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3

The lead cop silently counted off the numbers on his fingers as his armed response team crouched around him.

2

1

 

They went into action. Stun grenades fired through the windows at the front and back. The flash and bang of the grenades boomed and flash-lit backwards into the grey dawn. Two burly officers used a battering ram to break in the elegant Victorian front door that caved, buckled, splintered and finally crashed open. Firearms officers filed in quickly, waving guns and screaming, ‘armed police – nobody move!’

They headed for the stairs towards the bedroom where they expected to find their suspect.

Further down the street, Phil Delaney, commander of the Met Police’s Office Research Unit, watched his boys go in with satisfaction. Then he emerged from his car, accompanied by Joe Pick, a liaison officer from the FBI, who was there to observe the operation. Phil wasn’t convinced that any of these fireworks were actually necessary and thought a knock on the door followed by a quiet arrest would have worked. But he wanted to prove to his American colleagues that the British police knew how to do this Hollywood stuff the same way they did over the pond.

The two men walked up the road and through the smashed front door. The lead officer was standing at the bottom of the stairs waiting for them.

Phil asked, ‘Have we got him?’

‘Yes sir. He’s in the front bedroom. He was with a young woman.’

Joe Pick whispered, ‘That figures . . .’

Delaney and the man from the FBI walked up the stairs and went into the bedroom. The woman had squeezed herself back into the ruby-red cocktail dress she’d been wearing the night before and was putting on her sky-high heels.

She was outraged. ‘No right! No right . . . You have – no right!’

She was in her twenties, looked and sounded Latino, and Delaney could see she was going to be a handful. The suspect meanwhile was standing by the bed with as much dignity as he could muster in his boxer shorts and white vest. He was elderly with a paunch, grey wispy hair and a carefully trimmed moustache. He looked rather like a professor of Spanish caught with his mistress by an angry wife.

Phil looked at Joe who in turn studied the suspect before nodding with approval. Phil stepped up to his suspect. ‘Felipe Garcia?’

The man hesitated as if trying to remember what his name really was. ‘No. My name is Carlos Carreras. I’m a Venezuelan here to do business in London in connection with the oil industry.’

The young woman shoved herself between Phil and the man claiming to be someone else. She carried on with her, ‘You have no right! You have no right!’ theme song before her former bed partner whispered gently to her in Spanish and then put his hands on her shoulders and moved her to one side.

His watery eyes fixed on Phil. ‘There seems to be some misunderstanding. I don’t know any Mr Garcia. I have all my documents with me – they are all in order.’

Standing behind them, Joe Pick was unimpressed. ‘Yeah, I bet they are . . . I hope this chick showed you a piece of heaven last night Garcia – you’re going to be in hell for the next ninety-nine years . . .’

Both Garcia and Delaney turned and looked at the young American with disapproval. Garcia showed some steel. ‘This ‘chick’ is my wife and she has her documents too.’ He turned back to Phil. ‘I’m afraid you’re mistaken. Perhaps a conversation with my lawyer would help clarify matters?’

‘We have reason to believe that you are Mr Felipe Garcia. Mr Garcia is wanted by the American authorities in connection with money laundering for organised crime syndicates. We have an extradition warrant that your lawyer is welcome to examine if he wants clarification.’

Garcia smiled with pleasure. ‘I’m sure my lawyer will look forward to it. There’s nothing he enjoys more than clarifying extradition warrants. His name is Stephen Foster. Do you know him?’

Phil shivered inwardly. He knew Stephen Foster. Every cop in London knew Stephen Foster. While Garcia took his time getting dressed in a stylish grey suit with a silk shirt and tie, Phil looked nervously at the FBI man and hoped Joe’s superiors had got their paperwork right before Foster got his hands on it.

He ordered his officers to redouble their search of the house in an effort to find something that would incriminate Felipe Garcia. But they found nothing. It was only as they were preparing to escort Garcia and his wife to the local police station that an excited officer upstairs called down to Delaney and asked him to come up for a moment as they’d found something ‘interesting’.

Phil found a group of his men in the large bathroom holding a sounding device and an instrument for measuring heat. The bathroom was decorated in a Victorian style with an antique bath, tongue and groove walls, and polished tiles on the floor. In niches on the wall stood various scented candles.

Baffled, Phil Delaney looked around. ‘OK. It’s a bathroom – I’ve seen one before . . .’

The cop with the devices went to the end of the room and tapped on the wooden panel. ‘There’s a space behind here boss.’ He raised his heat detection device and added, ‘We’re getting a reading from behind the wall that suggests there’s someone hiding in there.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Not unless we put a hole in the wall sir, I can’t be – no.’

Delaney hammered on the wall and called out for an answer if anyone was in the space behind. But there was no answer.

Phil went back downstairs and as soon as he saw his suspect asked, ‘What’s behind the wall upstairs?’

‘Perhaps your men have discovered the boiler?’

It was only when a crowbar was ordered to be taken upstairs that the South American’s calm broke. ‘You can’t start vandalising this house; it’s a rented property. The landlord—’

Phil Delaney took the crowbar upstairs to the bathroom. He did the job himself. One by one the tongue and groove panels came away. As light began to break in to the space behind, there was movement on the other side like a rodent was fleeing for cover. It was only when half the panels were removed and a torch shone inside that it became clear what the movement was. In what looked like a box room, a terrified middle-aged woman was backed up against a wall clasping a bundle of clothes against her chest. Delaney noticed that there was a door in the space, which led to one of the back bedrooms. When Delaney gently asked the woman whether she spoke English, he got no reply from her. And that’s when the bundle of clothes against her chest started to move.

‘Can you tell me who this little fellow is?’ Phil asked as he presented the apparently healthy boy for Garcia’s inspection.

Garcia looked at the baby, then back at Phil and carefully answered, ‘He’s my son. And this woman is his nanny.’

Delaney was unconvinced. ‘Are you sure about that? Only I would describe you as being of a typically Latino appearance while our little friend here has blue eyes.’

Garcia shrugged his shoulders. ‘Mi Madre was European with the same eyes. Mother Nature can play funny tricks between the generations.’

Phil replied with a slow, uneven smile. ‘I’m glad you raised the issue of genetics, because by tonight I’ll have DNA both from you and this baby. Are you absolutely sure you don’t want to tell me who this child is?’

The other man shrugged. ‘Just arrange for me to see Stephen Foster as soon as possible.’

‘I’ll be delighted to make that call. Of course, if it turns out that you’re not the parent of this baby and don’t have legal custody, you may well be looking at a charge of child abduction. I don’t think even someone of Stephen Foster’s undoubted talents will be able to help you out with that one.’

Joe Pick, who’d been silently fascinated by the appearance of the baby, became alarmed. ‘Hey, you can forget that – our case takes precedence.’

‘We’ll let the lawyers sort that one out Joe.’

The nanny only spoke a smattering of English. She claimed to be a Mexican citizen who had been hired by an agency to look after the baby of a professional couple from Venezuela who lived in London. She admitted that when the police raid had begun, she’d hidden as previously instructed by Mr Carreras. She fled with the baby through a secret door in her bedroom to hide in the space behind. Carreras had explained when she was employed that he had ‘enemies’ who might try to make ‘trouble’ for him at his house and that if anything happened, hiding behind the bathroom would ensure her and the baby’s security.

Delaney checked the nanny’s bedroom and found the secret door which had been professionally designed and installed and had been missed by his boys on the initial search. The prime object of the raid had been to catch Garcia rather than look for anything else so he wasn’t surprised the room had been missed. Delaney then ordered the house sealed while his suspect, the ‘wife’ and the nanny were taken into custody. He also arranged for the baby to be taken into hospital for a thorough check-up. When he handed the kid over to a WPC to be taken in, he warned her, ‘I want this child kept under guard at all times. Tell the doctors I want a swab of his saliva taken to get his DNA. Get it straight down to the lab and then run it through the system to see if we can find a match. Alert me immediately if something turns up.’

The WPC’s eyes melted slightly when she took the baby from Phil. ‘Beautiful isn’t he?’

Phil didn’t smile back. ‘I know. That’s why we need to find his parents as fast as possible. They must be in pieces without him . . .’





Two

Detective Chief Inspector John ‘Mac’ MacDonagh sat at the desk in the Office Research Unit, staring out of the window. On his computer was a live feed from Garcia’s house as the raid took place. The speakers on his PC vibrated as information came in, orders were barked out at the scene and the unexpected discovery of the baby was relayed back. But Mac took no notice of any of it.

Delaney had told him before the raid that his work as office coordinator for the operation was a vital role. But he knew that was a lie.

There was nothing vital about this non-job he’d been given or any of the other non-jobs he’d been given in the previous eighteen months. He was a glorified office boy who Delaney usually got to do ‘file maintenance’. What Mac wanted – needed – was to be back in the field; undercover work ran deep in his blood. But every time he raised the issue with his superior the answer was always the same:

‘You’re lucky you’ve still got a job Mac. After what had happened a year and a half back, you should really be in prison or on the dole. You broke rule number one – never, ever get emotionally attached to someone you’re investigating. And that includes fucking them. But you couldn’t keep it in your boxers. Your gang-banger girlfriend ends up playing you like a violin, implicating you in murder after murder. Do you know how much fancy footwork it took to cover it all up? And believe me I don’t like dancing to anyone else’s tune. Do you know how many favours I owe to the likes of self-appointed super cop Rio Wray and that devil’s disciple Calum Burns for not breaking my balls over it? Lucky for you Elena Romanov fell to her death from a bridge; if she hadn’t it would be you who’d have had to play the fall guy.’

He let Phil Delaney run his mouth, knowing his superior would blow to kingdom come if he knew the facts of the story that Mac was keeping from him.

 

Fact 1: Elena had been pregnant.

Fact 2: He suspected lying, murderous Elena was still alive.

Fact 3: . . .

 

He still wouldn’t allow himself to believe that fact 3 was really true. But the photo he’d received six months ago told another story.

The phone on Mac’s desk went dragging him from the past and back to his present. The caller was Phil Delaney in a good mood. ‘Did you see the feed? We’ve got Garcia. And there’s a bonus. Garcia was hiding a kid in the house, so if our American colleagues have messed up the extradition warrants, we can get him for child abduction. So, a good day’s work – in which you played a vital role of course.’

Mac sighed. ‘If you like . . .’

It was Phil’s turn to sigh. ‘Come on, drum up some enthusiasm. We’re supposed to be professionals here.’

‘Sure.’ Mac hesitated for a moment before adding, ‘Listen Phil, I’ve got something I need to talk to you about . . .’ He felt an envelope in his jacket pocket. ‘It won’t take long.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘I’d prefer to speak to you in person.’

‘Well, it can’t be today, I’ve got all the Garcia paperwork to sort out and we need to start trying to trace the parents of this kid we’ve recovered, so there are DNA tests to run and checks to be made. Come into my office first thing tomorrow morning and we’ll talk then.’

Mac wasn’t bothered about having to wait another twenty-four hours. He’d waited eighteen months already and knew another day wouldn’t make any difference.

 

He was kept waiting outside Phil’s office for an hour the following morning before finally being allowed to go in. Delaney sat at his desk, arms folded flat on the table, one elbow touching a report file, staring into space. He took no notice when Mac smiled and wished him good morning, nor did he offer him a seat.

Mac loitered in front of the desk before his boss finally seemed to notice he was standing there. With a stony gesture, he indicated with his finger that Mac should sit. There was a long chilly silence before Mac pulled his envelope from his pocket and held it his hand waiting to give it to the man who had taught him everything he knew about undercover work. He could tell from Phil’s manner that he knew why he was there and what his letter said. His resignation had been a long time coming. He passed the envelope over to Phil but he didn’t take it. Instead his superior’s stare turned to something approaching hatred.

Uncomfortable, Mac continued to hold the envelope out as he said, ‘You need to take this.’

Delaney made no move for a few moments, then leaned across his desk and, whispering like an angry lover, said. ‘Never mind your fucking envelope. How about you answer a few questions for me?’

Mac frowned. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘Oh yeah, there’s a bloody problem alright.’ He picked up the report that was lying on his desk. He waved it in the air and asked, ‘Do you know what this is?’

Mac didn’t answer. He wasn’t in the mood for guessing games.

Phil flipped the file open and explained, ‘That kid we picked up at Garcia’s house yesterday. We’ve taken him down the hospital and run some checks on him. He’s in good shape. He’s been well looked after, which is good news. But obviously, we need to track his parents down as fast as possible. So we took a swab of the little chap’s saliva and we ran his DNA through our records to see if we could find a match. And it’s more good news. We think we’ve found his mother and father. This is the report. Do you know what it says?’

Mac knew this line of questioning. It was the method used by detectives to present damning evidence to a suspect. He grasped his envelope more tightly in his fingers before saying, ‘Phil if you’ve got something to say just—’

‘The baby’s mother is Elena Romanov.’

Mac sucked in his breath as Phil continued. ‘No doubt you’ll recall the name? You certainly should. She was the communications officer in that arms trafficking gang – the one you got cosy between the sheets with. A woman who is meant to be dead in a very watery grave somewhere.’

Mac said nothing. The envelope between his fingers was bent, twisted and damp with sweat. He heard Delaney say, ‘Of course now we’ve established who the mother of this boy is, it raises some problems for us. But not as many as the identity of the father does. You know who the proud papa is?’

Mac swayed in his chair like a hanged man in the breeze.

‘It’s you.’





Three

‘Are you alright? Do you want me to call a doctor?’

Mac realised that Phil was standing over him, gently shaking his shoulders.

He took a deep breath and said, ‘No, I’m OK. I just need to see my son – where is he?’

‘He’s in hospital at the moment being checked over. He’s fine. We’ll arrange for you to see him when the doctors think it’s appropriate.’ Delaney went back to his desk and then added, ‘Of course there’ll be other participants in that who will want a say.’

The anger Mac felt at these words helped him recover his mettle and he stopped being a crumpled heap in his chair and sat bolt upright. ‘What do you mean – other participants?’

Phil picked up the file with the DNA results and pretended to examine it. ‘I expect social services will want to get involved and they will want to supervise any visits.’

Mac exploded. ‘I don’t need to be supervised when I go to see my own child. And I’ll tell you something else; I’ll be taking him straight home with me. I’m his father; I’ll be looking after him from now on.’

Delaney put the file down again. ‘It’s not going to be that simple I’m afraid. There are procedures to be followed. Social services will have to decide if you’re well enough to take custody of the child.’

‘Well enough?’

‘Well, let’s face it, your behaviour in the past hardly suggests you’d be the ideal parent . . .’

Mac rose out of his chair in fury. ‘What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not fucking mad. Sure I got a bit low when Stevie . . .’

