
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Three days later Clara left in the morning sporting an impressive black eye, which she would have to explain to her parents, and a bag of five hundred thousand euros, which she couldn't if they found it. Her master plan was to stash it under her bed, or in the back of her wardrobe, while she thought about what to do.

She promised to keep in contact with Agatha and promised to come up and see her in Rostock once she and Günther settled there.

Clara was a lot calmer when she left and, if asked, would have admitted the death of Fawwaz had lifted a weight from her. Even if she hadn't been aware, his continued presence in Berlin always played on her fears. There had been a soft panic when she thought of going back. It was a big city, but, as circumstances proved, there was always a chance they'd meet.

Killing him had been a fantasy she’d thrown away, along with her knife. But it actually happened, and the circumstances released her in a way she was only just starting to understand.

 

Harry was checking for emails for any Anonyma messages four or five times a day. Nothing arrived until the two days after Clara had left as he was drinking his first coffee and having his first cigarette of the day.

He’d pondered contacting Lisa by email to put Richard off and tell her of the change of plans and that any thought of further action was cancelled. But then he considered they were both legitimate sources of information, and if he was going to write his story, although he was now considering it Bernadette’s story, they would still be useful.

The email he received was not what he was expecting. Instead of information, there were three photos and a short message.

We need to meet. Same place at 11.00am today. Change of situation. Bring your colleague.

I have included three photos

Vasil Shyk

Malik Saqqal

Walid bin Kafri

For your information and vigilance,

Richard.

‘This doesn't sound good,’ Günther said after Harry told him of the email.

‘What does it mean?’ Linda asked.

‘That something changed. How, why, or what, I have no idea.’

‘He wants you both to go?’

Günther nodded.

When Harry and Günther arrived at the meeting, it was to find that only Richard was present. He shook hands with them both before inviting them to sit.

‘Herr Wolff, good of you to come. I believe we have some mutual friends.’

Günther didn’t answer but raised his eyebrows and smiled slightly.

‘You said there’s been a change. In what way?’ Harry asked.

‘Straight to the point. Good. In several ways, actually.’

‘Like?’

‘We now know that Doctor Feldt was murdered, although we can never prove it, nor do we wish to pursue it.’

‘How do you know?’

‘We had someone in the town. After the information we received on Feldt, we decided to keep an eye on him. We sent someone down when we found out where he was.’

‘And they witnessed the murder?’

‘No, but even if they had, it wouldn’t have been possible for them to give a statement to local police or appear in an open court.’

‘Fine. But it might still have been an accident. If there’s no witness to what happened, how do you know?’ Günther asked.

‘Because while our person didn't see what happened, they saw someone coming up the stairs immediately after.’

'Who?'

‘Our friend, Shyk.’

‘I'm not surprised,’ Harry said. ‘Not that it was him, but the fact we guessed that’s what happened. Where's Shyk now?’

‘He stayed in Varigotti for a few days but is now either on his way back to Berlin or is already here.’

Harry looked at Günther, who nodded.

‘We’ve decided to leave Berlin. This is all turning into something far more serious than we thought.’ Harry said.

‘Probably a good idea,’ Richard agreed. ‘But possibly too late.’

‘What do you mean?’ Harry asked.

‘We obtained a recording from the room at the back of bin Kafri and Saqqal’s brothel. They were both there as was Hübner.’

‘What were they talking about?’

‘Initially, Hübner was angry because they killed Feldt. To which they admitted having sent Shyk to do the job.’

‘Then how does that concern us?’

‘Malik couldn't contain himself in blaming you two for everything that had gone wrong. They mentioned Fawwaz Bakir, claiming you had something to do with his death. Did you?’

Günther shook his head. ‘No. We heard he was dead, but we had nothing to do with it.’

‘Well, they, Saqqal at least, are convinced you did. He wasn’t happy and intends to meet with Shyk to organise what to do. If Shyk is involved, it means a hit. They don't get him to run errands.’

‘Fuck.’ Harry muttered.

‘You’re scared?’ Richard asked. ‘You should be. He can pop up anywhere. You can’t be on alert all the time. And leaving won’t help. They’ll send him after you wherever you are.’

‘As they did with my wife.’

‘Genau richtig.’

‘I'm not scared so much, just annoyed. I hoped we could move on. Leave this behind without having some Middle Eastern crime gang after us.’

Richard pursed his lips and blew out before saying, ‘It gets worse.’

‘Worse?’ Günther said.

‘They intend to take out the two ladies with you. They don’t know anything about them but have surmised they must know something. So, they must be dealt with as well.’

‘And Lisa?’ Harry wanted to know. ‘Is she in danger?’

Richard shook his head. ‘They know nothing of her involvement in this, neither does Hübner. Anyway, attacking a very well-connected German woman would be utter madness, even for them.’

‘And your advice?’ Harry asked.

Richard shrugged. ‘I have none, except be vigilant, and do what needs doing. If you must act, do so without hesitation. Good luck.’

He rose, nodded to each of them, and left.

Before Günther could say anything, Harry had his mobile out. He texted Linda.

