I’ve got a Gerber Leatherman multitool slung on my belt.

As I await my next set of instructions, I tell myself that I’ve just thought up a new use for the Leatherman. When I get through to the far side I can use it to pull all my teeth out – that’s before Islamic Jihad or whoever capture me get to do the same.

I’ve got a stupid smile on my face at the thought of ripping out my own gnashers, just to spoil Islamic Jihad’s day. I can imagine the reaction of the Israeli spook at the other end of the surveillance camera who’s watching me from the tunnel’s ceiling. He’s seeing me grinning insanely to myself. He must be wondering what drugs I’m on.

‘Start walking. Slowly.’

I do as the metallic-sounding voice on the speaker instructs me. I’ve gone twenty yards or so in the suffocating silence when I reach the next gate.

‘Stop,’ the voice commands.

As if I could do otherwise. I’m hardly about to walk through a seven-foot-high barrier of steel bars.

There’s a clunking and whirring from above, and the barrier slides open. I stare straight ahead, waiting. No instructions come. This is all part of the game, one designed to mess with your mind. And I know it’ll get worse before I’m out of here.

Finally, after what feels like a lifetime but is probably no more than five minutes, I’m ordered to proceed.

I shuffle forward. Another twenty-five yards. Another barrier. Just as soon as it slides open I’m ordered through. Then I’m told to stop. The gate swishes shut behind me, and another closes just ahead of me, right in my face.

I’m trapped in a cage. The front and back walls are steel gates, the sides the tunnel walls.

Silence. Stillness. Nothing. Now the real mind games begin. From experience I reckon they’ll keep me locked in here for thirty minutes or so, before trying some of their sicker stuff on me.

The lights go out. Darkness like the grave. Apart from the faint whir of what must be an extractor fan, there’s not a sound to be heard. Or at least, so I think.

Then I catch it. A faint groaning. Human? Or could it be an animal? I hear it again. No doubt this time: a human noise. A human in agony. Or distress. Or both.

I search in the darkness, my natural vision adjusting from the glare of the spotlights to the gloom, and I can just make out a prone form, lying to the front side of the cage that I’m in. The figure is on a stretcher, the head wrapped in bandages. I can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman, or what nationality he or she might be.

Then a word: whispered, hoarse, delirious. ‘Saa’adinil.’

One of my specialisms in the military was languages. I’ve got a functional grasp of Arabic. ‘Saa’adinil’: Help.

Another gasp in Arabic: ‘Mariid’: Sick.

Then: ‘Tabib’: Doctor.

I’ve heard all the stories. Medical emergencies that can’t be treated in Gaza have to come through to Israel via the tunnels. But no one’s allowed to carry the stretcher cases through, so they get dumped in the tunnels, waiting for the Israeli border guards to fetch them.

But now and then the figure wrapped in bandages isn’t one of the genuine sick or dying. Now and then it’s a suicide bomber. So the border guards are reluctant to risk collecting any of the stretcher cases. And this is the result.

I’m sharing the tunnel with either a traumatized, dying patient, or a suicide bomber. No telling which.

Question is, what do I do?

I know I’m being watched. My every move recorded. They’ve got infrared cameras that’ll cut through the darkness, so they can scrutinize my facial expressions, my every action, and record my every word.

As well as specializing in languages, I also did medical training when in the military. But if I go to help that stretcher case, I’ll land myself in a world of pain and hurt. Yet a part of me is sorely tempted to do so. It’s one of the legacies of the years getting bullied and abused in the kids’ homes: an inability to stand by and watch others get needlessly tortured, abused or hurt.

My instinct is to go and help the figure on the stretcher. But maybe it’s not a sick and dying person. Maybe it’s a fanatic with slabs of P4 strapped around his waist, his finger on the button.

I try to reason with myself, working it through in my head. Let’s say the figure is a genuine medical emergency. To have made it into the tunnel, he or she must be in a very bad way. In need of serious medical treatment that only Israel can provide.

It’s nothing my level of medical training will be able to help with.

Alternatively, if it is a suicide bomber and he or she decides to press the button, I figure there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ve had a fine innings. I’m good to go.

Gradually, the groaning and pleading from the stretcher dies down. Maybe the figure thinks I’ve gone. In the suffocating silence and semi-darkness I consciously try to control my breathing, to keep a level of calm inside me.

Finally, a metallic voice rings out of the speakers: ‘Proceed.’

The gate ahead of me swishes open. I take a step forward, not even glancing at the stretcher case, and I keep walking.

There’s another set of gates that bar my way. Another chance for them to mess with my head. I’m ordered to strip to the waist. I do as instructed and stand there half-naked, as the cameras whirr and click.

I can just imagine the Israeli spook on the other end having a good laugh with the pimply border guard. The stupid, juvenile bastards. I’ve forgotten more than these cretins know about security operations.

They’ve done repeated body searches of me back at the border post. They know I’ve got nothing hidden on my person. This is all a game, one designed to humiliate and intimidate anyone passing through the tunnels.

Finally, I’m ordered to dress, and I figure I’m pretty much through. Sure enough the last gate opens, spitting me out into the blinding white light of the beating sun outside.