He still found it hard to say the name of his young son who had died – his other young son. That gave Mac the strength he needed to control his anger and retake his seat. ‘He’s my kid. I want to see my boy. He’s coming home with me and I’ll fucking kill anyone who tries to stop me.’

Phil Delaney considered him for a few seconds. ‘I’ll see what I can do. But it will have to be supervised – you understand?’

‘Yes.’

Then Phil asked that Mac had been dreading to hear. ‘Did you have any knowledge that Elena Romanov was still alive?’

Mac didn’t answer. ‘No wonder we never recovered her body. Were you aware that Miss Romanov was pregnant with your child?’

Mac didn’t answer that one either. Phil paused before saying, ‘OK Mac, I understand, this must have come as something of a shock. But I’ll need to speak you to about this later. In the meantime, why don’t you take the rest of the day off?’

But Mac was already thinking ahead. ‘I’m fine. You’re right, it’s a shock to discover she’s alive and had my child and I apologise for my outburst. I was holding her hand when she fell from that bridge.’ Mac shivered as if back in the frigid wind that had encased him and Elena that night. ‘There was no way I thought she could survive that. As for being pregnant . . . she told me when we were on the bridge.’ He shook his head. ‘But I thought it was a last ditch attempt by her to save her skin. Even though . . .’

Mac yanked the rest of the words back.

Phil leaned across the table. ‘Even though what, Mac?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Mac if I find you aren’t telling me the whole story—‘

‘You know as much as I do.’

‘So you’ve had no contact with her? You don’t know where she is?’

‘No.’

Phil nodded. ‘OK. If you think you’re well enough, go back to your desk.’ But as Mac was leaving, his boss called after him, ‘There is one thing though. Don’t fuck around here. Don’t do anything stupid with the kid. And don’t, whatever you do, use this delicate situation to pursue any kind of vendetta against Elena Romanov or try and track her down. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’

 

Mac pulled out the photo as soon as he got back to his desk: a snap of a smiling baby with his and (his dead son) Stevie’s blue eyes. He turned the photo over and read the message written in careful, black-point writing:

‘I named him after you. His name is John Mac.’

The picture had arrived six months ago. He hadn’t wanted to believe it – couldn’t believe that Elena had come back to haunt him from the black waters of London Docks. Thought it must be someone close to Elena, who knew their history, planning some dirty trick on him. So he’d done nothing; kept on track with getting his life back into some type of working order. Now his life was shattered again by another son. Living. Within touching distance: a child who connected a thread to Elena.

Mac pushed his shock back as he turned back to his computer. It still showed a live image of the house where Garcia had been holed up. Mac cursed himself for not following the Garcia case more seriously. The mysterious Mr Garcia would be able to answer all the questions he needed answering. Like what was Elena doing back in London? What was she doing entrusting her son – his son – to a Latin American money launderer? And most importantly of all, where could he track her down?

She’d made a fool of him. Lied to him. Manipulated and used him, nearly got him killed in her attempt to take her own personal revenge on her hated enemy. And worst of all, she’d stolen his son. And he wasn’t prepared to let that stand. The thought of his blood being bought up by that murderous bitch made him almost throw up. But why had she left the child with some Latin American crook?

Firstly, he had to get Garcia. No way would Phil give him access and he also knew Delaney would be keeping a close eye on him now, watching his behaviour. He bitterly regretted his outburst in Phil’s office. That had really given the game away. There was only one other way to get to Garcia without breaking the law and that was via his lawyer. Mac checked the case files to see if Garcia’s lawyer had been logged on the system. He quickly scanned the notes.

Stephen Foster.

The lawyer despised by the top brass within the Met Police Service.

Mac pursed his lips. That Foster was entangled with Garcia raised all kinds of intriguing possibilities, but first he had to find him. Mac picked up his phone to call Foster’s office but then thought better of it. All calls from the office were logged and Phil would soon find out he’d contacted Foster. And why. Mac slipped out of his office and peered through the glass partition into Delaney’s room where his boss was holding a meeting with his team from the Garcia raid. Mac knew those meetings – they lasted forever. He went downstairs and checked out at the front desk, telling the receptionist that he was going for an early lunch.

‘At 10.30 a.m.? Lucky you . . .’

Then Mac disappeared down the road and got a cab to Stephen Foster’s office, which was an elegant house on a fashionable street in West London. Given Foster’s reputation, it crossed his mind that his arch-enemies in the police might have the premises under surveillance. But then Mac realised that they probably wouldn’t dare do that in case Foster found out and ripped them apart in the courts. Mac pressed the intercom and got in using his cop credentials.

‘I’m sorry sir, but Mr Foster doesn’t see anyone without an appointment,’ the glamorous and well-spoken woman on the reception desk informed him. Her expression suggested that a tourist had asked if he could see the queen and, looking him up and down, she had decided Mac wasn’t rich or powerful enough to get such an appointment. ‘And anyway . . .’ she added to get rid of him, ‘Mr Foster is at lunch with a client at the moment.’

When Mac asked if he could leave a message for Foster, her reply was to ignore him and answer a phone call instead.

He went out onto the street and Googled ‘Stephen Foster + lunch’ on his mobile. It didn’t take him long to find an answer as to where he might find the flamboyant brief. Of course it was possible that Foster’s early lunch was as likely as Mac’s own but he checked anyway. In an interview with a celebrity magazine the year before, Foster had told a star-struck journalist, ‘Of course it’s not really my style to belong to a gentleman’s club, but the Royal and Imperial Club in Pall Mall does an excellent shepherds pie for lunch.’

Mac knew these sorts of clubs. It was easier to get into a court, which handled terrorist cases, than a place like the Royal and Imperial. But he got a cab there anyway. Nothing was going to stand in the way of a reckoning with Elena Romanov.





Four

‘I have a luncheon appointment with Mr Stephen Foster,’ Mac announced.

The club was all polished high-end, with staff decked out in tails and bow ties. The face of the receptionist at the club appeared no more convinced that Foster would want to see him than the woman at his office. But he took Mac’s name and checked his ledger before saying in a voice laced with sarcasm, ‘Mr Foster is indeed hosting a lunch for a number of guests. Unfortunately your name doesn’t seem to be among them – terribly sorry . . .’

Mac became a policeman again, ‘OK mate . . .’ He gestured at the staff, who stood in the shadows of the club’s oak panelling, which seemed stained with centuries of cigar smoke, ‘How about you get one of your flunkies to pass him a message for me instead?’

With great reluctance, the guy passed him some expensive headed notepaper and a pen. Mac hesitated for a moment. If he wrote anything that could identify himself he knew Foster might keep it and use it against him later. So he wrote, ‘If you can spare 5 minutes, I might be able to help you with the Garcia case. I’ll be waiting in the reception.’

The receptionist waved his hand at one of the club’s flunkies who took the note and disappeared down a hallway towards the dining room. Five minutes later, he reappeared and whispered to the receptionist who sent him over to where Mac was sitting in a leather armchair.

‘Given the lack of detail in your note, I’m afraid Mr Foster is unable to see you at this time. He suggests you contact him via his office.’

The receptionist watched Mac leave the club with smug satisfaction. When he was back on the street, Mac took out his police ID and considered using it to gain access to Foster. But once again that would mean identifying himself and he couldn’t afford for that to happen. He reflected bitterly on how much easier life was when you stuck to the rules.

He drifted to the rear of the club where a discreet entrance took in deliveries and decided to make his move there. A number of members of staff emerged to dump rubbish in bins or to have a quiet smoke but they were no use to Mac. They were too old and experienced. He waited until a young man, who looked to be in his late teens, came out in the club’s livery of tails and bow tie, playing with his mobile. Mac took out his ID and covered the name with his thumb, before walking up to the youngster, grabbing him by the lapel and pushing him against the wall.

He flashed his card briefly at the teenager before snarling, ‘I’m an undercover police officer. I’m on an anti-terrorist mission and I need access to this club’s dining area to arrest a suspect and you’re going to show me where it is.’

The kid looked terrified and only just managed to croak, ‘But . . .’

Mac shook him hard and hissed, ‘Do you want to be arrested sonny? Do you?’ The youngster looked shaken. ‘Just lead me to the dining room. Nice and slow and natural and don’t give the game away or I’ll run you in on a charge of perverting the course of justice and aiding and abetting terrorists.’

The boy adjusted his tie with trembling fingers and when Mac let him go he walked back into the club with Mac following. They attracted several curious glances as they made their way through but no one intervened. When they reached the dining room, Mac whispered to the youngster, ‘Good boy. Now make yourself scarce and don’t say anything to other members of staff in case they’re accomplices of my suspect. Got it?’

The youth nodded and stumbled away. The maître d’ stepped forward as Mac went in but a cold stare from his new guest made him back off.

It was early and the dining room was nearly empty so he soon spotted Foster and his guests. The lawyer wore one of his trademark designer suits with a flamboyant shirt and tie, and his long grey hair carefully sprayed into place. He sat with a dour faced young man who Mac recognised as a B-list pop star currently having trouble with the tabloids getting their hands on stories about his wilder than wild sex life. Next to him was a young woman with the longest stick-on eyelashes Mac had ever seen, and a man and a woman who looked like PR people. Foster was holding forth and didn’t notice Mac as he approached.

Mac knew he had a minute or two at most. He leaned forward and whispered, ‘Stephen Foster?’

The lawyer turned in surprise. ‘Yes?’

‘I’m a police officer who’s working on the Garcia case. I’ve got a proposal for you that you might find interesting.’

Foster looked him up and down. ‘This is a little irregular. I’ve already said that you should get in touch with me through my office?’

‘I can’t get in touch with you through official channels because my proposal is a little irregular.’

Foster looked at him and then smiled. He gestured with a slight tilt of his head at the entrance to the dining room. It hadn’t even taken a minute. The youth he’d frightened had appeared with a manager, the receptionist and two heavy men who were dressed in tails and bow ties but looked like bouncers.

Mac looked at them and then back at Foster. ‘Are you interested? If you are, you’d better say now because these boys are about to throw me out.’

But it was too late. The manger and his party were already at the table. ‘Excuse me sir, I understand you’re claiming to be a police officer? Would it be possible to see some identification?’

Mac couldn’t show any ID. He looked at Foster. Foster looked back, his mind clearly turning over. Finally, the lawyer sighed and shrugged his shoulders. The bouncers took an arm each and began to elegantly and discreetly frogmarch Mac out of the club. But as the convoy escorting Mac left the dining room, it ground to a halt as if on a silent order of command. Then the arms holding him were released and the men around him vanished like ghosts, leaving only the manager in front of him who purred, ‘If you’d like to follow me sir.’

He was led back to Foster’s table. The lawyer was standing and pointing at the pop star’s menu. ‘Try the shepherd’s pie, it’s delicious. Now if you’ll excuse me for a just few moments, I’ve some business to attend to.’ He turned to Mac and snapped, ‘You’ve got five minutes.’

 

‘How do I know you’re on the police team investigating Mr Garcia?’

The two men sat in a corner of the club’s snooker room. It was empty but they still spoke quietly. Mac gave Foster a brief outline of the arrest of the suspected money launderer to prove his good faith, including details that weren’t and wouldn’t be public.

Foster nodded. ‘And can you tell me what your interest is in this matter? Is it money? Because if it is, you’ll have to deal with Mr Garcia’s people direct, I can’t get involved in that.’

‘No. I want some information from Garcia, that’s all.’

‘What information?’

‘Before we get into that, let’s get some ground rules sorted out first, shall we? I’m running a big risk here and I’m not willing to be made a fool of . . .’ He only just managed to avoid saying, ‘. . . like last time.’

‘What’s your proposal?’

‘I’m on the inside loop of the investigation into your client. I’m not sure I’ll be able to help him avoid extradition to the US, although if I can, I will. That’s your area of expertise of course. But even if he beats the extradition, the police here intend to press other charges and I can certainly help with that.’

Foster was curious. ‘What other charges?’

‘He’s going to be booked for child abduction. And I know how to get him off. Talk to Garcia and see if he’s willing to do the trade. My help for his information. If he is, you can set something up.’

The other man was silent for a while before reaching into his pocket and pulling out his wallet. He pulled out a card. ‘That’s my private number. Get yourself a pay-as-you-go mobile phone that can’t be traced and then call me on it tomorrow morning. My line’s totally secure. In the meantime, I’ll make some enquiries and see if we can make an arrangement.’

‘You do that.’

Two men who were vaguely familiar to Mac from the news came into the snooker room and selected cues. Mac and Foster stood up. The lawyer put his arm around the policeman’s shoulder and whispered, ‘Call me in the morning.’

Then he added, ‘There is one other thing Mr – I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name . . .?’

Mac just smiled sourly at that.

‘Well, quite. But there’s something you need to bear in mind if you intend to go down this path. Although Mr Garcia is totally innocent of any crime and will be vigorously contesting any charges, some of his associates aren’t so careful with the law, I’m afraid. And they can turn very unpleasant indeed on behalf of their colleague if he’s double-crossed. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Tell Mr Garcia that I also have very unpleasant tendencies when I’m double-crossed too. I think we have the basis for a mutually beneficial relationship. Enjoy your shepherd’s pie.’





Five

When Mac returned to his office, he found Phil Delaney waiting for him. He gave him a long look before saying, ‘That was an extended lunch . . .’

‘Yeah, I went for a walk to clear my head. This morning was a bit of a shock. You can imagine.’

‘I’ve got some good news for you. I’ve spoken to the hospital and they say you can see your son later this afternoon. Although I’m going to advise that you take a woman police officer with you for form’s sake.’

‘Advise?’

‘Alright – I’m telling you to take her.’

Mac nodded. ‘No problem. Do you want me to do some follow-up work on the Garcia case in the meantime?’

Phil burst out laughing. ‘You’re off the Garcia case, for obvious reasons. And don’t take this personally but I’ve changed your network status so you can’t access information on it – for equally obvious reasons.’

‘Sure, that makes sense.’

His superior seemed relieved there’d been no argument. ‘Good. Why don’t you tidy your desk while I organise a car and a WPC to take you to the hospital?’

‘Good idea.’

But Mac knew he already had the tidiest desk in the police service.

When Phil had gone, he checked on his computer and discovered that he was indeed locked out of everything on the investigation into Garcia. But that was OK. He’d learned during that day eighteen months ago how to work his way around little problems like that.

 

An hour later, Delaney called him. ‘There’s a car out front to take you to Mission Hill hospital. I’ve arranged for someone to escort you down there. Oh and please . . . don’t do anything stupid Mac, there’s a good boy.’

‘My stupid days are over Phil. I promise.’

When he got outside, he was surprised to discover that his escort wasn’t a female officer but Delaney’s personal PA, Shazia. For the first ten minutes of the journey, Mac kept up a steady barrage of gossip and chatter with his fellow passenger before trying to steer the subject onto the Garcia case. But Shazia stopped him dead.