‘You and Agatha are leaving today. Don't ask, just pack and be ready. Do not answer the door to anyone but Günther or I. xxxx’

Günther looked over his shoulder as Harry typed and nodded in agreement. He looked around to see they were alone before opening his jacket and withdrawing his pistol. He checked it and chambered a round before placing it back in the holster. Harry did the same, and they walked quickly back to the hotel. Each looked around as they walked as if expecting an attack at any moment.


 

Chapter Thirty

 

The doctors treating Agatha were happy she had no major injuries and released her from the hospital the next morning, with instructions to return if she felt ill or displayed any symptoms of concussion. She was upset because the right-hand side of her head had been shaved, and she hadn’t been able to use her Glock.

She was doubly lucky that the bullet ricocheted off the brick pillar rather than hit her directly, and the piece of brick that struck her impacted on its flat side, not the jagged edge where it had been broken away. It still caused a deep gouge in her skull, but a scan discounted any fracture.

Linda insisted they stay in Berlin for a few more days until she was sure Agatha was fine. Agatha wanted to get some things from her flat before she and Günther drove up to Rostock.

Harry was worried that what happened would sour the growing relationship between himself and Linda. But the first night they managed to be alone she dispelled that fear in words and actions.

By the morning, he’d only had a couple of hours of sleep and felt exhausted but in the happiest state he could remember being in for a long time.

He’d woken in the dark after a repeat of the dream with Bernadette. There was no message, no hidden meaning he could see, just her sitting opposite him in their garden, smiling.

As he lay there, Linda rolled towards him and wrapped her warm, naked body around his. Harry smiled contentedly and kissed her gently on the head. She moaned and snuggled into him more as he drifted back to sleep.

 

After Clara left, Agatha vacated her room and moved in with Günther. On her return from the hospital, he gently carried her to the bed and lay with her. She didn’t complain. Like Harry, she felt content. For the first time in many years, she was with a man she trusted completely. Günther said nothing, only held her and gently and occasionally kissed her on the head.

Agatha looked up at him and kissed him back. She broke away, stood, and carefully got undressed. When she was naked, she got into the bed, held out her hand to him, and pulled him towards her.

The next morning, they all met for breakfast in the restaurant. Each individual was happy and for the same reason. Each couple was happy together, and the four of them were happy as a team. They recognised something special. They each knew they had the trust of the others.

Harry, breaking away from years of guilt and anger, had found a new beginning that even a few months before he’d not have believed possible. He was with a beautiful, intelligent woman who wanted to be with him and who understood him and his weaknesses but only wanted to help him.

Günther, disappointed by trying and failing, through no fault of his own, to do something about corruption and crime gangs, had suddenly done more with these three people than he ever imagined. His manic crusade was suddenly over, leaving him more time to focus on what he wanted to do alongside a woman he trusted and loved unconditionally.

Linda had always felt unfulfilled, loveless, and unrequited. She gave everything to try to help young girls and had done so. But in doing so, she’d forgone any sort of relationship. Now she'd found the man she wanted to be with, who would help her achieve so much more.

And Agatha. Driven by hatred all the years since running into Sanni and Linda. Hatred of the men who abused her, hatred of her weakness and her inability to break the mental hold they had on her, couldn’t help herself now from feeling freer than she ever had. Günther knew her, and her dirty secrets, and it didn’t matter to him. He loved her regardless.

They looked at each other around the table. All looking tired, satisfied and happy. Happy it was over.

‘Any news from our friends?’ Harry asked.

Günther shook his head. ‘No, and I doubt we’ll get any. They’ll contact us if they have something to say.’

 

By the third day, Agatha was fine to travel and anxious to get away. She’d be sorry to say goodbye to Harry and Linda, but seeing her future in front of her, she was eager to start it.

Harry booked flights for him and Linda for the next morning, direct to Manchester. Günther and Agatha decided to leave that afternoon. Bringing the Mercedes to the hotel, rather than make Agatha walk through the car park again, Günther parked it in the short-term parking while hotel staff loaded their suitcases along with a couple of boxes from Agatha's flat.

As they were about to depart, Harry pulled Günther behind some bushes near the back of the car. He handed him a small parcel. ‘I can’t take it on the plane. Keep it safe.’

Günther opened it and saw Harry’s pistol and the suppressor. He nodded and pushed the parcel between the suitcases in the boot of the car.

Agatha ran to Harry and threw her arms around him, kissing him and smiling. She pushed a folded carrier bag into his arms as she broke away. He looked inside and saw a large amount of US dollars.

He glanced at Günther, who shrugged. ‘She wants you both to have half. It’s only fair, she thinks. I agree.’

Before Harry could argue, Günther and Agatha got in the car, started it, and they drove away from the hotel, Agatha waving from the passenger window.

Linda put her arm through Harry’s, and they walked back into the hotel.

 

*****

 

They settled into life in Harry's flat, keeping in touch with Günther and Agatha by phone and the occasional Zoom call. They heard nothing more from the Berlin police. The local paper reported the two deaths in the car park at the bottom of page four a week after the event. Police stating they believed the deaths were the result of a drug deal gone bad, with each of the deceased shooting the other. Harry laughed, imagining how they dragged the two bodies out and staged them to even resemble that scenario. But, whatever, he thought. It was over.

Harry struggled with what story he was going to tell in his writing. Whose story was it, and what was he trying to say? Linda helped, pulling the pieces together, reading his notes, and suggesting ideas.