I hear a voice just ahead of me. ‘What kept you, mate?’

As my eyes adjust to the glare I can see that it’s Eddie. He grins. ‘What kept you?’

‘Gridlock,’ I joke back at him. ‘Tunnels were fuller than a fat girl’s shoes. The Erez rush hour. Got a bit much when they asked me to bend over though …’

Eddie laughs. He’s a big, stocky bloke with a drooping Mexican-style ’tache and a goatee. He’s an ex-Para and ex-SAS, and a veteran of the Falklands. When he’s not working the circuit he stands duty on a nightclub door in Aldershot, largely because he loves scrapping with Pikeys.

He’s a proper hard bastard, and the dog’s bollocks as far as operators go.

We turn to face the way ahead. Eddie points across the 200-metre patch of no-man’s-land, stretching between the tunnel exit and Gaza proper.

‘Guess that’s our reception party.’ He shrugs. ‘At least there’s someone here to meet us.’

I glance where he’s pointing, towards a group of figures with vehicles. There are a couple of civvy vehicles, together with gunmen in dark fatigues: our terrorist employers. Plus a couple of white UN Toyota Land Cruisers parked towards the rear.

‘Welcome to man-town,’ says Eddie.

I have to agree. A blouse is not required here.

While the UN has refused to officially sanction this job – it’s far too hot for that – they have agreed to loan us a couple of wagons, in case we have to evacuate under fire. The hope is that the UN logos on the vehicles might buy us a little protection.

It’s heating up like a pressure cooker inside Gaza. I can sense it’s only a matter of time before it explodes. Got to hope the UN ruse works, at least for long enough to get us out of the premises and on the move.

We start walking, the four of us alone and exposed on this flat, featureless patch of land that lies between two nations hell-bent on ripping each other’s throats out. To make matters worse, the terrain is completely devoid of any cover.

I feel this horrible, tingling sensation running up and down my spine. It’s a feeling that I recognize well from my days in the military elite. Danger.

Difference is, I have rarely felt as defenceless and vulnerable as I do now. During operations with The Regiment I knew I had the might of the SAS behind me. If it came to it, the entire British Army and our American allies might come riding to the rescue. Now I’m a private operator, and me and my fellow guns for hire are alone and unarmed out here. The odds don’t stack in our favour: they never do as a civvy operator.

Plus we’re sandwiched between two of the most battle-hardened fighting forces in the world. Nice one. Welcome to Erez.

We’ve made about twenty yards when the silence around us erupts into gunfire. All four of us freeze as the rounds go cracking past our heads and slamming into the vehicles on the far side.

A burst of automatic fire stitches a neat line of bullet holes through the windscreen of the nearest wagon, a fountain of glass glinting through the air. Further bursts of fire punch through the bodywork, chunks of metal spinning off in all directions.

It’s like the final scenes from the movie Heat, when the bank robbers’ vehicles are ambushed as they try to make their getaway.

The gunmen who make up our reception party aren’t slow to react. They’re piling out of the vehicles and taking whatever cover they can find behind the engine blocks of the wagons.

AK47s are raised, and muzzles spark, as rounds start screaming back towards the Israeli side. These gunmen consist of hardened Hamas operatives. They need little excuse to take on the Israelis in full-on warfare.

They’re spraying off angry bursts on automatic, and pumping rounds into the Israeli border post behind us.

And the four of us are caught like dead men in the heart of the crossfire.


CHAPTER 2

It’s obvious what the Israeli soldiers are up to. They’ve opened fire knowing that Hamas will retaliate, and hoping that in the midst of all the mayhem Hamas gun down the four of us.

That’ll be a neat end to all the trouble that the Israelis say we’ve been causing, and no one can ever accuse them of having put the bullets in us.

So here we are, caught between two warring parties who hate each other’s guts, a storm of lead zipping and snarling past. My mind is screaming one thing at me, over and over and over: Find some fucking cover.

I glance around. There’s only one vague suggestion of a bolt-hole in the whole godforsaken patch of flat, shitty desert: a pile of humped boulders some thirty yards in front of us.

I glance at Eddie. We lock eyes. I can sense he’s seen it, and we’re both thinking the same thing.

I make a mad dash towards that boulder pile, Eddie right on my shoulder. We’re screaming for Jack and Paul to follow.

‘FUCKING MAKE FOR THAT COVER!’

For many, the natural human instinct when under fire is to freeze. Basically, limbs go to jelly, and you often find people pissing or shitting themselves in terror. Operators like Eddie and me have trained for years and years to get over that fear reflex, and force themselves to react differently.

We’re fifteen metres short of the boulder pile when the Israeli border guards realize what we’re up to. In an instant their aim shifts, and they’re no longer ripping into the Hamas vehicles.

Instead, they’re pouring fire into the cover just ahead of us. They drill in a murderous volley of rounds, bullets snarling and ricocheting angrily in all directions. Their message is crystal-clear: Back the fuck off, or we’ll kill you.

I skid to a halt, Eddie cannoning into the back of me. Jack and Paul do likewise. I glance behind me and Eddie’s got his hands in the air in the universal sign of surrender.