‘Phil warned me you might try and talk about that and I’m under strict instructions not to. You understand.’

Mac understood. But he understood something else. He was a cop and he was trained to notice details. And he’d noticed in the past that Shazia’s desk was covered with pictures of her children and her nieces and nephews. He decided to bide his time until a better opportunity occurred.

When they reached the paediatric ward of Mission Hill Hospital a nurse escorted them into the private room guarded by a solitary police officer. Mac felt his guts start to contract and his eyes start to moisten. He’d felt the same way after Stevie was born. It was a moment he’d never thought he’d see and had had no time to prepare for. Suddenly Elena, Foster, Garcia and Delaney all seemed far away and completely irrelevant. Only his son and this moment mattered. Shazia squeezed his arm and said, ‘Are you alright? Don’t be afraid to cry. It’s alright . . .’

The nurse opened the door and led them over to a cot where the baby aged slightly less than a year was sitting up, smiling and grasping his bars like a prisoner in a cell. Mac was motionless as he stood over the child. His child. The baby might have his eyes but he had her features: high Russian cheekbones and soft, nearly black hair. He had her smile without any hint of her menace or deceit in it. But he didn’t have her eyes. Mac felt tears run down his cheeks.

‘Isn’t he an angel?!’ Shazia diplomatically ignored Mac’s tears and nearly climbed into the cot to embrace the bundle of joy. ‘What a beautiful boy! Oh Mac! What’s his name?’ She reached over and picked up the notes that were attached to the head of the bed. There was no surname and under forename was merely written ‘Carlos’. Stella decided that must have been what the nanny had been calling him.

‘His name is John Mac.’

That’s what Elena had written on the back of the photo.

‘Pick him up! He won’t break!’ Shazia encouraged.

Mac put his hands under the baby’s arms and lifted him out of the cot. Held him close. Inhaled his sweet baby scent. His son didn’t break his smile. Instead he tried to claw his father’s face as if attempting to discover what was going on underneath. If he had succeeded, he would have learnt that Mac was working out how to get him out of the hospital without being stopped. The cop on the door was no problem. He wouldn’t expect to be attacked and could be knocked out without any problem. Shazia wasn’t fit enough to chase him. He could jack a car and by the time the hospital realised what had happened, he would be miles away. Then he could make a new start, somewhere else. Just him and – he made himself say the name he hadn’t given his son – John Mac.

But Mac took deep breaths and cleared his mind with a deep and deliberate effort. Yes, he was a dispossessed father but he was a father with a mission and he had work to do.

‘If only we knew where his mother was . . .?’

Shazia was cooing over John Mac with, ‘You’re a very handsome young man, aren’t you? Yes, you are!’ and didn’t notice Mac’s question at first. But he could see her guard was down as she doted on the little boy. He repeated it.

Phil’s PA broke her joy long enough to say, ‘His mother? According to Phil, FBI intelligence says she’s in California, a drugs trafficker apparently. He checked with them this morning.’

‘Drugs?’

‘Yeah, evil bitch. How can someone that wicked be the mother of this little innocent prince?’

Mac felt his way along carefully. ‘Even drug traffickers don’t like losing their baby sons. How on earth did my little boy end up in London if she’s in California?’

Stella was nuzzling her nose against the baby’s forehead. ‘He smells like a spring day!’

‘The FBI must have a theory on how he ended up in the UK with a character like Garcia?’

He got no answer. Until the absent-minded PA forgot herself completely and said, ‘The Feds know why your baby is here. Phil had a chat with the FBI guy in Los Angeles earlier on Skype. They know all about it . . . You’re beautiful! Yes, you are! Yes, you are!’

Mac could feel his temper rising steadily through his chest and up towards his tongue. He took a deep breath and forced it back down. ‘What do they know?’

Shazia suddenly seemed to remember her instructions from her boss. ‘I don’t know – you’d have to ask Phil or Agent Tom Bracken from the FBI in LA.’

In the car as they returned to the office, Shazia was pensive and silent. When they pulled up, she turned to Mac. ‘I shouldn’t have told you that about the mother and Tom Bracken. You won’t say anything to anyone will you?’

Mac squeezed her arm. ‘You haven’t told me anything and I’m off the Garcia case now so it wouldn’t matter if you had.’ He looked up at Phil Delaney’s office. ‘Besides, what could I do with that information anyway?’





Six

The following morning, on his way to work, Mac bought a pay-as-you-go mobile from a 24-hour shop that supplied everything but didn’t do receipts or returns. He called Stephen Foster. It was still only 7.30 a.m. but the lawyer sounded as if he’d been at work for hours.

He was curt. ‘Meet me at my club at 2.00 p.m. Bring a passport-sized photo with you.’ Then Foster rang off.

It was eight when he got to the office; he went to see Shazia and asked if Phil was in yet. She avoided his eyes but told him Phil had texted her to say he was stuck in traffic but he would be there shortly.

‘How long’s shortly?’

‘How long’s a piece of string?’

‘Can I wait?’

She was still avoiding his eyes. ‘Sure.’

‘In his office?’

She abruptly made eye contact. ‘Of course not.’

Shazia went back to work while Mac took a chair that was placed between her desk and the door to Phil’s office so he could see inside. He peered in through the glass partition and noticed the window was ajar. The PA sat with her back to the office door guarding its entrance. The room was sound-proofed so no one outside could hear what was going on within. It was midnight in Los Angeles.

The plan Mac decided on was a ludicrous risk but it was all he had.

‘I’ll tell you what Shazia – can you bell me when Phil gets in? I’ll be in my office.’

‘Sure, no problem.’

Mac hurried down to the ground floor and went to the stores. He asked the supervisor if he had a length of the black and red rope that the police use to cordon areas off and a pair of rubber gloves. When they were produced, Mac refused to sign for them, telling the super, ‘Come on mate, it’s me and I’m in a hurry. I’m a cop; I’m not going to steal them am I?’

As causally as a man with a length of red and black rope can be, Mac took the lift up to the fifth floor and went into an empty meeting room. He dropped the rope on the floor and put on the rubber gloves before flinging open the window. Below, the street was crowded with commuters going to work. But that, Mac reflected, was the great thing about London commuters. They never look up. Even if the sky goes green, they don’t look up.

He measured off enough rope to take him to the floor below and then secured the remainder around a leg of the table that dominated the room, paying out the rest of the rope down to the window on the next floor. Then he felt the rope with his gloved hands, established a good grip and climbed onto the sill. He tugged on the rope one more time to m ake sure it secured tightly and then began to climb down the outside wall to Phil’s office.

As he kicked against the wall and wound his hands down the rope, he felt a surge of triumph in his veins. This again was the undercover work where he’d made his name. Dangerous work: against the clock and with the ever-present threat of detection.

But he’d miscalculated.

His joints, muscles and limbs began to creek and buckle under the strain. The effects of the injuries that he’d sustained chasing the phantom killer of his lover eighteen months earlier had led one doctor to suggest he could be ‘registered disabled’. Mac had laughed at the suggestion but as his grip on the rope began to fail, he knew the doctor had been right. And as he looked down at the window, he realised something else. He’d miscalculated the length of rope needed and he was going to be a couple of feet short. The strain on the rubber gloves he was wearing began to peel them from his hands and only by using his teeth was he able to keep them on.

Then the rope began to give way.

Above, he could hear the meeting room table violently scraping the floor as it was dragged towards the window by his weight. The rope sagged briefly, he was dropped a couple of feet before the rope jerked him violently as he became taut again. For a brief moment he dangled horizontally like a circus performer before gravity pulled him upright again and he swayed like the pendulum on a clock. He looked up and felt his hands reddening under the gloves as he slid down what was left of the length of rope, and then down at the innocent pedestrians below he was about to fall on.

‘Elena,’ he whispered softly.

It was only when he looked back at the wall that he realised the movement of the table above had given him the couple of extra feet he needed. He whispered ‘Elena’ again and then, more angrily, ‘Elena!’ Holding onto the rope with one hand he snatched at the window with the other and pulled it open. With a final scream of ‘Elena!’ he kicked against the wall with his foot and swung backwards. The momentum of the return swing forwards carried him through the window where he tumbled onto the floor of Phil’s office.

Stunned for a few moments, he struggled to his knees and crawled to the desk. Outside, he could see the back of Shazia’s head as she barred the door. He used his nearly dead hands to turn the screen so that it blocked the view from outside and crouching he sat low so he couldn’t be seen if she looked his way. He turned the computer on and went to Skype. He tore off some notepaper and sellotaped it over the camera.

Phil had contact numbers both for Tom Bracken’s work and home. It was just gone midnight in California so Mac knew the work one was a dead loss but he rang the home one and found he’d got lucky twice over. Firstly, a woman in a dressing gown appeared on the other end, looking confused.

‘Can I speak with Tom?’ Mac said.

She called out. ‘Tom honey, some guy’s calling you on Skype.’

In the background was a shout of ‘Who is it?’

‘I dunno. Why don’t you come and see. Oh – and there’s no picture.’

The woman got up and a few moments later, she was replaced by a man who was clearly ‘Tom honey’. That’s when Mac realised he’d had a second stroke of luck. The man was clearly drunk. He wore a dress shirt with an undone black bow tie hung around the collar. Fiddling with an unlit cigar his hair was dishevelled and his eyes glazed. It had obviously been a long evening for Tom Bracken.

‘Phil? Is that you? I haven’t got a picture here man.’

Mac attempted to imitate Phil’s clipped and neutral tone. But he soon realised that he could have been speaking French for all the notice Tom was taking. ‘I can see you Tom. How’s it going?’

‘We had a big day out in court. Convictions all round for our guys! You gotta love our justice system; best in the world. Shame we couldn’t give our guilty boys the needle but you can’t have everything.’

‘Fantastic!’

Tom dropped his cigar, mumbled ‘fuck’ and disappeared while he hunted for it. When he came back, he was attempting to light it with a flame that was way too big. ‘Been out celebrating with my team. I’ll tell you what Phil, when we nail Garcia, why don’t you fly over? You ain’t been to an FBI party, you ain’t lived my friend.’

Tom dropped his cigar again, picked it up and attempted to puff. Then he banged his screen in an attempt to get the missing computer feed showing Phil.

‘I’m glad you mentioned Garcia because that’s what I wanted to talk about. Did I mention that Garcia has got a top London lawyer by the name of Foster? He’s a proper shark Tom and we need to be careful here because he knows every trick in the book. He’s taking a close interest in the kid we found at Garcia’s. He wants to make something of it. Have you any idea what that kid was doing at the guy’s house?’

Tom burst out laughing. ‘Hey, is it true what I’ve heard – that the kid’s father is one of your undercover cops? I mean, c’mon Phil. What kind of an outfit are you running over there? For fuck’s sake . . .’

‘The kid? What was he doing at Garcia’s?’ Mac looked up. Over the top of his screen, he could see Phil Delaney was in the reception talking to his PA. Mac’s voice went up a tone, ‘Tom – please.’

‘OK, OK. All I can say is that we got a tip-off Garcia was in London and we know that tip-off came from Elena Romanov. You know, the mother – the drugs trafficker? We think she’s skipped town. My guess is—’

But there was no time for Tom’s guess. Outside the office, Phil was laughing and patting the PA on her shoulder. Then he turned to walk to his office door.

‘Tom, gotta go. And Tom, this conversation never happened OK? Even I don’t know about it.’

Mac pulled the plug on the PC which fell silent, then he re-plugged the machine so it rebooted and threw the notepaper over the camera into the bin. There was no time to get back to the window. Silently, he was relieved. He knew if he’d attempted to climb back up the rope to the office above, he would certainly have fallen to his death. Instead his only option was to crawl across the floor to a wall-length filing cabinet and climb inside, like an adulterous lover when the husband has returned. He pulled the door to.

The office door opened.

‘What the fuck?’

Footsteps no doubt moving towards the window.

‘Shazia – has anyone been in my office?’

‘No. Mac was here earlier but he said he’d come back. What’s the matter?’

‘Call security. There’s a rope hanging from the floor above.’

The office fell silent. When he felt it was safe to do so, Mac peered out from his hiding place. The reception area outside was empty. A few minutes later, when Phil came back into the reception area with the rope and his PA returned with a team she’d quickly assembled to search the office, they found Mac seated there and the office door in front of them firmly closed. His grim faced superior gestured to him to follow into his office and told the other officers to wait outside while he spoke to his subordinate. When they were sat opposite one another, Phil broke the silence that followed by saying, ‘If I thought that little incident had anything to do with you my friend, you’d be so deep in the crap, you’d need a length of rope to climb out of it . . .’





Seven

Mac devised a plan before he’d completely worked out why he needed one. In a tense meeting with his boss, in which he’d been questioned carefully about the incident with the rope, he’d managed to convince Phil that there was no way an almost-registered disabled man like himself could be swinging out of windows, four floors above the pavement, insisting, ‘I’m not Spiderman . . .’

When Delaney had carefully checked his files, drawers and computer to make sure nothing was missing, he reluctantly let Mac go. ‘But be warned Mac. I’m sending this rope over to forensics. If I find evidence that you’ve been using it . . .’

Mac stared at the rope that was lying on the desk in front of him. ‘That’s a waste of resources at a time when the force is tightening its belt.’

‘Not to me, it isn’t.’

Dismissed, Mac went downstairs, fetched his car and took off at high speed for the hospital where John Mac was under observation. Tom Bracken had said that he thought Elena had skipped town and Mac would swear on the Bible he knew which town she’d skipped off to. So Elena had shopped Garcia to the Feds. Why? As Garcia had had their son he’d assumed they were associates. But maybe they weren’t. Or was this another one of Elena’s double-crosses?

With more questions in his head than answers Mac stopped on the way to buy a padded hoodie and a pair of sunglasses with which he entered the hospital. He took them off again when he reached the children’s ward and placed his police ID badge on a cord around his neck so he looked official. No guard outside his son’s room but Mac wasn’t naïve enough to think one might not be nearby. After checking out the positioning of the staff, he hit the fire alarm with his elbow and picked up a fire extinguisher.

The alarm screamed into action. There was the usual confusion. Was it a scheduled or unscheduled drill? Was there a little smoke somewhere and someone was playing safe? Or was there actually a fire? Mac marched down the corridor with an air of authority and called out, ‘Come on people, it’s a fire alarm, not the front door bell . . .’

He walked into the baby’s room and picked his son up. He was smiling. Mac wondered if the boy ever stopped being happy.

‘Come on little man, I think your mother’s in town and I’ve got a suspicion I know what she’s up to. And us two are going to stop her doing it.’

He walked back into the corridor and began barking at the confused staff who passed by. ‘Come on, you know what to do . . .’

But it seemed many of them didn’t, especially the temporary ones.