They were back in Manchester for three weeks when a phone call pushed Harry to a decision. His mobile rang late evening while he was staring at the notes, transcripts, ideas, and scribbled notes on his desk.

When he checked the screen, he thought it must be Günther as the display showed a German caller. But, as he answered, a familiar voice said, ‘Herr Mills?’

‘Richard. What can I do for you?’ Harry asked.

‘I have some news you may be interested in.’

‘Go on.’

‘Federal agents raided the two addresses you gave me at the end of last week. The premises were being used as you thought. We rescued nine children and arrested four males and a female on the premises.’

‘What were the children’s ages?’

‘I’m sad to say the youngest was eight years of age, the oldest thirteen. Seven girls and two boys.’

‘Jesus,’ Harry muttered.

‘We also recovered a great deal of video footage from hidden cameras. That has been sealed and will be investigated by a small group of specially trained and cleared officers. There’s going to be a lot of fallout for months to come from this. The children have been taken to a place of safety outside Berlin, where they will be medically assessed. Then we’ll go from there. Thank you for your help in this.’

Harry wanted to say you’re welcome, or some such empty platitude, but what he really wanted was to beat the crap out of someone—anyone— involved, He didn’t care about the consequences.

Instead, he simply stayed silent.

‘Are you still there, Herr Mills?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have other news. News of a sad passing. Totally unexpected. Truly a shock. It just shows how close we are all to death. I’ll send you a link to a local Berlin paper for the story.’

Without further comment, and before Harry could say anything, Richard hung up.

Harry's phone beeped a moment later, and Harry clicked on the link Richard had sent. He began to read the story but only managed one paragraph before he exclaimed loudly, ‘Fucking hell!’

Linda came in to find him staring at his phone.

Harry looked at her, shook his head, and read from the screen.

‘Local Berlin Politician Dies Suddenly. Local Berlin politician Emil Hübner collapsed and died in the street this afternoon. He was forty-three. Herr Hübner was walking towards his home in central Berlin when it is reported he became ill and collapsed. Despite the best efforts of passers-by and paramedics, who were quickly on the scene, he was unable to be revived, and doctors pronounced him dead on his arrival at the local emergency centre. An unnamed source stated Herr Hübner had been receiving treatment for a serious heart condition for at least eighteen months. Herr Hübner is survived by his wife Elisabet Magdalena Gräfin von Stettin, from an old Prussian family.’

The story continued with his political career and affiliations, but Harry wasn't interested.

‘Did he look like he had a serious heart condition in any of the pictures we saw of him?’ Harry asked Linda.

She shook her head. ‘He appeared in the peak of health.’

‘Didn’t he.’

‘They got to him then. They did say they were going to deal with him.’

He nodded. ‘We can consider him dealt with. Not what I expected. Any number of things can cause a heart attack, and if they’re pushing the idea he had serious heart problems then I doubt there’ll even be a postmortem. Lisa wanted him gone, so she’ll organise a cremation as soon as possible.’

‘She can play the grieving widow for a suitable time then get on with her life.’

Harry nodded. ‘Clean and final. But remind me never to piss Richard off.’

Linda went into the kitchen and poured them both a double shot of Jamesons. She handed one to Harry.

‘Commiserations or congratulations?’ he asked.

‘Hübner being dealt with is no loss to the world, no loss to Germany, nor to his wife. She raised her glass. Painu vittuun! And I hope he does.’

‘He what?’ Harry laughed.

‘I hope he goes to hell.’

‘Well,’ he said, raising his glass in a toast, ‘I can’t argue with that sentiment. He certainly deserves that and more.’

After another couple of doubles and a cigarette each, Harry started to outline the story that had come to him while he was talking to Richard.

‘I’ve decided,’ he started, ‘to write Lilli’s story. Anonymised as I promised her, but a twelve-year-old, sold into the sex market and shipped to Germany to be abused. I can use a lot of what Elin and Agatha have told me as well. The only real names I’ll use are those we know are involved.’

‘Hübner?’

He shook his head. 'Except Hübner. He was a key player, but I promised Lisa I wouldn’t use his name. I don't think Richard would be happy either. But the key to the story is Bernadette. This is her story as well. I can and will name who was responsible for her death. I've already passed Ali Faris’ name to a contact in the GMP. She told me she’d get back to me on what they find.’

‘He supplied the gun.’

‘To Shyk on his arrival in Manchester. He also assisted in the killing, so there are a few charges, but witnesses might be an issue.’

‘Because you killed Shyk.’

Harry looked at her questioningly for a moment.

Linda reached out and brushed her fingers on his cheek. ‘I came around the car just as you fired. I heard what you said to him. I know what you did, and if it was me holding the gun, I’d have done the same thing. Vermin like him needs dealing with the same as Hübner.’

Harry smiled, a little embarrassed.

She leaned forward and kissed him. When she finished, she leaned back and said, ‘Continue.’

Trying to regain his thoughts, Harry grinned as he shook his head and looked at her, hardly believing how lucky he was. He took a drink. ‘I’m going to contact Lilli, just to reassure her, if nothing else, and also Richard. He may be able to feed me some more information. I know Günther and Agatha will be only too happy to dig out any leads I need.’

‘And when do we start?’

‘We?’