‘Stand still, mate! Keep fucking still!’ Eddie mouths at me, gesturing for me to get my hands up.

It’s fair enough. There’s sod-all else we can do. I raise my hands, and Jack and Paul follow suit. So there we are like four scarecrows in the middle of nowhere, with fire going in all directions around us.

We have no means of fighting back, for we aren’t scheduled to pick up any weapons until we make our rendezvous with Hamas. Our only chance is to make it clear that whoever puts a bullet in us – Hamas or the Israelis – they’ll be shooting unarmed civilians.

I stand there with my hands above my head, waiting to take a round. It’s the worst possible feeling. At least with a weapon in your hand you can return fire. Like this we’re sitting targets in a shooting gallery.

I see one of the Hamas vehicles edging forward, as if it’s trying to reach us. The bizarre thing is that it’s a yellow taxi. I’ve got this silly voice calling in my head: ‘Taxi for Phil and his mates!’ Just like the bloke does when he comes to pick you up from the boozer.

In an instant, the Israelis shift their fire, rounds kicking up the desert sand right in front of its wheels. The driver slams it into reverse and beats a rapid retreat, tyres spinning crazily as he does so.

I wonder how it can get any worse. I don’t have to wait long to find out. Over the deafening noise of the gun battle, I hear the piercing scream of an incoming projectile. I recognize it instantly. We’ve got a mortar round in-bound.

The noise grows louder and louder, drilling into my head. Time seems to freeze. I hit the deck right where I am in slow motion, the other lads thudding down into the dust and sand next to me.

The mortar howls down, slamming into the desert not thirty yards away. Shrapnel and blasted rock zings past our ears, smoke and sand swirling all around us in a thick, blinding cloud.

An instant later the mortar operators begin to fire for effect. It has to be a Hamas mortar team, for the rounds are coming from deep inside Gaza. They’ll have the mortar tube hidden amongst the rubble, and are lining up to slam a few dozen rounds into the Israelis.

They start walking the rounds towards the Israeli border post behind us. Trouble is, we are caught in the open and right in the path of the mortar’s creeping barrage, whereas the Israeli border guards are in secure, sandbagged bunkers.

It sounds like a 2-inch mortar, a favourite weapon of Hamas. The light man-portable tube is easy to set up and move, so as to evade Israeli surveillance, and retaliatory air strikes. It’s a smart weapon for terrorists and militias with no air cover. The key is to get as many rounds down the tube as quickly as possible, and to move position before you’re detected.

These operators know what they’re doing, and they’re hammering out the rounds like there’s no tomorrow. Which for us there just mightn’t be.

The 2-inch fires a round not a great deal bigger than a 40mm grenade, but as the shells slam into the dirt all around us size doesn’t really seem to matter. A direct hit from one of those and we’re toast. All that’ll be left of us is a few shreds of bloodied meat, plus a fine pink mist on the hot desert air.

The rounds creep closer. We’re digging in with our eyelids. A mortar tears into the sand not ten feet from where I’m lying. The blast rips me away from the earth and slams me into Eddie lying next to me.

I’m a big bloke, but the explosion has punched all eighteen stone of me through the air. I must have blacked out, for I come to lying on my back with red-hot tracer rounds zipping past above me.

There’s a smoking hole torn in the khaki material at the front of my body armour. It looks just the right size for a chunk of 2-inch mortar shrapnel.

When I check myself over I don’t seem to be wounded. I’m not bleeding out. Francis’s body armour seems to have saved the day. For now at least I’m still alive.

But I’m getting pretty close to using up every last one of my nine bloody lives.


CHAPTER 3

It was seven years before the Hamas job when I was first contracted to work on the private military circuit. It was the summer of 2001 and I was asked to do a specialist tasking for Hemley’s, the international diamond company who advertise themselves as ‘truly the world’s finest jewellers’. A stupendously wealthy Arab sheikh was planning on having the wedding of the century – money no object – and he wanted some top rocks with which to impress his bride.

During my years in the SAS I’d earned myself as colourful a reputation as I had in the Green Army before that. One of my Green Army commanding officers had referred to me as someone who should be ‘kept in a metal cage and only brought out at times of war’. I’d left The Regiment after some awesome operations, and with honour intact. I was a few months out by the time the Hemley’s job came along, and I was hungry for some decent work on the circuit.

The phone call had come from a private security company called Omega One, run by an ex-SAS mate of mine. He’d refused to give me any details of the job over the phone. Instead, he’d asked if I was free for a specific set of dates, and if so to get my arse up to London.

I told him that I was, and headed to their Knightsbridge office. I learned that the job was to travel to Abu Dhabi, in the Gulf, with some £50 million worth of diamonds on my person. Apparently, the job was likely to turn into a pissing competition, to see which sheikh could spend the most money buying the biggest stones. Hemley’s were intending to send out some seriously large rocks with which to tempt them. I was to be the mule carrying the diamonds from Hemley’s London headquarters to the sheikh’s palace.

I’d be doing the job accompanied by two of Hemley’s diamantaires, as professional diamond dealers are called. It was their job to strike the deal with the sheikh; mine was to keep the rocks securely in my possession until they were sold, or safely back in Hemley’s London vault.