He was asked, ‘Is it a real fire?’

‘I don’t know; better safe than sorry.’

He walked out onto the wing’s main drag, pulled on his hoodie and tucked his son inside. He skipped down the steps to the ground floor. When he got to his car he laid John Mac on the front passenger seat. It was only then that he realised he didn’t have any idea where he was going to keep him. His flat was a non-starter; that would be the first place the police would look when they realised the kid was gone. Mac pulled away and then stopped when he saw his son rolling around dangerously on the seat. He needed a baby seat. In fact what he really needed was a mother. But where was he going to find one?

 

Unlike his previous experience at Foster’s club, on the second occasion, that afternoon, Mac was treated to the smooth and slick welcome at reception that an honoured guest of the eminent lawyer might expect.

‘Ah yes, you’re here to see Mr Foster of course. He’s expecting you in the smoking room. Please allow one of my colleagues to escort you.’

Stephen Foster sat in a distressed leather armchair, smoking a cigar, under the portrait of a no-nonsense Victorian Duke. Mac’s escort went off to get him a drink and when he returned, cut a Havana for him and lit it with a taper from a candle.

Foster didn’t look at him. ‘Have you brought a photograph?’

When Mac handed it over, the lawyer produced an ID card from his wallet and clipped it into place. He handed it to Mac. ‘According to that you’re from an agency that hires out temporary legal staff. I’ve booked you in for an appointment with Garcia at four. According to the prison visitor’s log, you’ll be there to deal with routine paperwork on behalf of my firm. Of course, if the prison staff get suspicious and call me up, I’ll deny any association with you. Then you’ll be arrested and you’ll need your own lawyer. Garcia knows you’re coming and he knows why. You can discuss any business you have with him in private.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Wetherall Maximum Security in West London: just report to the gate. Can you imagine? They put a respectable businessman like Mr Garcia in a place for terrorists and common criminals. No wonder the international business community prefer to do their work in other countries.’

‘Save it Foster, you’re not on TV now.’

The lawyer gave him a wary eye. ‘You’re a very confident young man aren’t you? You do understand the risks you’re running here?’

‘Sure. I just don’t care.’

‘Very well. I don’t think we need to see each other again’

‘Actually we do. I need you to look after something for me.’

Mac unzipped his hoodie. Foster looked down with horror at the sight of John Mac who was sound asleep inside the padded jacket, nestled on his father’s chest. ‘You want me to look after a baby? Are you mad? I’m a lawyer not a child-minder.’ He quickly looked around. ‘Small people aren’t permitted in here.’

‘I know what you are Mr Foster. Either you make arrangements to look after him or I’ll have to take the kid to see Garcia with me. Do you want to get your client off or not?’ Foster said nothing. ‘It’ll only be for a couple of days max. You must have facilities for this sort of thing. In fact I’m sure you have.’

‘Whose baby is it?’

‘Mine. It’s all legit. Just make sure he’s well looked after.’

Foster sighed, ‘You’re full of surprises young man . . .’

He pulled a phone out of his jacket pocket and made a call, ‘Sarah? I need you to meet me at my club. Bring a baby carrier with you . . . Just purchase one on the way.’

Mac finished his drink, kissed his son on the forehead and handed him over to a clearly embarrassed Foster. He stubbed out the Havana and put it in his pocket for later. As he got up to go, Foster warned him, ‘Let me remind you that Mr Garcia is not a man to be trifled with.’

Mac leaned over and whispered, ‘Neither am I. If I don’t get my son back in one piece as delivered . . .’ He didn’t need to finish his menacing sentence.

 

Mac listened to the car radio as he drove to the prison. There was nothing on the news about any abduction of a child from a hospital. But then why would there be? As soon as Phil Delaney heard that John Mac was gone, he would have a prime suspect. There was no call from his boss either. No, Phil knew that would be a waste of time. The best way to get Mac was to send out cars looking for him.

It was only when Mac arrived as the bogus solicitor at the heavy oak front gates of Wetherall Prison that he realised Foster had been right. He was running a terrible risk. He’d been to prisons many times for professional reasons but never to blag his way in. And he knew prisons were a lot more careful with security than most. Their own security depended on it.

He was ushered into the office at reception where an officer asked his name. Mac realised he hadn’t checked his fake ID card and so didn’t know what his name was supposed to be. He pulled out the card, ‘I’m here on behalf of Stephen Foster to see Mr Garcia. I’ve got an appointment.’

The officer examined the card carefully. Then he went out back to check his visitor’s credentials. He was gone a long time – far too long. When he returned it was with a more senior colleague, ‘I’m terribly sorry sir but I’m afraid we’ve some questions we’d like to ask you.’

The two men looked and sounded less like prison officers and more like detectives with a suspect. Mac looked backwards at the main gate. But it was too late for that now. He smiled at the two officers and waved his empty briefcase at them in an effort to prove he was a real solicitor.

‘Of course. What seems to be the problem?’

‘We’ve checked with the legal agency and they say you left their employ last month.’

At least Foster had taken the trouble to find the name of a real solicitor. ‘No, I handed in my notice with them last month. They’re obviously confused.’

‘If you work freelance for an agency sir, surely you don’t have a ‘notice’?’

‘They ask you to commit to them for three months at a time. I notified them last month that I wouldn’t be renewing.’ The two officers looked unconvinced. So Mac went for broke, ‘You know Stephen Foster don’t you?’

‘Of course sir, everyone knows Mr Foster.’

‘Call him then. He’ll put your minds at rest.’

One of two men disappeared again while the other kept Mac under observation. Foster had warned him at the club that he would not acknowledge any connection if there was any trouble. But Mac was betting that he would: the dodgy brief had too much to lose. And if anyone knew how to get a client out of difficulties with the authorities, it was Foster. When the prison officer returned he was grinning. As he escorted Mac into the prison he whispered, ‘You should have explained the situation to us sir. We’d have understood.’

‘Mr Foster explains these things so much better than I do.’

‘Of course.’

Mac made a mental note to find out what Foster had said, once he knew his son was safe for good. It was obviously a trick he might be able to use himself later. The officer thoroughly searched him inside a secure area near reception. Next was an X-ray machine. Then he was led into the legal suite where prisoners were allowed to consult with their lawyers. Garcia was already there.





Eight

Prison had changed Garcia. When he was arrested he’d looked like a jovial uncle who had been the victim of a cruel practical joke. When Mac set eyes on him, he looked like a caged animal with a grudge, a sharp set of claws and a grey tone on his olive skin.

Garcia got straight down to business when Mac took a seat opposite him. ‘Mr Foster tells me you have a proposal to put to me?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Do you mind telling me what your interest in this matter is?’

‘I’m the father of the baby you were hiding.’ Garcia didn’t react to his news. ‘I intend to keep him safe and sound and that means I need to know what his mother is up to. I’ve got a strong suspicion that she’ll be turning up here soon, looking to get him back. And I’m going to stop her doing that.’

Garcia shrugged his shoulders. ‘A baby should be with its mother.’

Mac leaned across the table. ‘I didn’t come here for a lecture on parenting the Garcia way. I want to know why you had my son and where his mother is.’

The prisoner nodded and said calmly. ‘You’re a police officer aren’t you?’

Mac reddened slightly. ‘No, I’m not.’

Garcia smiled. ‘I think you are. I find police interrogation techniques are the same all over the world.’ His smile became a malicious grin. ‘Although I’ll admit I’m cheating a little. I know you’re a policeman – Mr Foster told me. John MacDonagh isn’t it? Known to his colleagues as Mac? The man who was led around by the nose by the very persuasive Elena Romanov? You should know Mr Foster has a lot of friends in your police force. I suspect he’s hoping you’ll be one of his new “friends” there – whether you like it or not.’

When Mac said nothing, Garcia continued. ‘Come on Mac. We’re not going to get anywhere unless we’re frank with each other.’

‘OK, you’re right. I’m a cop.’

Garcia seemed pleased. ‘And you can use your position to help?’

‘Not for nothing I can’t. How did you end up with the boy? And where’s his mother?’

Garcia rubbed two fingers together on his right hand, like he was missing the comfort of a cigarette. ‘It’s a complicated story Mac. But basically the child’s mother had a relationship with the company I represent. She owed us a substantial sum of money, which she was reluctant to pay. As a result, senior managers in my company decided that holding her son as security might encourage her to settle her debt, together of course with a commission for late payment. Some gentlemen were hired to go and collect the security from the mother’s home in California. The woman wasn’t at home but as you can imagine her property was well guarded and as a result I’m afraid some of our men and some of hers unfortunately lost their lives . . . There’s no need to look like that Mac – the baby was completely unharmed.’

Just thinking of his son being kidnapped and possibly witnessing violence at such a young age made Mac shiver. Didn’t psychiatrists say that no matter how young or old a child was, those were the type of things they remembered?

‘As you can imagine,’ the money launderer continued, ‘the deaths meant that each side in this dispute were no longer inclined to reach a compromise. And of course, you know how mothers are with their children. Elena was determined to get her son back. As you will know also, this mother is a woman of considerable resources. My company decided that in the circumstances, it might be a good idea to get the boy out of the United States to a place where our opponent would have more difficulty finding him. As I had business in London, I was asked to look after him after he was brought to the UK on a false passport. So I hired a nanny and had some adaptations made to the house I was renting and took charge of the young man.’ Garcia smiled, showcasing two crooked side teeth. ‘Charming child.’

Mac took the information in. If Garcia was telling the truth that would explain how John Mac came to be in London. But it left one important question. ‘And Elena Romanov, where is she now?’

‘Is that her real name?’ Mac just stared the other man down. ‘The answer to your question is that I don’t know. But the obvious answer would be back in the US, hunting for the boy. However, one of the tactics that Ms Romanov has employed to great effect in the past is to give information to law enforcement in the USA that they can use to arrest her enemies. In return they pass information back to her. I’m sure you’ll agree that’s unprofessional behaviour, but there’s no doubt that it’s effective. I’m afraid it wouldn’t surprise me if one of her friends in the FBI had already tipped her off that the boy was now in the custody of the British authorities. Nor would it surprise me to discover that she was already in London under a false name looking for him.’

Mac nodded; he’d already come to that conclusion himself. ‘Have you heard of an FBI agent called Tom Bracken?’

Garcia smiled as if an old friend had been mentioned. ‘Ah yes, Mr Bracken—’

‘Do you think he would tip Elena off that the baby was in London?’

Garcia’s fingers started rubbing together again. ‘He’s a very unscrupulous individual. I’m afraid that wouldn’t surprise me in the least. Although, of course, Ms Romanov would have to help him catch someone in return – which no doubt she would be delighted to do.’

The two men sat in silence. Mac studied the prisoner carefully as he’d done so many times in the past. Garcia had every reason to lie but the story about Elena rang true. It also explained why John Mac would be in London. In the minutes that followed, Mac devised a plan. He also noticed that Garcia seemed very pleased with himself, which pissed the hell out of him. ‘OK Mr Garcia, that’s all I need to know. If I require any more information, I’ll be in touch.’

‘Delighted to help you my friend and I’m sure you’ll help me in due course.’

Mac rose from his chair but then sank back down again. Something wasn’t right.

‘You seem very confident that I’ll be able to help you.’

Garcia had his malicious grin on again. ‘Yes, I’m very confident about that.’

When Mac got back to his car, he was in a panic about John Mac’s safety. With his suspicions about Elena confirmed, he decided to check straight away that his son was safely hidden. He rang Stephen Foster who was happy to put his mind at rest. ‘Yes, of course I’ve ensured the child is safely tucked away. A colleague of mine has taken the baby to his place in the country. He’s perfectly secure.’

Mac leaned back in his seat with relief. ‘You’d better give me the guy’s contact details so I can check my boy’s OK.’

Foster was dismissive. ‘There’s no need for that. In fact, it’s better that you don’t know. It will be more secure that way.’

Mac was alarmed. ‘I want to know where my son is.’

‘And you will, you will. And then you’ll be happily reunited with your child . . .’ There was a long pause before Foster added with menace, ‘As soon as Mr Garcia is released from custody.’

Mac reeled with horror. He’d recovered the son he thought he’d never see, only to lose him again through his own stupidity.





Nine

When Mac got home from the prison, he found his front door had been professionally battered in and left hanging open. Still in shock from his phone call with Foster, he walked through the hallway to find his property had been completely ransacked. Files, papers, ornaments and furniture were left scattered around. Doors on cupboards and sideboards swung wide and his home computer was gone. Then Mac noticed that on an armchair that had come to rest at an angle to the wall, a solitary figure was sitting, smoking a cigarette.

‘I was hoping you’d make an appearance.’

Phil Delaney.

Mac looked around at the ruins and then back at Phil. ‘Why wouldn’t I come back to my own home?’

Phil’s voice was laced with sarcasm. ‘Well, I don’t know if you’ve heard – your son has been kidnapped from hospital.’

Mac didn’t need to play the role of a father whose son had just been stolen away. He was a father whose son had just been stolen away. ‘I know. I was at the hospital earlier. I can’t believe you allowed that to happen. I thought he was supposed to be under guard.’

Phil ignored the slight. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t call in when you found out?’

‘I was in shock. I’m still in shock. What’s happened to my home?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry about that but you know the drill. When a crime is committed against a member of a family, other family members are usually in the frame. Your son’s been kidnapped so I’m afraid we have to treat you as a possible suspect. I brought a team around to search for any evidence that you are connected to the crime.’

Mac picked up a fallen photo. A great photo of his other son Stevie a year before he’d died. He placed it back gently on the mantelpiece. ‘Yes, I understand that . . .’ Then he added with sarcasm of his own, ‘And did you find any evidence?’

His boss didn’t answer. He stubbed out his cigarette and got up out of the armchair. He looked around at the wreckage of Mac’s life. ‘I’ll get someone round to secure the front door.’

Mac realised that his superior’s people must still be trawling through the hospital’s security footage. Phil began to walk out of the flat but as he did so, he turned, walked over to Mac and put his arm around his shoulder. There was nothing supportive about his gesture.

He whispered, ‘Don’t come back to the office until this business is sorted out.’

‘I’ve done nothing wrong sir.’ Mac had only called Phil sir on a few occasions. Times when the tension between them was like a line marking the hierarchy of their different ranks. ‘You know what the police therapist put in my notes: if I don’t work – even glued to a desk job – that could trigger my PTSD again. You wouldn’t want that would you?’

Phil squeezed Mac’s shoulder. ‘I’m warning you now, if I find out you had anything to do with the abduction of that child, you won’t be wearing a badge anymore.’

 

The following morning when Mac arrived at work, he checked the time: 9.00 a.m. London time, 1.00 in the early hours LA time. Meanwhile, Phil Delaney ignored him. When Mac went to visit his office, Shazia told him that their boss would be unavailable all day as he was busy organising the investigation into the hospital kidnapping. Although she did add pointedly, ‘I believe he may want to interview you about that when he’s got all the facts together . . .’