‘Of course. Aren’t we together in this? That is if you want my help?’

‘Always.’

‘In the morning?’

Harry nodded.

‘Good. But right now, I feel the need for you to take me to bed.’

Harry wasn’t going to argue with that offer. He finished his drink in one gulp and followed her into the bedroom.


 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

Günther contacted Harry three weeks later with an invitation for him and Linda to come over to Rostock. Harry sensed in the text something more urgent than a friendly get-together. He made an excuse to Linda about getting cigarettes and left the flat mid-morning, found a quiet spot on the canal towpath, and called on his unregistered phone.

‘What’s up? I’m guessing it’s more than come over for a visit,’ he said as Günther answered his call.

‘Genau. I’m glad you picked up on that. It is indeed more. Our connected friend visited me. He brought me up to date on a few developments.’

‘Such as?’

‘The Gorani brothers have been busy covering their tracks or at least protecting their investments. Federal agents spoke to them about the addresses where they found the children. They denied any knowledge of them, denounced them, and placed all the blame on Saqqal and bin Kafri. According to them yes, they owned the buildings, but, as far as they knew, they were empty or, at most, being used for storage. When asked why they left the buildings empty, they stated they were bought as an investment with the idea of demolishing them in time and building on the sites. Saqqal and bin Kafri had access to them and used them.’

‘What does bin Kafri say about them?’

‘Not a lot. Due to the shock of losing his business partner, he decided to take a holiday to Syria. While he was there, he had an unfortunate motor vehicle accident. He left the road, rolled the car, and died.’

‘Everyone involved in what they were doing is now dead?’

Günther paused for a moment before continuing. ‘Not quite. Which is why I invited you over. That conversation needs to take place in person.’

‘Okay, I’ll book flights and tell you when we can be there.’

‘See you both then. Tschüss.’ He cut the call.

Harry went back to the flat and told Linda they were going to Rostock. He checked flights and booked two seats to Berlin for the following morning.

Linda was a little taken aback at the speed at which Harry made the decision. But when Harry told her of the conversation he’d had with Günther, she understood. She picked up the same underlying but unspoken urgency in what Günther's said.

The following morning, they got a taxi to Manchester airport and a direct flight to Berlin. They picked up their hire car and two and a half hours later pulled up outside Günther's house.

As Linda got out of the car, an excited Agatha ran down the driveway, followed by a smiling Günther.

Agatha wrapped each of them in a big hug in turn, and Linda felt the difference in her. Previously, even when happy, Agatha had always been reserved as though she was hiding something, or was afraid to let go. Now, that hesitation was gone. She was even more confident and truly happy. Either Günther or Rostock allowed her to be her true self. Linda suspected it was Günther, and Agatha wouldn’t care where she was as long as she was with him.

Within ten minutes, their bags were in their room, and the four of them were sitting on the back veranda looking out over Rostock harbour with the ferry terminal in the foreground.

‘What’s so important we had to drop everything and come here?’ Harry asked, taking the beer Günther offered.

‘The Gorani brothers.’

‘But I thought they were off the hook. No knowledge, all down to Saqqal and bin Kafri. Who now, sadly both being deceased, must wear the blame unless more evidence comes to light.’

‘That's correct, but according to Richard, there’s more evidence. A lot more. But not enough to convict them of anything or that they can use. They owned a normal brothel but denied involvement in trafficking. Any girls working there did so of their own free will.’

‘Which we know to be bullshit!’ Linda exclaimed.

‘Yes, we do. But back to Saqqal and bin Kafri. According to the Goranis, they admit they owned some of the buildings but everything in the businesses being run from them was down to the business owners. They never visited it at all, though that's proven to be a lie from the videos seized during the investigation after Saqqal's death. No paperwork is in their name, no witnesses ever had dealings with them. They’re invisible as far as all that is concerned.’

‘So they still “own” the business. They’ll hire someone else in to run it. Business as usual.’

‘They already have, and it seems completely cleaned up and legitimate as it should have always been’

‘So, why am I here?’

‘Richard passed on a lot of information to me.’

‘He came here?’ Harry asked.

Günther shook his head. ‘I met him in Lübeck, after an unexpected text message.’

‘And he gave you all of this information?’

‘And more. The raid on the places the children were being held was only the start. From documents and encrypted emails on computers they found, they were able to trace how the children were being trafficked. They’re rolling up the network quite quickly and have already made about nine arrests across Germany and Latvia. With luck, there’ll be enough evidence so those scum to do serious time. And during that operation, they rescued another five children in transit.’

‘Interesting and good to hear, but still, why am I here?’

‘As we know, nothing happened without their say so. The Gorani brothers were in on everything. In it up to their necks. Everything…’ Günther paused, took a breath then continued, ‘including the attempt on us by the Chechen, then Saqqal and Shyk and, the killing of Bernadette.

‘The organising was done by Hübner and Saqqal, but they had full knowledge and allowed it to happen with their blessing. As we always knew, nobody would act unless they gave the go-ahead.

‘Richard believes Bernadette had found similar information.’

‘She spoke to me,’ Agatha said. ‘I gave her everything I knew, though I now know a lot more.’