I took the job and so began the waiting game. I had to sit by the phone with my bags packed, expecting a call from Hemley’s at any time. I would be given a London rendezvous where I was to pick up the rocks, and I had to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.

I guess all this cloak-and-dagger stuff was to prevent me from hiring a bunch of ex-military mates to knock off the diamonds before they’d so much as left London. And don’t imagine for one moment that it hadn’t crossed my mind to do so. There would be just the one bag stuffed with rocks, and it would have a street value of some £50 million. Divide the proceeds of selling that little lot, and me and whoever I’d brought in to help me knock them off could happily retire.

At first Hemley’s had wanted me travelling with a codeword-protected titanium attaché case handcuffed to my wrist with the rocks inside it. I’d told them that was a total non-starter. I would be unarmed for the duration of the mission, and an attaché case with handcuffs would only advertise that I was carrying something of immense value.

Instead, I wanted to keep as low a profile as possible – just as we always had done when on operations with the elite military units that I’ve trained and served with. I persuaded the Hemley’s guys to purchase a dirt-cheap Adidas sports bag, and place the individual rocks, plus the rings, bracelets and tiaras, in there.

That way, I’d look like an average Joe off for a touch of sun, sand and whatever in the Gulf. I’d take the sports bag as carry-on luggage, and keep it with me at all times. It was my only precondition on taking the contract. If they insisted on the shiny titanium attaché case, I was out.

The telephone call comes late one afternoon, around a week after getting warned off for the job. I’m instructed to go immediately to an NCP car park, just off Hatton Garden, the gem-dealing heart of London.

I’m told the number of the bay that I’m to pull into, and where I’m to leave my car. On the right side of me will be the Hemley’s vehicle, which will take me to the airport. It all seems simple enough, so I head down there right away.

I pull into the bay, and there’s a sleek black Mercedes parked up on my right side. I can see a guy in the driver’s seat waving at me. It strikes me as somewhat amateur hour. I figure the guy must know my number plate, and that he’s positively identified my vehicle as I drove in. But what guarantee does he have that it’s actually me driving it?

I walk over to the car and try the rear passenger door. Unbelievably, it’s unlocked. I slide into the seat, and the guy in front turns to me.

‘Hi, mate, I’m Kelvin,’ he says.

I stare at him for a second.

‘Well done,’ I reply, incredulously.

I presume he knows my name. If not, who the hell has he just let into his car? Hemley’s have these security guards working on the doors of their retail branches, and I figure Kelvin must be one of them. He’s got the badly fitting suit and the clip-on tie to match.

Kelvin proceeds to pass me two bulging sports bags, ignoring the fact that it could be anyone he’s just let into his unlocked vehicle. Despite all their best efforts to make this cloak-and-dagger, it’s more plastic mac and butter knife from what I can see.

‘Couldn’t fit them all in the one bag,’ Kelvin remarks. ‘You know, the rocks.’

I lock my door of the Mercedes, then reach over and do the same with the other rear door. It’s before the days of central locking. I see Kelvin note my actions in his driver’s mirror, and then he’s doing likewise with the front doors.

‘So there they are, mate,’ Kelvin continues. ‘Guard them with your life, like.’

He starts the car and we pull onto the road heading west for Heathrow airport. We’re under way and Kelvin’s giving me my instructions. He will deliver me to the airport, whereupon I’ll make my way to the Concorde Lounge. There I’m to rendezvous with the two diamantaires.

I suppose I’ve been half expecting a team of super-suave James Bond types to do the handover. After all, it is £50 million worth of diamonds we’re talking here. Instead, I’ve got just the one guy – Kelvin. He’s the kind of bloke I could knock over with a beer fart. And I can see already that his plan is full of holes.

What’s to stop me heading straight for the airport toilets and unloading a few of the rocks into my pockets in the privacy of a cubicle? I could even swallow them, and search through my own poo for the next few days until I find them.

I consider this for a few seconds, but eventually I decide to put temptation behind me. This is my first gig on the circuit, and even though I wouldn’t trust Kelvin with half a pound of jelly babies, my professional pride makes me want to do this job right. My mate in the security firm has trusted me with this one, and if I run off with the rocks I’ll have let him down big time. And that goes against the entire esprit de corps, and the brotherhood of where I come from.

I deliberately take a long hard look in Kelvin’s rearview mirror, making sure he notes me doing so. I repeat it a few times, but whenever he catches me looking I act as if I wasn’t. Increasingly, Kelvin’s shifting around in his seat worriedly. It’s cruel to torture him like this, but I simply can’t resist making it look as if I’ve got someone tailing us.

Kelvin is a Scouser, and I’m an East End of London type of bloke. From what I’ve seen so far you could write what he knows about security on the back of a postage stamp with a twelve-inch paintbrush.

As we approach the terminal, he starts flapping again. He’s speaking fast, gabbling words from the front seat. ‘So, we’re like almost there, mate. You know, at the airport like. So, d’you need me to watch your back, mate?’