Mac checked his watch again: 1.10 a.m. in Los Angeles.

He left the office and took five hundred pounds out of two ATMs. Then he caught a cab to a scrapyard in South London and asked one of the workers there if he could speak to his boss. The guy went away and then came back to say he couldn’t, the boss was busy. Mac told him to go back and tell him John ‘Mac’ MacDonagh wanted to see him. The man did as he was told and, on returning, escorted Mac up a flight of metal stairs to a makeshift office that overlooked the scattered pipes, sheet metal and broken cars that littered the yard below. Behind the desk was a tattooed heavy in a baseball cap. He looked warily at Mac when he came in and then checked behind to see if anyone was accompanying him. When he saw that there wasn’t, he offered him a seat and a cuppa, which Mac accepted but didn’t drink.

There was a brief silence before the guy said, ‘Well, Mr MacDonagh, long time, no see.’

‘How long did you end up serving?’

Jimmy shrugged his shoulders. ‘You know, the standard five for possession of a firearm. I was a good boy so I only did half the sentence and then they knocked another couple of months off because the prison was overcrowded.’ He shrugged his shoulders a second time. ‘Can’t complain.’

‘Well, I’m sorry about that.’

‘Sorry? Why? I used to sell firearms and you catch people who sell firearms. That’s the deal ain’t it? I’m not complaining. People in my line of work know how it works. You were only doing your job as I was doing mine.’ Then he hastily added, ‘Although I’ve left all that behind now. The only hard metal I deal in now is in the yard below.’

Mac looked around the office. It was covered in calendars that featured topless models. Whatever his other problems, it was clear Jimmy always knew what the date was. ‘That’s a shame.’

The other man’s left eye twitched. ‘Oh yeah – why’s that then?’

‘Because I need to buy some hard wear and I want you to sell me one.’

Jimmy looked baffled for a moment before he burst out laughing. ‘Bollocks Mr MacDonagh, don’t tell me your arrest rate is so low, you need to entrap unfortunate ex-offenders like me. I might end up feeling sorry for you.’

‘I’m serious. I need a piece.’

‘No-can-do Mister M. You know how it is.’

‘Five hundred quid. And I need it today.’

Mac took the money out of his pocket and put it on the desk. Jimmy picked it up and examined it. ‘You won’t get much for that.’

‘Why don’t you give me a discount for old time’s sake?’

Jimmy shrugged. ‘Maybe I will.’

‘We can trust each other here, can we?’

Jimmy smiled. ‘I can see you’re in trouble Mister M. I recognise the look of a man who’s been backed into a corner and needs something special in a hurry. I’ve seen it often enough. And if you needed it for police work, you’d book one out at the station wouldn’t you? Go for a coffee somewhere. In a couple of hours, I’ll text you a location. You can pick it up there.’

Mac went for a coffee in a working caff in a nearby street. He wasn’t sure why he’d chosen the place but it seemed familiar. He took his coffee from the waitress and then left it to go cold in front of him. The only surprise about the abduction of his own son was that he hadn’t been arrested already. He was sure he would be all over the security footage in the hospital and that someone would recognise him from the shots. But then he’d admitted being at the hospital in the afternoon. Plus he’d wrapped John Mac securely in his hoodie already bulked up by its natural padding. Perhaps Phil was having trouble getting the timings right. They’d been careless not impounding his car and checking for the baby’s DNA. But then he’d already got rid of the baby carrier and he was sure little John Mac hadn’t left any trace on the seats. Perhaps he would get away with it.

Mac roamed over the other evidence, back and forth. He tried to put himself in Elena’s high-heeled shoes. What would her next move be? She was in London, he was sure of that. He wondered if she’d have back-up in town to recover the boy? Of course she would. Murky people like her could always afford to pay for local guns for hire. Firstly, she’d have find out where her son was. Then she’d have to devise a plan to get her hands on him, before finally getting him out of the country. If the baby was still in the hospital, she would have had no problem. But now the situation was more complicated. Even he didn’t know where John Mac was. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad thing that Foster had kidnapped his son in turn. The creepy lawyer might be as twisted as a python around a tree trunk but he knew how not to get caught.

His phone pinged. Mac looked at his watch and realised that he’d been brooding for two hours. A simple message from Jimmy: The café where you picked me up. 15 minutes.

That’s when Mac remembered why the place he was sitting in seemed so familiar. It was in this café – or one very much like it – that Mac had arrested Jimmy the gun dealer and a couple of his associates five years or so previously. Or was it somewhere else? Ten minutes later, a council worker came through the door, took a seat and looked over the menu. He ordered the all-day ‘big breakfast’ and then asked the waitress where the toilets were. On his way past, he reached into his pocket and produced a green supermarket bag, which he placed on the seat next to Mac. It was done so seamlessly that it was a few seconds before he realised what had happened. When the man returned to begin tucking into his breakfast, Mac studied him. The guy was familiar too but the new owner of an illegal firearm couldn’t place him.

Picking up the green bag, Mac went to the toilet and locked the door. He looked inside his bag to find what he’d got for his five hundred pounds. Hidden in a shoe box was a Beretta automatic and twenty rounds of ammunition. The pistol was old but had been well cared for. His only concern was that the amount of ammo might not be enough if he was going up against Elena Romanov.

On the way out, Mac finally recognised the courier who had brought him the gun. It was one of the other men he’d arrested in the café with Jimmy the scrap metal merchant. That meant two convicted criminals would be able to implicate him in the illegal purchase of a pistol if they chose to do so.

But Mac didn’t care. He didn’t even care when he returned to work and was arrested by Phil Delaney.





Ten

‘I’m surprised you came back,’ his superior officer told him. ‘I thought you’d have gone to ground by now Mac. I’ve got officers on the road looking for you, so I suppose I should be grateful you’ve decided to put in an appearance at the office.’ Phil Delaney did indeed seem relieved that Mac had saved him the trouble of continuing a hunt. In fact, Mac had a very good reason for returning to work but he wasn’t telling his boss what it was.

When he didn’t respond Phil continued. ‘Do you know what this is?’

On his desk was a length of rope. When Mac kept his silence, Delaney picked it up. ‘You should do. You used it yesterday in an attempt to gain access to my office from the floor above. We found traces of DNA on it – hair and whatnot. It’s your DNA – matched with the samples left on the system from the last time you tried to make a fool of us. Do you have any comment to make on that?’

Mac looked behind him to where two burly officers stood. Phil had stationed them there for the interview to which he’d summoned his subordinate when he’d returned from South London. ‘Yeah. I was trying to get into your office to find out what you had on my son and his mother, but I didn’t make it – so arrest me.’

Phil seemed satisfied. ‘I can’t be bothered to look up which particular rules you’ve broken but you’ll understand I have to suspend you with immediate effect.’

‘Fair enough, I’ll clear my desk . . .’

Delaney gestured to the guards who took a shoulder each and pushed their prisoner back into his chair. ‘We’re not finished yet . . .’

Phil Delaney read him his rights:

‘You do not have to say anything. However, it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Mac was astounded. ‘You’ve got to be kidding—’

Phil smartly cut him off. ‘I’ve now got two clear images showing you abducting your son from Mission Hill Hospital yesterday afternoon. Have you got any comment on that?’

‘I was up there. I’ve never denied that. But I didn’t abduct anyone.’ Mac meant it. As far as he was concerned the notion you could abduct your own flesh and blood when he was in danger was absurd.

‘I’m trying to help you here—’

‘Oh piss off with all that “cop interviewing a suspect” crap Phil. I’m in the game, remember?’

Delaney sighed. ‘Very well. You’re under arrest for . . .’

When he’d completed the legal formalities, it seemed that Phil had finished for the afternoon. But he hadn’t. ‘There’s something else I want to talk to you about. I had a phone call from one of our colleagues in South London this afternoon. He tells me that they’ve had information that suggests you illegally purchased a firearm this morning. Have you any comment on that?’

Mac wondered which of the two individuals had informed on him. Jimmy or the ‘council worker’ who’d delivered the gun? He decided it was probably the council worker as Jimmy had seemed genuinely sympathetic. Not that it mattered. By way of explanation he sneered, ‘rubbish.’

‘Where’s your car? Is the gun hidden in it?’

When Mac didn’t reply Phil shook his head. ‘I’ll tell you what I will do, my old friend. If you tell me where the baby is and we pick him up, I might relent and not oppose bail. But I want the gun too of course – you understand?’

‘I don’t know where my son is.’ Mac sounded both forlorn and sincere. He looked at the white-faced clock on the wall: 4.00 p.m. in London and 8.00 a.m. in Los Angeles.

‘OK. Go and sit in the cells. When you’re ready to talk, send me word.’

The two officers took an arm each but Mac pushed them back. He turned to Phil. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something? My phone call? I’m entitled to a phone call.’

Delaney sighed and pushed his phone over to Mac who picked up the receiver. Mac stared balefully over the desk and reminded him, ‘A private phone call . . .’

After some hesitation, Phil took the two guards out of the office. But the three cops didn’t go far. They stood on the other side of the glass partition, arms folded while keeping careful watch on the man inside.

Mac dialled directory enquiries and asked them to find the number and put him through to the FBI office in Los Angeles. It took several minutes to be put through. Precious minutes, as he wanted the call to take as long as possible to give his guy the chance to get to his desk. When he got through to the switchboard he asked to be put through to Agent Tom Bracken. While the phone rang he closed his eyes, desperately hoping that Tom hadn’t been out drinking the night before and was at his desk bright and early. His phone was finally picked up a woman who told him Bracken wasn’t in yet.

‘Can’t you put a callout for him? It’s urgent. Tell him it’s London.’

The woman promised to try. Another few minutes passed. There was a rattle of knuckles on the glass partition. When he looked round, he saw Phil standing outside with his hands in a ‘what gives’ gesture. Mac raised two fingers to indicate he was nearly finished and then turned back to his call. ‘Come on you bastard . . .’

As if summoned by magic, the phone was picked up at the other end and a voice, interrupted by chewing and slurping, wanted to know, ‘Bracken here. Who is this?’

‘This is Phil Delaney’s deputy in London. Strictly off the record Tom and this call never happened. We’ve got information that Elena Romanov is in London looking to recover her kid. We’ve put the boy back at Garcia’s house under guard to keep him safe. But if you hear anything about Romanov’s movements, be sure to let us know . . .’

He put the phone down before Bracken could answer as his prisoner escort came through the door to take him down to the cells. He hoped he’d done enough. As he was taken away, he heard Phil’s voice behind him call out, ‘Where’s the kid Mac? Just give us the kid . . .’

 

It had been his boss who had once told him that the world was divided into two sorts of people. Those who were locked behind closed doors and those who weren’t. Throughout his career, Mac had been locking the doors and now they were locked on him. But he wasn’t as bothered as he might have been. He’d lived locked behind the closed doors of personal grief for years. He sat on his bunk staring at the walls and then he formed a plan. In any other circumstances, he would have sat it out. Might even have welcomed the opportunity to do some jail time. You don’t have to worry behind bars; everything is taken care of for you.

Except for one thing. Prisons don’t take care of your children. You have to do that for yourself. Mac got up and went over to the cell door. He’d seen every conceivable attempt to escape from a cell, from the brutal to the fiendishly clever. His problem was that so had the people on the other side.

But he had seen one attempt by an escape artist work in his early days. It was a question of moving location first. And it meant that the artist had to be strong enough mentally and physically to pull it off without doing himself irreparable damage.

Mac wasn’t sure he was. But he decided he had to try.





Eleven

When a cop came to check on his prisoner a few hours later, he entered the cell to find him curled up in the foetal position in the corner of the cell. He stood over him for a few moments before saying, ‘Not trying to con us Mac into thinking you’ve had a breakdown are you? You should know we’re not stupid.’

When he got no response, the officer grunted and clanged the cell door shut behind him.

Mac remained tightly wound up in his ball. His limbs were already in agony from the stress position he’d adopted and his muscles begged for release. But there was none. He knew to drop his position even for a few moments would be to run the risk of being caught by a prying eye through the peephole and his scheme would be ruined. He kept himself tight. How long he would be able to survive doing this he didn’t know but he figured he would need to last until the morning.

He imagined taking his smiling son for a walk in the park in an effort to stave off the pain that seemed to be creeping over his body like an incoming tide. The mental fatigue would come later. That was what really worried him. Faking a breakdown was the surest way he knew how to produce one. Only the prospect of saving his son would have induced him to do it.

Two hours later the cell door opened and a different officer came in after a change of shift.

‘Are you alright there?’

When he got no answer, the cop went and got a colleague. The two men stood over their curled up prisoner discussing what to do next. One prodded Mac with his foot while the other knelt down and gently shook his shoulders. Then they conferred again in whispers.

‘Shall we call the doc?’

‘Bit late in the evening for that. There’s no duty doctor available so we’ll have to get one from outside. He’s probably just had a bad reaction to being put a cell.’

‘What if he kills himself?’

‘With what? Anyway, he’s not going to kill himself down there, is he?’

There was the sound of footsteps as one of the cops went over to the cell door. ‘Blimey, he’s in the police. It’s John MacDonagh – one of Delaney’s cowboys.’

‘He should know better than to act up like this. We’ll check on him later. He’ll be alright.’

The cell lights went off. A few minutes later they were turned back on again. Then off. Then on, as his guards looked in to see what was happening with their charge. About half an hour later, when it seemed that the officers had got fed up with checking whether he’d killed himself, Mac tried to move his limbs slightly. They were no longer hurting. Only with the greatest of effort could he get any response and he was in so much pain he had to stop. It seemed his body was seizing up. But Mac wasn’t worried about his body. He was worried about his mind. A body could be set right but the mind sometimes couldn’t.

As time drifted by, it seemed to Mac that he was floating in space with clear images of the past and future joining him for the ride. He was ecstatic when he saw Stevie smiling and waving at him. The joy turned to horror when he realised that the boy was in fact John Mac, lying dead, strewn with flowers. A shadowy black figure with deep brown hair fluttered around above him. He couldn’t see her face but he knew who she was. There was silence, followed by extreme noise, joy and pain until he heard another voice, a man’s voice asking, ‘How long has this man been lying here like this?’

There was a pause before another voice offered by way of apology, ‘I dunno. About an hour maybe?’

A stethoscope dangled over his face and then his body turned to fire as his limbs and torso were massaged and then stretched. When he tried to cry out, he found an oxygen mask had been attached to his face and there was only silence belting from his mouth. The following moments were hazy but it seemed suddenly there were a lot of people in his cell. He was gently lifted by three figures in green onto a stretcher and carried out. Two embarrassed men in blue uniforms watched him go.