Günther nodded. ‘She also spoke to Lilli and got the paedophile side of it as well. Somehow word got back to the Goranis. They’ll not allow their business to be compromised or opened to scrutiny. It was they who told Saqqal and Bin Kafri to deal with it and how to deal with it. Bernadette was specifically targeted by the Goranis. She had to die as far as they were concerned.’

The four fell silent. Linda reached out and took Harry’s hand. She knew how much this was affecting him. He had a steely, unemotional look, his eyes hardening. Linda recognised the burning rage building up in him. He looked at her hand, then at her, and blinked, and she saw the switch in him as he settled and returned to the rational Harry she’d fallen in love with.

Günther recognised Harry’s struggle, as did Agatha, who got up and stood behind Harry. She hugged him and kissed his head. He smiled and reached up took her hand gratefully.

Moments passed before Günther asked, ‘We good?’

Harry was silent a moment before nodding. ‘And what can we do about it? Aren’t they untouchable?’

Günther smiled. ‘Richard says not. But not here.’

‘Where then?’

‘There's the funny thing. Word got around in the Berlin underground and in the Middle Eastern community that the Goranis are being targeted. Someone is out to get them. The clincher seems to be Fawwaz Bakir.’

Harry looked bemused. ‘How so?’

‘His death, in certain circles, is proof positive that the Goranis are being targeted. He was related to them, a few steps away, but that’s enough for a link.’

‘But Clara killed him,’ Agatha said. ‘In self-defence.’

‘We all know that, but nobody else does. They assume it wasn’t so mundane but a concerted effort against the Goranis.’

‘Why?’ Linda wanted to know.

‘Fuck knows!’ Harry exclaimed. ‘It’s the way their minds work. It’s all about strongmen and family connections, feuds, and payback. That’s the one thing that’s always hard to understand about the Middle Eastern culture. They’ve put two and two together and come up with five.’

‘That’s my take as well,’ Günther said. ‘They can’t see the most obvious answer and always need to see a bigger picture.’

‘Which doesn't exist.’ Linda said.

‘Not in any way. But this may be to our advantage,’ Günther said.

Harry looked at his friend. ‘How?’

‘You know how it is, Harry, when these things happen. Other parties see a weakness, an opening. It may not exist, but the rumour of it is enough for a weakness to be believed and acted upon.’

Harry nodded.

‘The Goranis are panicking. In their panic, they’ve missed the point completely of what caused this.’

‘They caused it all.’ Agatha said.

‘And they can explain it all, except Bakir. That had nothing to do with them. Nothing to do with us. He was a bit player, disconnected from all of this, yet he was killed. Why? That’s what they are asking themselves, and, as you said, they've completely mistaken the situation. To them, it is a threat, a message, if you like. Someone is coming for their family and them.’

Agatha laughed. ‘They’re panicking over Clara sticking a piece of steel in his head because he was trying to kill her?’

‘Yes, but they don't know what happened, and it can never be revealed to them. Their sense of blood feud or honour would demand Clara's death. If for nothing else to prove to their rivals, they’ve dealt with the situation.’

‘So, we let them believe the bullshit and panic!’ Harry said. ‘Good plan, but where does that take us?’

‘They're running scared. Short-term or long, I have no idea, but they returned to Syria a week ago.’ Günther said.

‘I thought they fled Syria? The regime was out to get them?’ Agatha asked.

Günther laughed. ‘They did, and they were, but things change. They’re not seen as a problem for the regime anymore. They have contacts now in the EU. They have leverage if the videos Richard and his organisation found are anything to go by. The Goranis are now an asset to Syria and will be welcomed back with open arms.’

‘Where in Syria?’ Harry asked.

Günther smiled. ‘Homs. They still have influence. They own a couple of nicely walled and protected villas. As a place of safety, it’s exactly what they would want.’

Harry thought for a moment. ‘Dangerous place, Syria! People are dying all the time. Gang rivalries, family squabbles, people with scores to settle. Dangerous place,’ he reiterated.

Günther nodded. ‘Just what I was thinking. Anything could happen to them over there.’

Harry stood and looked at the others. ‘I’ve some phone calls to make.’ He went into the house to get his unregistered phone and an international sim card he’d bought at Manchester airport.

‘Who’s he ringing?’ Linda asked.

Günther shrugged. ‘No idea, but I have an inkling of the idea he’s having.’

‘What?’

‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

 

*****

 

Harry inserted the sim and powered on the phone. From his other phone, he found the number he was looking for, dialled it on the unregistered phone, and waited. His call went straight to an 'unavailable' message. He tried three more numbers and connected on the final.

‘Yes, who’s this?’ the voice asked.

‘Mills,’ Harry said.

‘Boss, how the devil are you?’

Retired Staff Sergeant Andy D'Eath, known as the Grim Reaper, had known Harry for over fifteen years. They'd served together through many campaigns, saved each other's lives occasionally, and trusted each other without question.

‘Good, Grim. Where are you?’

‘Jordan.’

‘What are you doing there?’

‘Training. The Jordanian Army put together a sort of Long-Range Desert Group type thing and wants them trained up by the very best. So, of course, they picked me.’

Harry laughed but knew Grim was right.

‘What can I do for you, Boss?’

‘You’re in Jordan. Can you get to Syria?’

‘Where?’

‘Near Homs.’

‘Yeah, easy. Why?’