I have this vision of him bomb-bursting through the terminal doors. I figure having Kelvin on the case will only draw attention to me, and that’s the very last thing I need.

I shrug. ‘It’s hardly Rourke’s Drift. I think I can handle it from here.’

Kelvin looks really disappointed, and for a moment I almost feel sorry for him. Then he’s pulling up at the terminal and I’m out of the door, a bag gripped in either hand. I do one lap of the concourse on foot, just to ensure that I’ve not been followed.

Then I make a beeline for the rendezvous in the Concorde Lounge.


CHAPTER 4

The lady on the Concorde Lounge reception desk gives me the once-over. I’m hardly her normal business lounge fare. I’m dressed in smart desert-style fatigues and a clean white shirt, but I’ve still got the military-style buzzcut. And it’s the thick Cockney accent that’s the real giveaway.

I ask her for Sebastian Bellshire and Irani Alsour, the names of the two Hemley’s diamantaires. She sends someone through to check, and a minute later two figures appear.

This tall, stooping bloke leads with the limpest handshake I’ve ever felt. It goes with his pinstripe suit and salmon-pink shirt. Irani’s next, and she’s short and delicate-looking, plus she’s dressed in this ultra-expensive women’s business suit that makes her look good regardless. Whilst Sebastian’s all smiles and a posh stutter, Irani’s gushing and kissing me on both cheeks, French-style.

Its hardly the kind of greeting that I’m used to, which is more of the ‘how-you-doin’-you-old fucker’ type. Still, I guess this is civvy street, and best I get used to it if I want to make it on the circuit.

It turns out that Irani is an Afghan by birth. She speaks Farsi and Arabic pretty fluently, and she’s with us as the translator. We exchange the odd word in both languages, and I can see the surprise written on her face. It’s the last thing she’s been expecting from ‘someone like me’.

I explain that I’ve served in both Farsi- and Arabic-speaking parts of the world, and there’s something of a bond forged between us. As for Sebastian, his only concern is the ‘four Cs’ of the world of the diamantaire – the Cut, Clarity, Crystal and Colour – by which stones are classified and valued.

Sebastian is camper than Christmas, and we’ve got just about nothing in common. I reckon the crack between us will be about as good as a one-inch whip. Still, I’m not here to enjoy myself. I’m here for the money, and to start forging a reputation as an operator on the circuit.

After a polite chat over coffee, Sebastian asks if we can go into a side room that he’s hired for the purpose of inspecting the stones. He seems excruciatingly embarrassed about having to check that they’re all still there, as if I’ll somehow object to his doubting my honesty.

In fact, I’d think him insane not to. But after Kelvin’s performance, I’m ready for anything from these guys.

I place the bags on the table in the private room, and Sebastian goes to unlock them. As he does so he explains that before padlocking the bags and handing them to Kelvin, he compiled a list of the contents, so he can check they’re all present and correct.

During the years that I spent in the kids’ homes, I became an expert in stealing cars and joyriding. Picking locks is second nature to me, but I guess that wouldn’t occur to the Sebastians of this world. Far from being a James Bond operation, it’s beginning to feel as if I’ve signed up to a mission with Dad’s Army.

Still, I’m fascinated to see the contents of the bags.

The nearest I’ve ever got to anything like £50 million worth of diamonds was when Princess Diana inspected the Royal Hampshires, the Army regiment that I had joined when I was still in my teens. We’d been drafted in to drive a fleet of ancient Green Goddesses during a firemen’s strike, prior to yet another Northern Ireland tour. For some reason Lady Di had paused before me on parade, so as to have a brief chat with Private Campion.

She asked me how I’d found it, doing the job of a fireman. I wasn’t about to lie. I told her the nearest we’d ever come to putting out a fire was being called to rescue an old horse trapped in a Welsh bog. The Green Goddesses were so slow that by the time we’d got there, the nag had slid below the surface and was long gone. Lady Di appeared to see the humour in the story, and whilst she’d smiled and shaken my hand I’d admired the big rocks on her fingers.

Unfortunately, the RSM had failed to see the funny side of me telling Lady Di the dead horse story. It was yet another black mark that I’d earned for myself in the regular Army.

But compared to the rocks on Lady Di’s fingers, the ones that Sebastian unloads in front of me are true whoppers. By the time he’s emptied both bags there’s enough bling on the table to get the knickers off a nun.

There are the individual rocks, the largest the size of a conker. There are a dozen or more necklaces and tiaras with hundreds of glittering stones set in them. Plus scores of diamond-encrusted watches displayed on individual leather rolls.

I have never seen anything remotely like it. I’m a 34-year-old ex-soldier who joined the Army at sixteen, after which the Army had quickly become the only real home that I’d ever had. I have never in my life been anywhere remotely close to wealth on this scale, and it’s mind-boggling.

Sebastian checks over each of the pieces, and fills out these customs forms as he does so. Hemley’s are temporarily exporting the rocks to Abu Dhabi, in the hope that they’ll sell the lot, or at least a good proportion of them.