This was all real.

But the shadowy black figure with brown hair was still fluttering above him. Was she real or not?

 

When Mac awoke the next morning, he opened his eyes to find a doctor standing over him and a police officer sitting by the bed.

The doctor asked, ‘How you feeling?’

‘Good.’

It was a lie. His arms and legs felt as if they’d been mechanically crushed. He was confused and disorientated. But he knew one thing. The witch with floating hair and wings was gone. And he was still sane.

‘Yes. Well, you’ll be fine physically but we’re going to need to ask you a few questions about yourself and how you feel at some stage.’

Mac nodded with approval and then he looked round. The cop next to him was fiddling with a pair of speed cuffs. Probably eager to cuff Mac to the bed so he couldn’t escape. But behind him was a window. A window with no bars on it. So he hadn’t been taken to a secure hospital.

‘I’m prescribing you some sedatives and some pills to help you sleep.’ The doctor didn’t exactly order him to take the tablets but his voice was firm. He went on, ‘Tell me, have you recently been the victim of any kind of emotional or physical trauma?’

Mac explained the circumstances in which he found himself. He had a history of PTSD. He was careful to emphasise the heartache involved in losing one son and the second blow he suffered when his second son was taken away by his mother. But that was only for the child to reappear in London recently, where Mac had been refused custody and only allowed to see his son under supervision. Then his son had been kidnapped again and the police were blaming him.

‘I guess I must have flipped . . .’

So moving was his explanation that he felt his own eyes moistening while the doctor nodded, as if the origins of his patient’s breakdown were now clear. The cop meanwhile was so embarrassed by Mac’s story that he put his handcuffs in his pocket.

The doctor gently chided him. ‘Flipped isn’t a word we like to use Mr MacDonagh. It’s a perfectly natural reaction to the situation in which you find yourself. I’m confident you’ll make a full recovery.’

Mac whimpered. ‘I don’t think so. It’s over for me.’

‘Of course you will. In the meantime, you’ll understand that your superior, Mr Delaney, has insisted that your room has to be locked and you have to be accompanied by a police guard at all times – although I’m not entirely sure where they think you’re going in your condition . . .’ He looked at the cop by the bed with contempt. He in turn looked away with a guilty expression.

The doctor continued, ‘In the meantime, get plenty of rest. A nurse will come and supervise you when your medication is due so you won’t have to remember to do it. I can also promise you that I’ll be writing a letter to your Mr Delaney warning him that putting suspects in a prison cell when they’re in your mental condition is a sure fire way to organise breakdowns and suicides.’

Mac was meek. ‘I appreciate that.’

The doctor administered a number of his pills to Mac before leaving. He greedily swallowed and swilled water to wash them down.

Mac gave a pitiful glance over at the cop who retaliated by protesting, ‘Don’t blame me mate . . .’

Mac closed his eyes and rested.

So far, so good.

He knew full well how boring a gig like the one his guard had been given was. He’d done it himself often enough. Sitting for hours in a van, keeping surveillance on a suspect who might or might not emerge. Sitting for hours in a van waiting for the signal to launch a raid, a signal that might never come. Sitting for hours by a bed waiting for a witness with vital information to awake from a medically induced coma. It was mind-numbing work.

A half hour later, Mac opened his eyes and looked at his guard. ‘Don’t mind me. If you want to surf the net on your phone or read the papers, be my guest. I’m in the game myself; I know what a job like this is like.’

The cop nodded but didn’t take him up on his suggestion. But ten minutes later, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. Ten minutes after that, they began chatting. Then they were laughing and swapping surveillance stories. Mac was careful to keep his voice soft and weak and to occasionally cough. By the time, a nurse appeared, the two men were well on their way to becoming colleagues rather than prisoner and jailer. The nurse gave Mac some more pills and watched while he took them. His request for more pain killers and sedatives was declined but when Mac began to seem on the verge of blubbing, she gave him another couple while making a careful note of what she’d done. On the way out, the nurse asked the guard whether he would like a cup of tea and biscuit. He said yes. A few minutes later, she was back with tea, biscuits and a sandwich.

Mac wasn’t sure whether he should wait until the next time the nurse paid them a visit.

No. If he was going to make his move it had to be now.





Twelve

Mac groaned with pain, hands tightly holding his stomach. The cop looked up in alarm from the sandwich he’d just begun. He jumped up and stood over the bed, unsure what to do next.

‘Get me a nurse . . . please . . . I’m on fire.’ When his new friend began hunting for the red button to summon help, Mac cried louder. ‘Jeee-suus. Get a doctor, I’m dying . . .’

In a panic, the cop ran to the door, unlocked it with his key and dashed down the ward shouting for a nurse.

Mac moved quickly. Under his tongue were all the pills he’d been given and he’d used his teeth to break them into piece. He reached across for his guard’s tea and spat the various pieces into the mug. It was about a dozen pills in all – pain killers, sedatives and various others that he assumed were to control his behaviour. The pain in his limbs made him groan for real as he tried to stir the drink with a finger.

Then he lay back down and waited the brief period before two nurses and the anxious cop burst back into the room. Mac lay steady while his pulse and heartbeat were checked. His brow was mopped and a conversation took place between the nurses. When one leaned over the bed and asked him how he was doing, Mac confessed he’d woken to find someone in the room with him and he suspected the man was going to kill him.

The officer leaned over the bed. ‘That was me mate . . .’

One of the nurses smiled at his attempt to be of assistance and pointed him to his seat. The atmosphere was calmer now and there was another whispered conversation between the nurses, a squeeze of the arm for Mac and assurance that he was OK. The nurses left, one indicating with a finger to her lips that the guard should be silent.

When they were gone the guard locked the door and sat down again, studying his disturbed charge closely. He in turn was being watched with half an eye. Mac could hear his own internal and silent voice.

Don’t watch me. I’m fine. Drink your tea, you idiot.

Mac couldn’t be sure what cocktail of drugs he’d actually laced the mug with. But he was confident that if he wasn’t going to die from it, neither was the other guy. But would the pills be enough to render the man in the chair incapable of stopping him escaping?

‘I’m alright,’ Mac said weakly. ‘Do me a favour. Tuck into your sandwich. Drink your tea.’

His guard started nibbling on his sandwich and drinking his tea. There was a look of slight disgust on the man’s face as he slurped away but it was difficult to tell whether it had become cold or there was a chemical tang left by the cocktail of drugs. The cop raised his mug to prove that he’d drunk its contents almost as if he was Mac’s accomplice. It had been a lot pills and it had to have some effect. Didn’t it?

For fifteen minutes though, it didn’t. Instead it seemed to make the officer more animated rather than less. The cop looked over to see if Mac was awake. When he saw that he was, he asked, ‘Do you mind if I open the window? It’s a bit stuffy in here isn’t it?’

It was working.

Mac shivered. ‘I’m freezing mate. It will be a real shit if I ended up with pneumonia.’

There was a sigh, which was followed at regular intervals by other sighs and draws of breath. Inwardly, Mac was begging him – Fall off your chair you bastard. I’ve gotta get out of here.

But the officer remained rooted straight in the chair. Mac squeezed his eyes tight and wished he hadn’t. More disturbing images came – less defined than the ones he had suffered the night before when he’d fixed himself in a stress position. Children’s laughter. Gunfire. More laughter, followed by the eerie disembodied voice of Tom Bracken asking what kind of outfit Phil Delaney was running over there. And, all the time, the black shadowed bitch with the hair fluttered above his head. Followed by John Mac with an adult American accent asking him, What kind of an outfit are you running Daddy? And the constant flutter of the black figure above his head. He couldn’t see her face. But he knew who she was.

Mac snapped his eyes open with a start and looked over at his guard. The man looked pale, his body unnaturally strained straight. A sheen of sweat glistened against his forehead and nose.

‘Are you alright?’

The cop didn’t even look at Mac as he answered, ‘Yeah. I—’

His head flopped forward and it started swaying gently. Mac climbed out of bed before falling backwards as every muscle in his limbs and back begged for relief. Gasping, he used his hands to massage his arms and legs. Like an old man, he made another effort, struggling over to where his victim was motionless in his chair, coaxing in a hypnotic tone, ‘You need to get into bed.’

‘What?’ came the mumbled reply, but the guard didn’t lift his head.

Mac draped the half-conscious man’s arms over his shoulders, inhaled deeply, then on the out breath he pulled. The dead weight made his back instantly hurt. But Mac ignored the pain and kept pulling, pulling, pulling.

They reached the bed. He let the officer collapse back. It had been some serious chemical cosh he’d been prescribed. Urgently Mac peeled his uniform off – jacket, shirt, trousers and shoes and climbed into it. The size didn’t really fit but the policeman’s cap he put on looked right. It took nearly five minutes to lace up the shoes and find the room’s key in the pockets. On the uniform he also found standard issue telescopic baton and stun gun. He moved, stumbled and hit the door with his face as he tried to open it and escape. Stunned for a few seconds, he saw John Mac’s face again – sweet baby fat and all smiling. His fury at losing his son to his own stupidity engulfed him. Fuelled by anger he reopened his eyes and pressed the key into the lock. Click.

He pulled the door open. Peered outside.

The room was at the end of a ward that seemed ordinary, with patients and staff moving around. He realised he had no idea what the time was and he’d forgotten to steal the officer’s watch. But it seemed to be the morning. Struck by guilt, he went back into the room and took out the notebook in the pocket of his new jacket and wrote two messages:

 

The guy on the bed has ingested whatever medicines were prescribed for John MacDonagh. Sort him out.

 

Second message:

 

FAO Phil Delaney. Don’t blame the guard. I spat my drugs into his tea and he drank it without realising. I haven’t had a breakdown and I haven’t got my son. Sorry about this Phil but you’ll understand my boy’s welfare is at stake and I have to do something about it.

 

He propped the notes on the bedside table and finally left the room. Walked down the corridor with his head slightly bowed.

 

An anonymous phone call to the ward alerted medical staff to the fact that a man was in need of urgent medical attention in the room that had been assigned to John MacDonagh.

The note for Phil Delaney was handed to him later in a meeting where he was discussing progress on the hunt for the missing baby. He read it twice, sighed and whispered to no one in particular, ‘I taught you too well Mac.’





Thirteen

Mac’s car was parked a half mile away from the Research Unit office in a side street, his new gun hidden in the crevice of the spare tyre. Instead of setting off he was overwhelmed with a desire to stretch out on the back seat and take a nap. He shoved the feeling off and got down to business. Via backstreets and quiet roads, he drove to within a half mile of the house that had been Garcia’s home in London before his arrest. While the stolen uniform he wore would reassure the neighbours and passers-by, it would attract the attention of any police left to keep an eye on the house. He decided a marked car he could deal with. Surveillance cameras on the other hand might be a problem. He put the Beretta into his jacket and set off on foot.

The ache in his muscles became manageable as he strode down the street, swinging his arms and rolling his neck, hoping to look like a bored cop doing his exercises while patrolling the street. He walked past Garcia’s house, catching furtive glances as he went by. It seemed grander than it appeared in the computer feed he’d half-watched a few days earlier. The only feature that distinguished it from neighbouring properties was the boarded-up front door and the remains of police tape hanging on the gate.

Mac continued to the end of the street. No guard on the house. No obvious surveillance. But, he decided, why would there be? The site of the arrest was already old news and his colleagues had better things to do. He walked round the block and back down the street, keeping his eyes open and then did a sharp right up the path to Garcia’s door. Pinned to it was a notice, which advised any official who had business to get in touch via a police phone number.

The boarding up was well done but Mac knew it would be no trouble to take down. He levered the boards off with the baton and inspected the damage behind. There was a lot of splintered wood and shattered stained glass where Phil’s team had crashed their way in. The locks were broken, the hinges hanging on for dear life and a gentle tap with the foot was enough to open it. Inside the house everything was in chaos from the raid. Mac manoeuvred a chair that was dumped in the hall up against the busted front door. He knew it wouldn’t keep anyone out for long.

But he didn’t want to keep anyone out. He just wanted advance warning that they were coming in. He also knew his adversary. She never came in through any front door. She was too clever for that. Because he knew Elena was coming to this house. She wouldn’t come straight away. She’d get everything ready down to the last detail first. But he knew she would come.

He searched the house and lingered for a while in the room that had served as his son’s nursery. He collected some of the boy’s toys that were on the floor and put them in a plastic bag, which he left in the hall, determined to take them with him when he left. And he would be leaving this place. Mac didn’t care about himself but he was also determined to stay alive. Strangers wouldn’t be bringing up his boy.

And neither would she.

He began to prepare the house to defend it against attack. He checked where the junction box was so he could throw the electricity if necessary. He took out light bulbs from strategic points in various rooms so he would be in darkness and she would be in light. He barricaded some windows to cut down the number of entry points and then created obstacles to channel the enemy in certain directions during a fight. He inspected access to the panelled secret room where the nanny had hidden with John Mac, in case he too needed to hide. Then he collected various items that would make a noise if knocked and placed them behind doors so he would know where she was in the house. He walked up the stairs and along the landing, checking for creaking floorboards so he knew where not to tread. He prepared everything like a military operation. When it was over, he prowled the house, checking and rechecking everything. He cleaned his gun and made sure it was fully loaded.

When it was over, he drew the curtains in the front room, leaving a small gap so he could see the front path. She would check the door first before deciding where to break in. Mac had removed all the lighting in the front room so it would be in complete darkness. All except for one lamp that was positioned by him that he could switch on and illuminate the room. He sat on a sofa that was turned towards the window. Everything was ready.

Occasionally, a car came down the quiet road and then passed by. From time to time, one would slow down and Mac would peer through the window to see what was happening. Sometimes one vehicle would pull up and doors would slam before the neighbours hurried into their homes, casting sideways glances at ‘that house’ and hoping ‘that business’ was all over.

Perhaps it was because he had prepared everything so well and was so pleased with his work that Mac made one bad mistake. In a long period when nothing seemed to move on the street, he rested his head against the back of the sofa. He fell into a twilight sleep. The dreams began again but he was conscious enough to understand that he was dreaming. When John Mac appeared telling him in an adult voice to be careful, the dreamer promised him that he was going to be careful. Then he told him to go away, he wasn’t real. Ghostly figures came to watch over him – DI Rio Wray and Calum Burns. Even Phil Delaney. He was swallowed up in blackness and silence. Then the black figure with brown hair appeared fluttering around his head.

He woke with a start.

That’s when Mac realised that a figure clothed in black was indeed fluttering around the front room, trying to flick the light on and off before disappearing out of the room.