‘A little operation I’m thinking of. Can you still procure?’

‘Most things. What are you after?’

‘Something like an NLAW. Unguided is fine, though!’

‘It sounds like you want to start something.’

‘No,’ Harry said, ‘end something.’

‘Fair enough, Boss. I can get my hands on an AT4 or ten, or more, probably. How many do you need?’

Harry laughed. ‘Just the one.’

‘Delivered where?’

‘I’ll let you know.’

‘What load?’

‘Probably HE for the extended range.’

‘Done. Sidearms?’

‘Yes. It’s a get in, do the job, get out. I’ll let you decide. For me and maybe one other.’

‘Do you need my help on the day? Always happy, you know that.’

‘Thanks, Grim, but I don't want to get you in the shit.’

‘Bollocks to that! If you need help, you've got it. I have contacts in Syria. I can get you cover, and make sure people are looking in the wrong direction and infiltration and exfiltration.’

‘Okay, thanks. Probably a couple of weeks. I'll be in touch.’

‘Waiting with pleasure. I’ll send you my encrypted email address. Grim out.’ He hung up the phone.

Harry returned to the back garden to find Linda and Agatha had left, gone for a walk to a lookout over the harbour.

Günther passed him a beer as Harry sat down. ‘Sorted?’

‘Started.’

‘What’s the plan?’

‘You know what it is.’

Günther nodded. ‘When do we leave?’

‘We?’

‘Yes, we! You didn't think I was going to let you go on your own.’

Harry lifted his beer in salute. ‘A couple of weeks, get in, do the job, and get out. I’m organising what we need on the ground. We need passports, just in case someone passes intel on to the Goranis.’

‘I think I know someone who can help with that. I'll need a photo.’


 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

They spent the next week pretending everything was normal. To Linda and Agatha, it was obvious they were planning something, but they didn’t press for details and knew it was pointless to try to dissuade them.

Early one morning, Günther found a brown envelope in his mailbox. It hadn’t been posted, and there were no markings as to who may have sent it. He ripped it open and found two passports, a Canadian one for Harry and a Swiss one for him. They were both used with arrival and departure stamps for various, different countries. The photos of them were real, but the names and details were fake. Harry was shown as Charles Robert Stuart, and Günther was Oskar Schefold.

There was a single piece of paper in the envelope.

Syrian e-visas. Current.

Viel Glück.

Through an encrypted email, Grim passed on that his contacts had found out where the Goranis were staying. They were holed up in a secure villa about twenty kilometres from Homs on the shores of Qattinah Lake. There were four armed guards, and when they went out it was in a convoy of two unmodified Suburbans. A guard drove each, and there was also a guard in the lead vehicle and one with the Goranis in the second.

Grim also told Harry the equipment he'd requested was en route to a location in the south of Homs and would be there in two days from the date of the email. He’d meet them at the location when told.

Harry booked two flights for each of them leaving in four days. The first would fly from Hamburg to Larnaka, and a second flight the next day would take them to Aleppo.

 

*****

 

Five days later, Harry and Günther walked out of the airport at Aleppo. The e-visas got them through the immigration line with barely a second look. They exited the terminal building and crossed the road to a multilevel car park. Following Grim's instructions, they found a Landcruiser on the second level. The keys were in the inside rim of one of the back wheels, and within twenty minutes, they were on the M5 motorway driving south towards Homs. Günther drove as Harry settled back for the ride. To their right, green mountains hid the Mediterranean, and on the left was brown dust and desert. It was a two-and-a-half-hour drive, and they pulled up at the address Grim had given them, in the south of Homs, shortly before five.

The side door opened as they parked, and Grim came out with two cold beers in hand. Harry and Günther gratefully took them as they followed him back into the house.

Grim lead them through the house to another door, which led to an attached shed. Inside was another Landcruiser. He took them to the rear and opened the door. There was a tarpaulin, which he pulled to one side, revealing two AT4 disposable anti-tank launchers, three holstered Browning 9 mm pistols, and three P90 submachine guns.

‘Nice,’ Günther muttered as he picked up one of the P90s.

‘You know these?’ Grim asked.

‘Yep, fully trained on them.’

‘HE?’ Harry asked as he lifted one of the AT4s from the back of the Toyota.

‘High Explosive rounds. As requested.’

‘Brilliant!’

They packed the weapons away, covered them with the tarpaulin, locked the vehicle, and went back into the house.

Grim passed three more beers around.

‘I don't know if I'm more impressed with the weapons or the cold beers,’ Günther said as he took a mouthful.

‘Okay, Boss, what’s the plan?’

‘Go blow shit up,’ Harry said simply. ‘Or, in this case, two shits.’

Grim knew about Bernadette and what happened to her. During their conversations by email, Harry had told Grim about the Goranis and their central role in her death. If he had any doubt Grim would help, it disappeared completely when he found out what this trip was all about.

‘Okay,’ he started, pulling out a map and laying it on the table. ‘Your targets are staying in a villa here.’ He pointed at a small cluster of buildings next to the lake. ‘They do leave every day or so and go to various places, so the best bet is on this road here.' He traced the route along the dirt road.

‘Just here, there’s a partially collapsed culvert. They have to slow down to a crawl to get over it. Nothing they can do, just go slow and putter across. That’s the best place to strike.