We make our way to the departure gate, and as we do so Sebastian hands me my boarding card. It’s an overnight flight, and I’m hoping to be able to stretch out in business class. Then I take a look at my seat number: 59C. That puts me somewhere down the back in economy, probably one in front of the toilets and with less legroom. Again, it’s hardly the James Bond champagne-and-caviar treatment that I’d been expecting.

I get a glance at Sebastian and Irani’s boarding cards. They’re in single-digit seats, which puts them somewhere in first or business class.

I catch Sebastian’s eye and wave the boarding card at him. ‘Jesus, mate, even the hostesses won’t bother with me this far down the plane.’

He gives me this half-apologetic, half-embarrassed shrug, and up the steps into the aircraft we go. As we enter, he and Irani go to turn left, me right into cattle class, and Sebastian holds out a hand for the bags.

I shake my head. ‘No, no, no, mate. I may be down in the Bronx, but the bags stay with me at all times.’

I can see that he’s uncomfortable with this, but he really doesn’t want to make a scene. He’s dithering, and as he does so I turn left and hustle down the aisle. I reach my allocated seat, and sure enough I’m so far back the hostesses are only ever likely to venture down here in pairs.

To make matters worse I’m bang in the middle of the plane, with seats to either side of me. Somehow I squeeze my six-foot-two, eighteen-stone frame in there. I get the bags shoved under the seat in front of me, where I can keep physical contact with them at all times. But it leaves me zero legroom.

I start zoning in to my surroundings, maximizing my ‘situational awareness’. Over many years’ of elite soldiering I’d learned how your chances of identifying danger or threat are greatly increased if you are ‘situation aware’.

At its simplest, young squaddies are taught to have some form of ‘shark watch’ whenever out and about on the town. Ideally, one member of the group volunteers to remain reasonably sober for the evening, so he can keep an eye out for his fellows.

That’s the first rung of situational awareness. Jack that up to being alone, unarmed, bereft of any back-up, and with £50 million in diamonds in tow, and you have to ramp up your situational awareness accordingly.

I can’t permanently ‘patrol’ life, as it’s almost impossible not to switch off at some point. But it’s vital to know when to be one hundred per cent switched on, and on your guard. And right now I need to be constantly alert to what’s going on around me.

To know when something is wrong, you need to know how things are when all is normal. You need to scan your environment, and soak up how things are when they’re all right – just as I’m doing now.

You then need to envisage what might happen if everything turns ugly. You need to play with scenarios and ask yourself the ‘what-ifs’. You might not always come up with the answers, but at least you’ve made yourself aware of a potential danger or threat.

As I wriggle around in my economy seat trying to get comfortable, I consider the ‘what-ifs’. What if someone near me drinks too much and a fight breaks out? If so, I don’t get involved: I’ve got too much to lose in those bags.

What if one of the flight attendants asks me to change seats? It could happen that someone wants to sit near a friend or relative. If I’m asked to move I’ll agree to do so, no fuss. To object and make a scene will only draw attention. People may start asking – what does that guy have to hide?

What if I have to go to the toilet? The total crass stupidity of booking me alone in economy class means I have no back-up – not even a Kelvin – to turn to. I can’t exactly carry the sports bags into the toilet with me. Nothing like drawing attention to what I’m carrying.

The only option is to not use the toilet during the entire seven-hour flight: and that means no food or drink for the duration. This makes me doubly angry with Sebastian and Irani, the nobby diamond geezers sitting somewhere forward in gold-plated class.

What if I fall asleep? Not doable. I have to remain awake. Period. I can’t exactly jack up on the coffee, as I can’t use the toilet. I reckon I’ll slip on my headphones, choose a good action movie and pump up the volume.

What if some bird tries to chat me up? I’m no oil painting, but the fairer sex has occasionally been known to go for my rugged maverick charm. But if it happens on this flight, the lady’s going to be sorely disappointed. She can think that I’m Sebastian’s type for all I care. The honeytrap is a standard weapon in the arsenal of intelligence agencies, mafias and thieves. Which is why truly professional criminals operate by keeping exposure to everyone outside of their gang to an absolute minimum.

My final ‘what-if’ is the aircraft getting hijacked. Unlikely. But then again, it is full of dodgy-looking blokes in turbans. If that happens, I’ll endeavour at all times to remain the ‘grey man’ – the one who does nothing to get himself noticed, or to attract unwelcome attention.

If the hijackers are armed, and they order me off the aircraft without my luggage, I’ll leave the rocks where they are. No amount of money is worth getting killed over, especially when it isn’t your own.

I don’t think this diamond-carrying mission has been compromised, but you never know. One of the diamantaires could be working for the bad guys. I figure Kelvin certainly could.

Either Kelvin, Sebastian or Irani could have tipped off their criminal associates. One or more of their number could be booked onto the aircraft. In a situation such as this there is every reason to be paranoid, and to use that paranoia to your advantage.

In the military we’d rendered down that paranoia into a three-letter motto: TNF (Trust No Fucker). Within your unit you could pretty much dispense with the TNF rule, for you knew that every bloke had made it there by hard graft and merit. But outside of my unit I could count the people that I truly trusted on the fingers of one hand.