Fourteen

Mac slammed to his feet, pulled out the Beretta. His breath lunged in and out of his chest in a high-energy rhythm. He was disorientated by the dark. Night had fallen while he’d slept. Then he heard a clatter. Tins that he’d arranged by the kitchen door had been knocked over when it was opened. He levelled the gun up. Edged towards the hallway. Froze. Then darted out into it. The front door was open. The armchair he’d used to block it pushed back. Elena had come in the simple way. He turned his gun towards the kitchen and advanced. There was no noise at all now. The only light came from the streetlamps outside.

When he reached the kitchen he peered around the door, gun in hand looking for any sign of movement. There was none. He walked over to where he’d placed a lamp on the draining board and switched it on. The kitchen transformed into soft yellow light.

He heard another bang as one of his noise traps upstairs was set off. He flicked the lamp off, gazed upwards, eased slowly out into the hallway until he reached the bottom of the stairs. He began climbing, carefully avoiding the steps that creaked until he reached the landing. In one of the bedrooms the narrow light of a torch moved around. On the front of his feet, once again deftly avoiding any creaking floorboards, Mac headed cautiously for the room. When he reached the door he saw the back of a shadowy figure in the half-light ferreting through drawers.

He levelled his gun and quietly ordered, ‘Hands high in the air.’ The figure froze. ‘It’s over for you this time.’

She seemed smaller, slimmer than he remembered. Dressed in black tracksuit bottoms, a hoodie top and trainers, her look seemed rather amateur for an international criminal.

‘I said, put your hands up.’

The hooded figure turned their head slowly. Jumped when their gaze found Mac’s gun.

‘Hey, hey – come on, chill out man. I mean come on – I’m not doing anyone any harm. Do you want the stuff back? Have the stuff back. Look, I’ll prove it . . .’

This was no woman.

‘Shine the torch into your face,’ Mac commanded.

The man didn’t hesitate. A youth. Late teens to early twenties. Pasty, spotted complexion and feral blue eyes. Terrified enough to pee his pants.

One-handed he started chucking bits and pieces from his pockets onto the floor as he spoke. ‘I thought the house was abandoned. Put the boom stick away—’

‘Are you on your own? Or have you brought someone with you?’

‘My mate’s outside the front keeping watch. We’re just doing a bit of residential . . . ain’t out to hurt anyone . . .’

‘Shit,’ Mac cut in violently.

What was he thinking of? He had no evidence that Elena was even in London. No evidence that Agent Tom Bracken had told Elena that her baby was being kept at Garcia’s house as part of their sweetheart deal to help each other out. And no evidence that Elena would be coming tonight or any other night to recover the child.

On the hallway below, there was a shout, a hissing noise and a bang.

‘That’s my mate,’ the youth said tentatively. ‘Shall I go and get him and tell him?’

Mac sighed, a wave of defeat descending on him. ‘Get the fuck out of here.’

The youth shook with nervous laughter. ‘Yeah, sure.’ He pointed at the stolen items that he’d dumped on the bed, ‘It’s all there; I haven’t taken anything. I promise.’

Mac said nothing. The youth lowered his hands and began to sidle towards the bedroom door. He rushed past Mac into the landing. There was a creaking on the stairs signalling the burglar’s accomplice coming upstairs. Only when the burglar started walking rapidly backwards through the door with his hands raised again, did Mac realised something was up.

The youth stuttered, ‘Your friend here said it was OK for me to go. So I’ll be off.’

Pop. Pop.

Two shots were fired in quick succession. The youth rocked backwards, his forehead shattered like broken stonework by the first; a large red hole punched through the chest of his jacket by the second. He was long dead by the time he slumped on the eiderdown.

A black clad figure appeared in the bedroom doorway. A high-end deluxe Glock with a silencer was aimed at his head. Mac had no time to raise his own weapon.





Fifteen

Mac stared at the killer, not the gun. Dressed from head to foot in black, wearing a ski mask, he looked like an elite anti-terrorist officer or one of the terrorists such a cop might be chasing. In the brown eyes surrounded by black was surprise, followed by curiosity and even some amusement. With the other hand, the guy pulled off the ski mask. Dyed, strawberry blonde curls tumbled out.

Elena.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ She spoke with an American accent mixed with her native Russian.

He didn’t answer her straight away, just kept his gaze pinned on her face as if he were looking for something. A tightness perhaps, a strain, a gathering of new lines that told of a life that was much harsher, harder, than the last time he’d seen her. But he found none. Motherhood had increased that easy grace she wore, especially in the tilt and slant of her chin.

Mac finally spoke. ‘No kiss for me Elena?’

‘Where’s my son?’

‘You’ll never have those dirty, bloody hands of yours on him again. I’m here because I knew you’d come here looking for our son. He’s not here and I’m going to stop you getting him.’

Glock still pointed at him, Elena walked towards Mac. She took her time. Slow, easy steps that made her hips and shoulders move in an almost hypnotic motion. Her intense body heat touched him before she stopped in front of him. Elena placed the nozzle of the silencer with deadly intent against the side of his head, leaned forward and placed her lips against his. Mac didn’t move. Her tongue touched the place where his lips met. He refused to open. She ran her tongue across his bottom lip, then across the top one.

Elena stepped back and laughed. ‘You know how I feel about blood staying with blood. Get on your feet.’

‘I won’t hesitate to kill you if you do anything stupid,’ she told him as they made their way down the stairs.

When they reached the bottom Mac stepped over the body of the burglar’s accomplice that lay still in a pool of blood.

‘Why did you have to kill him? Why did you have to kill the kid upstairs?’

Elena looked at the body with little emotion. ‘He was outside keeping watch. When I put the gun in his face he admitted what he was here for and I haven’t got time to take prisoners or feel sorry for people. I want my son.’

They walked into the kitchen.

‘Garcia lived here, did he?’ she asked. She got no answer. ‘That must mean there’s some nice Latin American coffee in the cupboards. Why don’t you make us a pot?’

He did what was asked of him. As he put the electric kettle on he said, ‘You never really loved me did you?’

‘Oh please – I haven’t come here for relationship counselling.’

He remained silent as he put the coffee in two mugs. Remembered she took no sugar and only a drop of milk. Picked up the kettle with his hand turned downwards . . .

‘Don’t do it Mac. My bullet will take you out before the boiling water gets anywhere near me.’

He knew she was right. Reversed his hand. Poured the water into the cups. Picked up a steaming mug and held it out to her. She didn’t move to take it.

‘Where’s my son, Mac?’

Not taking his eyes off her he eased his hand back and put the cup down. ‘Go on. Pull the trigger. You’ll never see the boy again,’ he bated her.

‘I’ve got a carload of hired hands out on the street. They’re the best available in this city. Don’t make me bring them in here and force you to tell me where he is. Beside the obvious, like a knife, a kitchen has so many things that can make you squeal until you wished you’d never been born.’

Mac cynically twisted his mouth. ‘I don’t know where he is. I gave him to someone to look after. I can get him back but I want something in return.’

‘I’ve got money. How much do you want?’

Mac spat on the floor as a gesture of contempt. ‘I don’t want your blood money. You give me an explanation and then we can talk business.’

Elena pulled her mobile out. ‘Let me give the hired help a call. We’ll see how you feel after a session with some cling film and water.’ But when she saw the look on his face, she hesitated before putting the phone back in her jacket. She shrugged her shoulders. ‘OK – what do you want to know?’

‘I know why you set me up the last time, but what’s your excuse this time?’

Elena’s face paled slightly. ‘I don’t what you’re talking about.’

‘Don’t you? You don’t think I knew what the plan was? How you told your friend Agent Tom Bracken that Garcia was in London? How the police here would be put up to catching him, and that when the baby was recovered the police would quickly ID the baby as my son? I suppose then it was just a question of flying to London, tracking me down and taking the boy? Because finding the baby with me was always going to be easier than finding him with Garcia wasn’t it? Then I suppose it was just a question of gunning me down and running back to the US with the boy?’ When she didn’t answer, he looked at her with smug satisfaction and whispered, ‘How stupid do you think I am?’

Then she did something he wasn’t expecting – she lowered the gun. ‘You’re nearly right. I was going to track you down and I expected you to have the baby. But I wasn’t going to shoot you. I was going to offer you a deal – that we draw a line under the past. I was going to suggest we go to Europe and bring our son up together. That’s how it was going to end.’

‘You’re lying.’

‘Me, you and John Mac. A family.’ Elena’s voice softened. ‘I know how much you miss having a family.’





Sixteen

She was right; he missed having a family. Once upon a time he was a family man like any other ordinary bloke. He’d had a wife, a son, a home to come back to most evenings with a warm meal and forever love waiting for him. But nothing really does last forever. His work had taken over, so Donna – his now ex – had left him. Then Stevie was gone too, this time forever. He had the chance to be a family man again, but with John Mac, never with her.

‘How did you survive the fall from the bridge?’ he asked her, bringing their conversation to less intimate ground.

Her gaze grew distant as if she were free falling back into ice-black water. ‘I didn’t know if I would survive, but there were a few things in my favour. The bridge wasn’t as high as it appeared to be, so the drop into the water wasn’t that long. It helped that I was pretty fit and that I relaxed my body and let my head flop back. I’m no scientist but I think because the wind was strong that night it made the current strong too, so on impact I was swept sideways for a time before going down. I did hurt myself but managed to swim underwater and then came up . . .’

Her gaze fixed back firmly into the room. ‘What does it matter Mac? I always meant to come back, find you and offer to start again.’ She bit her lip like a teenager. ‘But I thought you’d say no. I sent you the photograph . . .’ Her head was low now. ‘I’ve bought a place in Switzerland. I’m going back to the USA to wind up my operation. Tom Bracken has promised he’ll make sure I get immunity from prosecution if I tell him everything I know about my rivals and associates. That life is over for me now. Put your life behind you. Let’s get baby Mac and the three of us can go to Switzerland together.’

Mac was staring at the dead body in the hallway. Elena turned to see what he was looking at. When she saw, she turned back angrily. ‘My baby! Someone’s got my baby! What do you want me to do?’

Mac recognised her tone of voice. It was the same one she’d used in the fateful phone call where she’d pleaded with him to save her life eighteen months earlier. It had all been lies.

‘We can’t get John Mac back unless Garcia walks.’ When she opened her mouth to object, he raised a finger to his lips to indicate silence. ‘There’s no other way. The guy who has our baby is even more ruthless than you, and he manages to stay inside the law at the same time. We have to find a way to allow Garcia to escape extradition. Give me something to get him off.’

Her spine straightened. ‘I’ve got enough firepower to rescue my son. I don’t need to help Garcia to get him back. That would be humiliating. Who’s holding him?’

Mac was disgusted. ‘You don’t need firepower – you just need to get Garcia off. What do you care, if you’re going legit now? What is it with you people? Why do you always have to use guns when you could use your brains instead?’

Elena walked over, picked up her cup of lukewarm coffee and drank, silently lost in thought. Finally, she pulled a mobile out of her pocket and left the kitchen. For a brief moment, Mac felt the Beretta in his pocket and then took it out and switched off the safety catch. She hadn’t troubled to check if he was armed. He could have escaped easily or attempted to disable his former lover but he knew that if he did, he might never see his son again – never have his chance to become a family man again.

He got up and left the kitchen. In the lounge, behind a closed door, he could hear her voice. It was giggly and purring like a high-class call girl. Mac drew closer to the door. He stumbled when he realised that he’d trodden on something. When he looked down, he saw it was the arm of the second youth that Elena had killed. In the dark, half-light, he saw the look of terror frozen on the young boy’s face. A look that would remain until it was dressed up by the undertakers. He rested his ear against the door and listened.

‘So how’s the wife and kids . . .?’

Initially baffled, Mac felt the anger rising. How arrogant this woman was to assume that he would be waiting patiently in the kitchen for her to come back, instead of escaping. It was the same arrogance that assumed he wasn’t armed and willing to use it.

‘Look Tom, we can catch up later but there’s been a change of plan . . .’

She was talking to Tom Bracken. Mac resented her familiar tone but Bracken was the obvious person to get in touch with, if Garcia’s extradition was to be cancelled. Still, he resented it all the same.

‘You’ve got bigger fish to fry than Garcia. I can help you with that. Get something organised on Garcia’s extradition and we’ll talk when I get home . . . Oh really? That would be perfect. Give me the details and I’ll sort something out here . . . Hold on a minute, I’ll need a pen and paper . . .’

Mac heard her footsteps approaching the door. He hurried back to the kitchen and was sitting at the table when she came back and asked him with a smile. ‘Babe, have you a pen and paper? I’m wrapping something up for us here.’

‘Babe’ reached into the pocket of his policeman’s uniform with leaden fingers and passed her the notebook and pen.

When the lounge door closed, he crept back to his listening post and heard her say, ‘OK, that should do it . . .’ There was a long pause before Elena added, ‘It’s always about Roman for me Tom. Nothing else matters. You know that . . . Ciao bella . . .’

Mac hesitated for a few seconds before heading back to the kitchen when he heard her footsteps again. What – or who – was ‘Roman’?

Elena passed him the notebook as soon as she re-entered the kitchen. ‘Pass this information onto Garcia’s lawyer. The extradition papers state Garcia’s wanted for laundering money through a private bank registered in Paraguay. But the bank isn’t registered in Paraguay, it’s in Brazil. The papers are wrong.’

‘But his lawyer’s sharp, he would have noticed that.’

‘Not unless he’s an expert in Latin American company law, and goes to Paraguay and Brazil to check. Do you think his lawyer can do that?’

Mac decided Stephen Foster probably could, but this scrap of notepaper would save him the trouble.

‘Why would Bracken let a slip-up like that remain on the papers?’

Elena picked up the coffee cup and drained it. ‘Everyone’s watching their back in this business Mac; you should know that. Tom always makes sure there’s a minor error in the paperwork so if he needs to cancel an extradition application he can tip off the other side’s lawyers. That way everyone’s saved embarrassment, apart from the poor fool in the office who drew up the extradition paperwork – because that’s the person who gets the blame.’

‘Who’s Roman?’

Elena gave him a half-smile. ‘Are you jealous Mac? Do you think I have a lover hidden somewhere?’

His anger rose again. ‘What you decide to do—’

‘It’s our son’s American name,’ she explained. ‘When I wind up the business in the US I don’t want anyone to be able to trace him.’

Mac shook his head. ‘A false name? That’s no way for a baby to begin his life. You’re already turning him into a criminal.’

Red crept up her face. ‘I’m doing what I think is best—‘

But Mac wasn’t listening. He’d heard noises on the street. He jumped up and headed for the stairs. Elena followed him. He went into the front bedroom and gently flicked the net curtains. The street outside was a beehive of activity. Further up the road, three heavies were lying face down in the road being handcuffed. In front of the house, armed cops were crawling behind cars and walls, training their Heckler and Koch semi-automatics on the house.

A suddenly anxious Elena whispered by his ear, ‘What’s going on?’