‘There’s a ridge line three hundred metres to the west. We can park up behind it, hunker down, and wait.’

‘What sort of notice can we expect?’ Harry asked.

‘I've slipped one of their staff five hundred quid for info. The Goranis usually tell them if they’re going out, what time, and when they'll be back. If they stick to that, we'll get around two hours’ notice, which is more than enough time to get to the site and set up. I've tested the theory, and each time the info has been correct.

‘I've gone to the spot twice and watched them drive by in that time frame. To be honest, I could have taken them out already, but I didn't want to spoil your fun.’

Harry laughed. ‘Thanks for that. Any problems we need to know about?’

Grim shook his head. ‘Nothing whatsoever. They seem to think they’re safe. I think even the armed guards are more for show than any actual concern on their part.’

‘When?’ Harry asked.

Grim shrugged. ‘They’ve gone out nearly every day for the last week. I can’t see tomorrow being any different. Give or take twenty minutes, they’re normally driving across the culvert between eleven and twelve.’

‘Tomorrow then. Wait for the call and get going.’

‘What’s the exfil plan?’ Grim asked.

‘Get to Beirut, fly out from there. You?’

‘Don't worry about me, Boss. I'll melt into the desert and be back in Jordan in twenty-four hours, tops! You two take the Landcruiser, park it up, and put the keys back where you found them. Let me know where it is, and I'll have someone retrieve it.’

By the time they finished checking over the plan and the weapons, it was after eleven. Grim went into a side room to get some sleep. Unknown to Harry, he'd barely had any over the last week after putting every effort into the organising of the plan. Soon soft snores emanated from his direction.

Cracking another beer, Günther turned to Harry. ‘That’s some backup we have.’ He nodded towards the room. ‘I think he’d attack the gates of hell for you.’

Harry smiled. 'And I for him. It's the bootneck way. It can take a while to find out if you can trust someone, but once you do, it's a forever thing.'

‘I feel a little left out.’ Günther laughed.

‘Don’t!’ Harry said seriously. ‘I wouldn’t have got through all of this without you. I trust you. Grim knows that, so he trusts you. Just do me a favour.’

‘What?’

‘Don’t get hurt or, God forbid, killed tomorrow. I have sweats about Agatha and her emotional support bayonet. She’s a bit of a firecracker, isn’t she?’

Günther laughed again. ‘In every way imaginable. I'm so happy I met her, and we hit it off. She's made me complete.’

‘Sounds serious.’

‘It is. I can’t imagine being without her now.’

‘Good to hear. We all need someone.’

‘And with Linda you have that again too.’

Harry nodded. ‘But I do need to do this for Bernadette.’

‘Would she agree?’

Harry thought for a moment. 'Even a few months ago, I would have said no. But now, with everything that’s happened, with what we’ve found out about the Goranis and their trafficking of young children hidden for the use of perverts, I feel her on my shoulder, urging me on. With this, with Shyk and Saqqal, and, most importantly, with Linda.'

They fell silent before Harry got up and went outside for a cigarette. Günther let him have his space, sat back, and thought of Agatha. He kissed his fingers and blew her a kiss into the night. ‘Bald, meine Liebe,’ he said softly.

He pulled another chair in front of him and put his feet up on it.

When Harry came back inside, Günther was fast asleep with a soft smile on his face.


 

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

If Harry and Günther thought Linda and Agatha were prepared to sit and wait for them in Rostock, they were mistaken. As soon as they started planning, Agatha was on to it. Bringing Linda in on her plan, they figured out where Harry and Günther were going and guessed what they’d planned.

At that point, they were stuck, until Agatha remembered Günther had taken one of his burner phones with him. She found his phone in a drawer, turned it on, and looked at the lock screen once it powered up. Fingerprint or passkey, neither one she had. Agatha put the phone down on the desk, annoyed she’d thought Günther would ever leave it open for anyone to find. She sat back and looked at all the pictures on the walls. One caught her eye. Gunther's first car, an old beetle he had bought by saving all his earnings from part-time jobs during his last year in school.

In the picture, a young Günther was leaning against the side of the car with a big grin on his face. Agatha looked at the number plate, visible in the picture, then back to Günther's locked phone.

At first, thinking it was a stupid idea, she shook her head but then typed in the registration number anyway. The phone unlocked. She shook her head and laughed, unbelieving at how easy it was and how naive Günther was.

She scrolled through the messages until she found the one she wanted. A meeting had been set up a few weeks ago in Lübeck. The number was withheld, but she decided to try replying to the text. She decided to keep it simple. He would recognise her name, she was sure.

‘I need info, Agatha.’ She pressed send.

Agatha was not expecting a reply, let alone in less than ten minutes. Linda joined her as the reply came.

‘What info? R’.

Agatha and Linda looked at the phone and each other before Agatha typed, ‘We think we know where they’ve gone and why. When will they be back?’

‘We?’

‘Linda and I.’

‘Okay. They flew to Aleppo via Larnaca, Cyprus. Believe they will return that way. When? I’m monitoring and will receive booking info in their names if they do.’

They thought for a moment before Linda typed, ‘Any reason to believe they won’t come back that way?’

‘No.’

‘Time frame?’

