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Chapter 1

Stonehaven, Scotland, UK—2004

'If we get caught, and it gets back to your old man, he will beat the crap out of us,' the one boy said to the other.

They huddled against a moss-covered, dry-stone wall. The darkness comforted the two boys as they lurked just beyond the clutches of the amber street light. One of the boys lifted a hand to his mouth, and the end of his cigarette burst into life as he took a long draw. The smoke filled his young lungs and calmed his nerves as he looked up and down the street once again.

A loud rasping cough further down the road made the boys freeze. A man, dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, walked out of his house with a small mongrel of a dog and stood on the pavement, urging it to complete its business with a nearby lamppost. One of the boys started to move towards the cover of a nearby alley, but the reassuring grip of his friend’s hand stopped him.

‘Gibbs, look. The light has just come on,’ the smaller of the two boys said, a grin appearing on his freckled face.

‘Let’s go,’ Kyle Gibbs replied and joined his hands together to fashion a stirrup. Jaime Byrne slipped his shoe inside and was boosted up onto the sharp jutting stones on top of the wall. He swung his other foot up and disappeared over the top. Gibbs glanced in the direction of the dog owner to make sure he was gone then pulled himself up. He landed silently on the wet grass.

The room they were targeting was well lit by a pink ceiling light, and the natural gradient of the adjacent garden brought it within eye level of the seated boys. They looked straight inside at the double bed covered in its pink and white bedding with red pillows leant against the wooden headboard. Next to that was a tall white cupboard which had both doors open. A pair of blue jeans hung over one of them.

Jaime took out one of his rolled cigarettes and started to light it when Gibbs slapped his shoulder and pointed to the room. The tall, slim woman they had been waiting for walked in. She was in her early twenties with shoulder-length brown hair and a pretty pixie-like face. She walked over to what Gibbs had guessed was the bathroom, because of the white towel that was hanging over the door, then she disappeared from view.

‘Told you so, squirt,’ Gibbs whispered to his stunned friend. ‘You owe me a fiver.’

A minute later the woman walked back into the room and headed over to a small white dressing table. Leaning against it, she slipped off both her Converse trainers then turned towards the mirror and, in one graceful movement, lifted her red jumper over her head. She unbuckled a leather belt and wiggled from side to side as her denim jeans reluctantly slipped down her hips on their way to the floor.

Gibbs swallowed hard and felt the excitement grow as he looked at the beautiful woman standing in her underwear. He glanced across at his friend and nearly burst out laughing. Jaime stared at the woman with his mouth open, the unlit cigarette dangling from his lips.

He sensed Gibbs looking at him and lifted up his hand with the middle finger extended. Gibbs chuckled then looked back the room to see her walk towards the bathroom, her bra dropping to the floor to reveal a side view of one of her beautiful large breasts and before they could blink, she glided into the bathroom and out of sight.

‘Bloody heck,’ Jamie whispered. Gibbs nodded and smiled.

‘You keen to wait until she comes out again?’ Gibbs said.

‘Of course, I am you, muppet. Nothing could tear me away,’ Jaime said, lighting his cigarette and taking a long draw on it. He passed it across to Gibbs, but before he could lift it to his lips the bushes to the right of them rustled, and the bald head of a snarling man appeared out of the dark.

‘Oi, what the hell are you two doing here?’ he shouted, with a rough Scottish accent.

The boys sprang to their feet and launched themselves through a hedge in the opposite direction of the man, taking off like greyhounds out of a starting trap.

‘Hey, stop right there!’ the man shouted, after making an unsuccessful grab at where Gibbs’s tracksuit top had been a nanosecond before.

The boys ignored him and ran as fast as they could, scraping their shoulders against the stony house wall. ‘Move your fat arse!’ Gibbs shouted at Jaime.

Within a few seconds, they’d made it around the corner of the granite house then ran straight into a dead end. Gibbs looked on in dismay at the large wall blocking their getaway.

‘We’re stuffed,’ Jaime said.

‘Quick,’ Gibbs said and knelt down on the ground. ‘Get on my shoulders. I’ll lift you over.’

They heard their pursuer swear out loud as he stumbled through the garden in the dark. Gibbs groaned as he stood upright, lifting Jaime with all his might. The young man rose to the top of the wall and pulled himself up, just as their pursuer arrived and grabbed hold of Gibbs. The hulking figure made a last-gasp effort to grab Jaime’s trailing leg. Gibbs lifted his foot against the wall and thrust his body back against the man. They both fell over, sprawled out on the grass with a thud.

Lying on the ground, Gibbs suddenly felt the knot in his stomach, and his mouth dried up. This is not going to end well, he thought.

‘Come on. Up on your feet, you filthy little prick,’ the man said, dragging Gibbs upright. ‘I’ll teach you to play Peeping Tom on my daughter.’

The woman’s father, a tough oil rig worker with a physique as large as Gibbs’s own father’s, kept an iron-like grip on Gibbs. He squeezed his neck as he marched him along the small footpath towards the front door of the house. Pushing it with his foot, he shouted, ‘Rachel…Rachel, get down here now.’