In the military we’d all passed the same selection course; we’d achieved the same intensive level of training; we’d not been found wanting when adopting the warrior’s mindset. Whoever was fighting on your shoulder you could pretty much rely on.

But now I was working the circuit, and I had no guarantee whatsoever of anyone’s bona fides. I knew nothing about their backgrounds. One weak link in the chain, one rotten egg in the basket, that’s all it would take.

With Sebastian and Irani as my ‘team’, I basically have zero backup. I am alone and unarmed, carrying £50 million worth of diamonds into Abu Dhabi, an Arab sheikhdom that I’ve never visited before.

I’ve not been able to do a recce, and I have little or no intelligence about what it’s like on the ground there.

It’s the TNF rule that may just save my arse on a mission such as this one.


CHAPTER 5

We’re preparing for take-off, and I’m still fuming about how the Hemley’s cheapskates have put me in cattle class. Then I see a tiny little Indian-looking woman making her way towards the seat beside me. She’s about the size of my left foot, and as she sits down it strikes me she smells like it too.

She proceeds to curl up on her seat like a cat, and she falls fast asleep. A sound rises from her like the wheezing of a badly tuned set of bagpipes. The volume of the whistling rises as she sinks deeper into her slumber. For her size, she is a snorer to rival any number I’ve come across in the Army.

For a moment I consider whether I could get away with murdering her, and stashing her body in the bogs. But I figure that’s a short-cut to getting the diamond mission truly compromised. Instead, I grab my headphones and scan the menu for some movies.

I reckon I’ve got away with it to the left of me, as that seat’s still free. The aircraft taxis onto the runway and takes off, and still it remains empty. I’m just considering moving into it, to get one place away from bagpipe-snoring catwoman, when these two loaded-looking Arab blokes come waltzing down the aisle.

They’re dragging behind them this Arabic brother who looks two sandwiches short of a picnic. Sure enough, they shove him into the seat next to me. Then they turn around and fuck off back to business class. I see him fumbling with his seat belt, with a hand that’s shaking so much that he can’t make it work.

It’s not fear of flying that’s making him shake. He’s clearly got some serious disability that he’s struggling with here. I lean across and belt him up. As the aircraft continues to climb, he’s shaking like a dog taking a crap.

I presume that he’s going to keep it up all flight, and I resolve to bury myself in the make-believe world of the movies. I switch on my TV and settle down to watch. Almost immediately Abdul leans over to try to see my screen.

He has no English, so gently as I can I push him back to his side. I explain in broken Arabic how the TV works and get his screen set up for him. I get his remote out on its wire, and show him how to operate the movie menu.

But in spite of all my efforts, five minutes later Abdul’s leaning over me again to watch mine. It reaches the stage where his head’s flopped onto my shoulder, and he’s dribbling all down my shirt. I decide there’s nothing for it but to ring for a stewardess.

Eventually, one of the in-flight ladies comes down to me. She’s a young, Arabic-looking lady, and quite attractive if you can get past the severe headscarf style of the uniform. But there’s something hard and inscrutable about her face that doesn’t bode well.

I try a winning smile, the kind I employed whilst telling Lady Di the dead pony story: ‘I think you’re going to need to move me. You see, this guy has his head permanently on my shoulder and he’s dribbling all over my shirt. I’ve tried to set up his TV, but he’s not interested. He just wants to watch mine.’

She shrugs. ‘There are no free seats on the aircraft, sir.’

I know this is complete bullshit. There are always free seats in business and first class. What she means is no free seats in economy.

I try to remain patient and polite. ‘Well, you either need to get rid of him or me, ’cause I can’t travel all the way to Abu Dhabi with Bubbles here blowing dribble into my ear.’

She goes off to investigate, and returns ten minutes later. She tells me that there are no free seats for me, or for Bubbles for that matter. I get the strong feeling that whoever Bubbles’s Arab relatives are, the hostess really does not want to do anything to upset or disturb them.

As she turns to leave, I can feel myself boiling up with rage. My ears are starting to turn red, which is a sure sign of an imminent eruption. You don’t spend sixteen years being dragged through the mud in kids’ homes, then make it into the most elite military force in the world, to take shit from air hostesses.

I know exactly what I’m going to do. The only problem is the two bags at my feet. But bugger it, no one’s getting off this aircraft with a bag of rocks that’s been entrusted to my possession, of that I’m certain.

I lift the bags into the overhead locker, where I will be able to keep an eye on them for most of the duration of what I’m about to do. They’re more visible up there, so less chance of anyone sneaking a look inside.

I head up the aisle, keeping one eye on the bags, and go straight through the curtain into business class. Sure enough there are dozens of empty seats. I can feel my ears glowing redder by the second.

I spot the two Arab guys who dumped Bubbles on me, and I’m beside them in a flash. I shake the nearest of them awake.

‘Arabi? Ingli?’ I demand. Meaning – d’you want to do this in Arabic or English.

He tries a shrug. ‘Mushkila?’ Problem?

I say: ‘Yeah, too fucking right there’s a mushkila.’

I can tell that the guy’s recognized me, and I can see from the shifty look on his face that he knows exactly what the problem is.