‘Within 48hrs I believe. I have your mobi number. I’ll use that to let you know.’

Linda put the phone down and looked at Agatha. ‘Larnaca?’ she asked.

Agatha nodded and then went to the computer and booked two flights for that afternoon.

Three hours later, they were in Berlin. They checked their luggage and made their way through the security checks to their gate. With an hour to wait, they found a bar and celebrated the reunion they were both excited about.

They’d booked adjoining rooms on the top floor of a hotel overlooking the beach and marina and the deep of the Mediterranean beyond. They had dinner and more drinks then went to bed late but awoke early. They ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant before returning to sit on the balcony of Linda's room, drinking coffee while they waited for news. Although they didn't know it, Harry and Günther were having a similar experience in a dingy shack on the southern outskirts of Homs.

‘Do you think they’ll be angry?’ Agatha asked.

‘That we’re here, no. That you cracked Günther’s phone so easily, contacted Richard, and got their travel plans so we can be here, also no. I think they’ll be impressed. Though Günther will be a little embarrassed.’

‘He’ll be embarrassed when I tell him what I want to do with him,’ Agatha said quietly, and Linda smiled.

They took turns checking the phone. It wasn’t until just after lunch when they got the message.

‘They crossed into Lebanon via Baalbek Highway 30 minutes ago. Believe heading for Beirut Int. Airport.’

‘Of course,’ Linda said. ‘They might get a flight direct from Beirut to Berlin. Then we’d look like a pair of idiots.’

‘A pair of idiots sitting in beautiful rooms overlooking the Mediterranean.’ Agatha laughed. ‘I can take that.’

They spent most of the afternoon walking around the local area before taking a taxi to Larnaca International Airport. They waited in the arrivals' hall looking at the arrivals board at the four flights from Beirut that Harry and Günther might be on.

Shortly after five, Agatha’s phone beeped.

‘Checked onto Cyprus Airways direct to you 90 mins ago. Take off in about 30 mins, 45 min flight.’

A few minutes later, Agatha’s phone beeped again.

‘Lisa says hi. She'd like to catch up with you all in Berlin. Use usual email to arrange. Also, the O/S accounts of Dr and Hübner were released to her. Dr's to his wife, anon. Hübner's she wants to give to a trafficking charity. Will discuss this when she sees you. My regards to the 2 travellers. Tell them job well done. R.’

Agatha laughed as she looked at the phone. ‘Bloody hell, that was a slick move. I was sure those funds would sit forever in overseas accounts. Richard must have pulled some influential strings to pull that off.’

‘Discuss when she sees us?’ Linda said. ‘If it's advice she wants, give it to Sanni would be my advice.’

Agatha nodded, and they sat in silence, listening to the tannoy announcements of arriving and departing flights. Finally, the one they were waiting for was announced.

They stood, hugged and smiling made their way towards the greeting area. Thirty minutes later, the doors opened, and the first of the passengers exited, wheeling and carrying their luggage. They didn't have to wait long as they saw Harry and Günther stride through the door, bags over their shoulders.

Agatha put two fingers in her mouth and blew a piercing whistle. Everyone looked her way, but the expression on Harry and Günther's faces was what she wanted. In unison, their mouths fell open, and they dropped their luggage. Half smiling, half questioning, Harry held his hands up to Linda who was running towards him. Agatha, alongside her, headed to Günther. They arrived together and jumped into their men's arms, silencing any questions with kisses.

‘We’ll explain over dinner,’ Linda said. ‘But first we’ll catch a taxi to our hotel. There’s a big bed I want to take you to.’

Agatha nodded and said, 'Same for you,' to Günther who had a big smile on his face.

They left the hall arm in arm to the taxi rank.
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A warehouse in Japan used as an emergency shelter in the aftermath of the 2011 Tsunami. 

A distraught, young Japanese woman in disheveled clothes sits on a box, holding her infant daughter. Ben, a US rescue volunteer, kneels in front of her offering comfort. They hug, the baby between them. The moment turns into an hour as the woman sobs into his shoulder; mourning the loss of her husband, her home, the life she knew. A picture is taken capturing the moment. It becomes a symbol: of help freely given and of the hope of the survivors. The faces in the picture cannot be recognized, and that is how Ben likes it. No celebrity, thanks not required.

But others believe that being identified as the person in the picture is their path to fame and fortune.  Ben stands, unknowingly, in their way, but nothing a contract killing cannot fix.

The Picture is a cleverly written literary thriller which pulls you into the characters lives.  It is modern and relevant to today’s society.  If you like a wonderful and heartbreaking read you will love this fantastic page turner.


 

[image: OEBPS/images/image0004.jpg] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Hazel disappears, the police are convinced that her husband,  Alex, has killed her.
Three years after his conviction for murder, Alex and his sister, Alice, are devastated when their last appeal is rejected by the courts. With nowhere left to turn, Alice must start to put her life back together.

Living in limbo herself, Alice has a chance encounter with Steve, an ex-solider turned PI who offers to look at the case files. 

Steve is convinced that the prosecution’s case is shaky at best, but can he find out the truth before it’s too late for Alex?

Psychosis is a gripping, clever and well-plotted stand-alone thriller.  If you like addictive, well written thrillers then you will love this entertaining and believable page-turner.   
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