Mac took a couple of steps backwards from the window.

‘Looks like neither of us will see our boy again.’





Seventeen

Elena rushed out of the bedroom. Mac looked back out of the window. The police were nearly all in position. It was only a matter of time before the loudhailer started blaring, telling them to come out with their hands up.

Elena returned in a panic. ‘They’re out the back too. We’ll have to shoot our way out.’

He laughed at that. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. There’s dozens of them out there. This isn’t Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid—’

‘I can’t go to prison; I won’t go. I just want to get out of here with my son.’

The aching emotion in her voice meant he couldn’t deny what he wanted too – she really did love their child. Both their bloods flowed through that tiny body.

Mac sighed and took her hand, leading her to the bed where he sat her down. He held her trembling hand for a few moments. ‘There’s only one way out of this. One of us will have to go down while the other one escapes and looks after the kid.’ His voice sounded calm. ‘That’s the only option. And as it’s me they’re looking for, I’ll have to take the fall.’ She looked at him with incomprehension so he went on. ‘They must have surveillance on the house. They’re after me for various things and they’ll have seen me come in through the front door and called an armed response team. They’re not looking for you. They don’t even know you’re here.’

‘Of course they do. If there’s surveillance, they’ll have seen me come in.’

‘I’ll tell them you were a third burglar and you escaped out the back. They won’t know anyone else is here and the other two witnesses are dead. There’s a hidden room behind the bathroom. The panels they pulled off to find it are resting against the sink. We’ll hide you in there, find some discarded nails and hammer the panels back. You’ll have to hide in there for a day or two but they won’t be looking for you. I’ll give myself up and take the rap for the two dead kids. When Garcia’s released, I’ll get word to you that John Mac’s free and you can collect him.’

Elena seemed to be looking for the catch but couldn’t see one. With an expression like wax, Mac held out his hand. ‘Give me the gun Elena. I’m going to need it to prove I shot the kids. Get in the bathroom and I’ll hammer you in the secret space.’

She gave him a malicious look. ‘You must think I’m stupid.’ She got off the bed and went to the window, drawing her gun and peering out of the narrow gap in the nets. A light from outside passed over the house, illuminating her beautiful face for a few moments before the darkness fell again. She stood for a long time before a loudhailer outside bellowed, ‘Mac? It’s Phil. Don’t do anything crazy. We can work this out. I’m going to call you on your mobile. Just stay calm and we can sort this out.’

The light from outside flickered over the house again. Mac’s mobile went off. He fetched it from his pocket and took the call.

‘OK Phil, I’m alright. Just give me few minutes and I’ll come out . . . No, I’m on my own, there’s no else here. I’ll chuck the gun out the window first. Don’t panic –don’t storm the house – everything’s cool, and I’ll phone you back in the next ten minutes.’

Mac rang off. Then he got up and walked to where Elena still sat on the bed. He put his hand around the barrel of her pistol and pulled it from her yielding fingers before ordering, ‘In the bathroom . . .’

He took her by the arm and led her away. Like a small child, she allowed herself to be put in the hidden space. Mac picked up the panels and found discarded nails from the raid scattered on the bathroom floor. Panel by panel he knocked the nails back into the holes with the handle of her pistol.

‘This is how it’s going to work. When I’m dragged off to prison, I’m going to get the same lawyer as Garcia. His name is Stephen Foster. Give a contact number to Foster, I’ll tell him you’ll be in touch. When Garcia walks free, he’ll advise you where to pick up the baby.’

When there was only one panel left, she was in darkness and said, ‘I did love you, in my way . . .’

Mac knocked the last panel back into place.

He went back into the bedroom and called to Phil Delaney. ‘I’m going to toss the gun out of the window and then come out of the front door. But on one condition.’

‘You’re in no position to make deals.’

Mac ignored him. ‘Before I’m roughed up and dragged off, I need to speak to you first. That’s an essential. OK?’

It took a few seconds of an off-phone conversation before Phil told him, ‘That shouldn’t be a problem.’

Mac walked up to the window and opened it. The street outside bristled with movement as the police trained their weapons on the window. Mac held Elena’s pistol out in the open air for a few moments before dropping it. Two cops crept forward, guns trained, to recover it and bagged it as evidence. Mac walked out onto the landing. He took a brief glimpse into the bathroom to admire his handy work with the panels and then checked the bathroom lock again to make sure it worked. He walked down the stairs and to the front door. Pulled it open. Once again, the street was alive with nervous movement. He held up his two hands and pushed them around the door to show he was unarmed before poking his head out. There seemed to be guns pointing at him from all angles. He walked a few steps down the path before he was pounced on with a shout of, ‘On your front, hands out!’

Bundled to the path, sat on by three cops, hands cuffed, Mac was frisked before someone shouted he was unarmed. Then he was dragged back to his feet and frogmarched to a waiting police car. Phil Delaney appeared. Mac felt a hand on his head as he was pushed onto the back seat. He called out to Phil who was standing watching.

‘You bastard, you promised!’

His boss walked up and looked into the car. ‘I want a doctor to check you over first. I’ll talk to you tomorrow morning.’

‘Tomorrow morning’s no good. We need to talk now.’

Another officer climbed in so Mac was trapped in the middle. The back door slammed shut. Phil Delaney walked off up the garden path and went into the house. The car idled while the driver arranged over the radio to get an escort before it set off. Mac hung his head. He wasn’t going to see his son again.

Hammering on the car’s bodywork made him jump. The back door was flung open and a furious Delaney appeared, shouting, ‘Get him out!’

Mac was dragged from the car and stood up in front of his superior.

‘There are two dead kids in there. What the fuck? What the fuck?’

‘I didn’t kill them and I can prove it. Take me back in the house and I’ll show you what happened.’

‘No fucking chance. You’re a murderer; you tell your lawyer what happened.’

‘Check the gun I threw out of the window. It’s got my prints on the barrel where I handled it but not on the handle or the trigger. They’re someone else’s. Take the cuffs off me, take me back inside and I’ll show you what happened.’ Delaney said nothing until he was reminded, ‘The whole street’s full of our armed colleagues. What am I going to do?’

Phil called for the gun that was sealed in an evidence bag to be brought over. He held it up to the light and examined it as if that would tell him anything. When Mac pointed out that it wasn’t the kind of firearm you could buy second-hand for five hundred quid from a scrap metal merchant in South London, his boss looked at him and nodded. ‘OK, since you seem to be the man with all the answers, you take me inside and show me what happened.’

Intrigued and reassured by Mac’s calm manner, he also agreed the cuffs could come off.

The two men, accompanied by an armed escort, walked into the house that was now being treated as a crime scene for a second time. The two burglars were being removed while the house was being searched and was full of activity. They climbed the stairs and when they reached the landing, Mac gestured at the bathroom with his head and whispered, ‘In there. Tell your friend with the gun here to stay outside and I’ll show you the explanation’. He raised his hands to remind his suspicious boss that he was unarmed.

When they were inside the bathroom Mac leaned his head close to his boss’s, whispered, ‘The panels.’

Phil’s face screwed up in confusion. ‘Who put the panels—’

Mac placed a finger on his lip, again whispered, ‘Shut the door.’

‘Mac . . .?’

Voice still low, Mac said, ‘Trust me.’

That got an eyebrow lift from his superior. They remained still for a few seconds, then Phil followed through with Mac’s instruction.

‘Lock it.’

Phil slipped the heavy Victorian lock into place. Mac moved away from the wall panelling and pulled off a panel under the bath. He let his hand go inside. Straightened. Turned.

‘Oh Mac,’ Phil said as he looked at the Beretta Mac was pointing at him.
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Mac pushed the gun slightly down.

‘Trust me . . .’

A quick tap-tap-tap on the other side of the door followed by, ‘Are you alright in there sir?’

‘Trust me . . .’ Mac again whispered holding Phil’s gaze.

There was a long delay while Delaney assessed the situation before he shouted, ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

Mac nodded with approval and then whispered, ‘We can sort this out but first we need a third person to join us.’

He walked across to his handy work with the panels, inspected it and then began to violently kick it until it caved in. He gestured with his gun and Phil went to look inside the space. It took a few moments before Phil looked back and shrugged his shoulders. Mac hurried to look inside.

Empty.

With his gun trained, he climbed inside and found Elena, lying flat against the wall in a corner. He grabbed her arm and dragged her out into the bathroom. She gave no sign of anger at his betrayal. Instead she went straight into character. She sobbed in a heavy Eastern European accent, ‘Please mister! Please! This man kidnapped me, he imprisoned me here and he said he would . . .’

But she stopped short when the gun was pressed against her temple and she was warned, ‘Stop it or I’ll blow your brains out and please don’t think I wouldn’t because it’s one of the few things in this situation that I am willing to get chucked behind bars for.’

But Elena kept her gaze on Phil. ‘You have to help . . .’

Mac shook her like a rag doll. ‘You really were wasted in the world of organised crime, you know that? A nice looking girl like you, with your skills and the right agent could have made it big in Hollywood.’ He flipped his gaze to Phil. ‘Phil meet Elena Romanov, the woman who murdered those two kids out there. The woman responsible for every bad thing that happened three months ago.’

Phil showed no sign of shock. Instead he moved towards the door.

As he did so Mac whispered quickly in his former lover’s ear, ‘I don’t have to go to prison if you admit to kidnapping John Mac from the hospital. Say you forced me to do it. If you don’t do that, our son – your son – will be brought up by strangers or criminals instead of me alone.’

Phil thrust the lock back. ‘In here.’

When the officer with the gun appeared he couldn’t keep the surprise from his face when he saw Elena.

Phil looked from Mac to Elena.

‘Cuff them both.’

Once the speed cuffs were in place, as Mac passed Elena, he said, ‘Don’t forget this is all about John Mac.’
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The following afternoon, Mac was brought up from the cells in cuffs and put down on a seat in front of his boss. On the desk were a number of statements. It had been a bad morning for Phil Delaney. Stephen Foster had declined to represent Ms Elena Romanov on the grounds that there might be a conflict of interest. Instead he’d suggested one of his junior lawyers who had recently started his own practice and might be suitable. It was well known in the legal world that Stephen Foster’s former young associates were keen to keep on the right side of the head of their former practice and not just because he could help them get cases. It was also well known that they were willing to accept unofficial ‘guidance’ from Foster in ‘sensitive’ cases, although Foster soon served a writ on anybody who suggested such a thing. By the time another of Foster’s pupils had agreed to represent Mac and had spoken to him in the morning, Elena’s brief had all the guidance he needed.

Phil Delaney stared at Mac. ‘So let me see if I’ve got this straight – you were kidnapped in the morning by Elena Romanov who forced you to buy a gun from a scrap metal merchant in South London? She then padlocked a bomb to your waist and forced you to kidnap your son from the hospital? You had to escape from our custody for fear she would harm the child? She then told you to meet her at Garcia’s house last night and drive her to Heathrow or you’d never see your son again? And while you were there two burglars turned up and she shot them?’

Mac lifted his shoulders in a casual gesture. ‘You know she killed the two boys. Her prints are on the gun. You know it was me who alerted you to where I was last night by switching my phone on at Garcia’s house. I knew you would pick up the signal right away, so you knew where I was. Trapped in Garcia’s house with that sadistic killer. I wouldn’t have done that if I was in cahoots with her – now would I?’

‘Stephen Foster has found a rather obscure error in the extradition warrant for Garcia and is moving to have the warrant struck down in the courts. You wouldn’t know anything about that either?’

Mac shrugged again, ‘Why would I? Anyway, the Americans can always resubmit the papers can’t they?’

Phil’s expression remained stony. ‘I spoke to Agent Bracken in LA ten minutes ago. Once I explained the circumstances, he seemed rather relaxed about the release of Garcia.’

Mac smiled at his boss. ‘Perhaps Stephen Foster is Bracken’s lawyer as well.’

Delaney lost his temper. ‘Don’t take the piss Mac. You don’t think I realise what’s been going on here?’

Mac looked at the papers on the desk. ‘Charge me or release me Phil. You know how it works.’

‘Do you know where the baby is?’

‘No. I’ve been told Elena is going to tell her lawyer where the child is.’ Mac thought he sounded sincere, although he‘d already had word that Foster was arranging for John Mac to be reunited with his father. ‘I want custody of my boy. His mother’s going to get life; there’s only me left.’

‘Fuck off Mac. You’re not a fit parent and you know it. Look at your behaviour over the past couple of days.’

Mac leaned over the desk. ‘Perhaps. But I’m sure Foster knows a lawyer in the family division who can make me look like a loving father who would sacrifice anything for the welfare of his son, even if it involved a little rule breaking. Now – are you going to charge me or release me?’

The silence that took over the room was broken by a hard knock at the door.

‘Come in,’ Phil growled.

Shazia, his PA, opened the door. Flustered she said, ‘Sir, I’m going to need you.’

Phil appeared reluctant to leave Mac, but he eventually left the room. The breath left Mac’s body when his boss came back.

Phil wasn’t alone. In his arms he held John Mac.

‘I just need to hold him,’ Mac pleaded. ‘Just one more time.’
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Six Months Later

It was a two hundred mile round trip for Mac to take his son to see the boy’s mother in a category A prison, one of the few that took women lifers. She’d been given two life sentences for the murder of the two burglars. Everyone was agreed it was best if her previous offences in the UK were left on file.

It was a long way to go but Elena was still his son’s mother. Seeing her now, sitting in her standard prison issue clothing, she was also just another murderer.

Elena only had eyes for her son. ‘They won’t let me hold him,’ she said quietly.

‘It’s for the best,’ Mac responded as he tightened his hold on his son. ‘This is the last time you’re ever going to see him.’

Her gaze flicked up filled with venom. ‘You promised—‘

‘To bring him to see you. And here we are. But we won’t be coming back.’

She let out a sudden laugh. ‘You think a child ever forgets the feel of his mother’s arms around him? The touch of her gentle lips as she comforts him after a fall? You’re the one who’s fooling yourself Mac, if you think our son will ever forget me.’

‘In a few days you will receive some adoption papers and you’re going to sign them, giving up all your rights to John Mac.’

Elena’s eyes went back to the child. ‘And if I don’t?’

‘The papers will just keep coming, week after week, until you do the right thing and give this little boy the chance he deserves to live an ordinary life.’

She looked at Mac, then back at the baby. When her gaze lifted to Mac again there were tears in her eyes. ‘He’s all I’ve got left.’

Mac stood, his son securely in his arms. ‘You lost him a long time ago.’

He settled John Mac tenderly against his shoulder. Then he turned and walked away.

As they neared the door, John Mac raised his head from his father’s shoulder and looked across at the woman at the table. Their eyes met and held.

He opened his mouth. No sound came out but he mouthed a word to her: ‘Mamochka.’
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