‘The mushkila’s sat in the chair next to me, mate,’ I continue. ‘Whoever Bubbles is, I’m not here to babysit him. He’s your responsibility, so you’d best come and fetch him. Pronto.’

I leave him in no doubt as to the consequences if Bubbles isn’t shifted, and the guy confirms that he’s on it. I return to my seat, ears a slightly less violent shade of red. I check in the overhead locker, and the bags are still there. I get them down under my seat again, and five minutes later the air hostess arrives and gets Bubbles shifted.

Result.

When he’s gone, I take stock. Indian catwoman is still whistling like a kettle beside me, but at least I can wipe the spittle from my shirt, and enjoy a movie in peace. I settle down to watch the start of Black Hawk Down for the third time, the first two attempts having been scuppered by Bubbles.

I figure it’s as good as it’s going to get.

Hours later the jumbo goes into a holding pattern above Abu Dhabi. A few minutes’ delay, the pilot tells us, and we should be on the ground. I glimpse palm trees and a beating sun through the aircraft window as it banks across the city limits.

Although I’ve had no sleep I’m feeling pretty much okay. My shirt’s still just about presentable enough to meet the sheikh, in spite of Bubbles’s best efforts. The two bags of rocks are present and correct.

I reckon I’m doing all right.

But I have zero idea what a whole world of shit is about to descend upon us. The one ‘what-if’ that I haven’t prepared for is about to hit us, and almost as soon as we step off the aircraft. But being a diamond-running virgin, I have no chance of knowing the ropes at the delivery end of the business.

That is the diamantaires’ responsibility – or at least it should be. Trouble is, Sebastian and Irani have been sat up front in diamond class, having a grand old time of things, as our flight jets onwards towards a world of trouble.


CHAPTER 6

I’m reunited with Irani and Sebastian at the arrivals gate. They both look impeccably groomed and very well rested, the bastards.

‘How was the flight, old chap?’ Sebastian purrs.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him how he’d like a bag of diamonds shoved up his arse. But I decide to let it go. It’s my first gig on the circuit, and I want to make it work.

Sebastian takes the lead now, as we head for a desk inside the terminal building. It’s got some lettering in Arabic above the entrance, from which I figure it has to be the customs hall.

Sebastian’s telling me nothing about what’s going on here, and it’s starting to get to me. Being provided with accurate and timely intelligence is the very foundation upon which you build security into a mission. But I’m being treated like a bagman; like a mushroom that gets kept in the dark and fed on shit.

Given accurate intelligence, I can pre-prepare for a given situation. Given zero intelligence as I am now, I can prepare myself for jack.

We’re received at the customs desk by this enormously fat bloke. You’d be hard-pressed to get a Rizla paper under his shirt, it’s stretched so tight across his vast belly. And the designer sweat patches under his arms are to drown in.

I presume Sebastian’s been through this process in Abu Dhabi dozens of times before, but there’s no sign that he knows the fat geezer, or vice versa.

Sebastian hands across the paperwork – the list of stones stamped by the customs officials at Heathrow – whilst I keep a firm hold of the bags. I hope this is going to be a formality, much as it was at the London end, and shortly we’ll be on our way. But there’s a part of my brain that’s screaming otherwise. I’ve been in enough Arabic shitholes to know to expect the worst from overweight guys in ill-fitting uniforms adorned with oodles of sparkly bits. And on that score, Bubba here takes the biscuit.

He gets his sweaty paws on the paperwork and runs his eyes over it. In no time he’s practically dancing around with excitement. He starts calling out in Arabic to his buddies, and soon there’s a group of eight clustered around his desk. Sebastian’s starting to get a real flap on, which is hardly surprising.

Before us is an unbelievable mishmash of uniforms. It’s as if these nine blokes have been given the keys to the fancy-dress shop, and chosen the most outlandish garb possible. There’s a mixture of crooked peaked caps, misshapen dog-eared berets, and turbans big enough to land a helicopter on. Plus everyone’s got acres of gold braid, with stripes to match. There’s trousers sitting halfway up blokes’ ankles, and a hotchpotch of pistols each holstered in a different way. In short, each and every one of these blokes looks like a complete sack of shit, Bubba first and foremost.

But that doesn’t make our situation any the less worrying. Quite the opposite, in fact: there’s no telling what this lot aren’t capable of.

Operating on the basis of TNF I have to presume that any one of these blokes may have links into criminal gangs. Having an inside man in airport customs would be invaluable to the Abu Dhabi mafia, and for sure the country has one.

My heart sinks as Bubba motions us into a room to his rear, then signals for his motley crew to follow. Or more accurately, he tries signalling Sebastian and Irani into the room at the rear, whilst telling me to stay put. I let him know that I’m having none of that: I’ve got the rocks, and where they go I follow. Shortly, there are the nine of them and the three of us crowded into this small space, which is mostly filled with an executive-style table far too large for the room.

Bubba motions for me to empty the bags onto the tabletop. I glance at Sebastian. He’s turned as white as a sheet at the very thought of these nine guys getting their grubby hands on the rocks.

It’s clear this is rapidly going to ratshit, and unless someone takes a stand we’re going to have hands filching diamonds
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