The man shoved Gibbs up against the hallway wall. ‘You’re Cameron Gibbs’s boy, aren’t you?’

‘No, sir,’ Gibbs replied.

‘Don’t lie to me, laddie,’ the man said, coming closer to him. ‘It will only make things worse. I’ve seen you with him before.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Gibbs said, looking down on the floor.

‘What’s your bloody name then?’ he snapped.

‘People call me Gibbs, sir.’

‘That’s better, son. So, what’s the other lad’s name then?’

Gibbs looked down at a recent scar on his hand and just shrugged his shoulders.

‘What is it now, Dad?’ a languid female voice said. ‘Were you bloody shouting and screaming outside?’

Gibbs looked up to see Rachel gliding down the stairs in nothing but a white towel, her long wet hair and naked shoulders glistening in the stairway light. He was awestruck and only broke his gaze when her father punched him in the chest and pinned him to the wall once more. ‘Eyes front, boy.’

Gibbs coughed as the pain radiated outwards from his chest.

‘I caught young Gibbs and a mate playing Peeping Tom in our garden,’ the older man said. ‘How many times have I told you to close your bloody curtains, girl?’

The woman stopped when she got to the last step, not taking her eyes off Gibbs. She frowned at him. ‘So, you’re the little shit that I have seen hanging around our street. Spying on people is a bit creepy, don’t you think?’

Gibbs looked into her warm eyes before a wave of embarrassment flowed through him, and he averted his gaze, aware of his reddening face.

‘Bloody perverted is what it is. Who was the other lad with you? You had better give me a name, son,’ Rachel’s father said, his dark eyes narrowing.

Gibbs shook his head. He tried to take a deep breath to quell the rising panic that he felt, but his chest just tightened even more.

‘You’re going to take the fall for him, are you? Decided to be the hero and take his punishment as well as your own?’

‘Don’t be too hard on him, Dad,’ Rachel said. ‘I have seen him messing about in town. He’s always with some skinny lad, and they’ve followed the girls and me around the shops on the odd occasion. It’s just some harmless teenage crush.’

Gibbs blushed a little. He looked up at her beautiful face and winked.

The slap to the side of his head was so quick that Gibbs didn’t even have time to react. ‘Hey. There’ll be none of that, lad. I said eyes front,’ her father said.

‘It was probably just a little bit of harmless fun, Dad. There is no need to hit him like that,’ Rachel said.

‘You’re right,’ the man replied. ‘I’ll leave that for Cameron to sort out.’

‘I’d prefer to take my punishment now, sir,’ he said.

‘I am sure you would, laddie, but it’s not my place,' the man said. 'Come on.’

They left the house and walked up the path to the road outside. It had started to drizzle again as they made their way through the streets lined with hundreds of quaint granite-bricked homes. The dark and dreary atmosphere of the route started to affect Gibbs’s bravado as they neared the harbour. He knew what waited for him at home.

‘I’m glad to see that you haven’t tried to run away and are planning to face up to your punishment,’ Rachel’s father said to him. ‘That’s a good quality, lad. It doesn’t matter what mistakes you make in life, and hell I should know, I’ve made many myself. Always take your medicine like a man.’ He grabbed Gibbs playfully by the neck.

They reached the harbour and turned right to walk along the frontage. Two squawking gulls pestered each other as they sat on the harbour wall, before flying off as the two humans got nearer. Gibbs and the man stopped in front of a whitewashed building with the black and white sign above the door—The Ship Inn. The eight small tables, which afforded a view out over the small harbour, were all occupied with drunken revellers and tourists. Gibbs looked up at his captor once more before he turned and walked through the door.

Rachel’s father strode into the bar lounge and nodded a greeting to a few regular drinkers who were in their usual chairs, slouched over the dark wood bar. One of the retired fishermen mumbled an incomprehensible greeting as they passed, and Gibbs stopped in front of the counter where his dad was pouring a whiskey. The big oil worker looked up, grunted, and then frowned when he saw the man standing behind his son.

‘Angus?’ Cameron Gibbs said, a puzzled look on his face.

‘Hello, Cameron,’ Angus replied.

‘What has he done now?’ Cameron asked, and glanced down at his son.

‘I caught him and a mate hiding in my garden, watching my Rachel through the window while she changed,’ Angus said.

Cameron Gibbs sucked in a deep breath through his yellow-stained teeth, looking up at the ceiling as he took a step backwards, anger and embarrassment written across his face. Some of the drunken regulars burst out laughing but went quiet when Cameron threw the bar towel down on the counter and sent the glass of whiskey flying.

He glared at them and then slowly walked around the edge of the bar counter to the customer area, stopping in front of his son, ‘You’ll pay for this.’

Cameron looked across at the other man. ‘My apologies, Angus. You and your daughter should not have had to go through this embarrassment, never mind having to bring this little shit down here.’

‘That’s okay, Cameron. I know you’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. No harm was done,’ Angus replied.

‘I can assure you it will be taken care of. May I offer you a drink by way of an apology?’ Cameron said, stepping back behind the bar.

‘Whiskey,’ Angus said and pulled out a barstool.

Cameron Gibbs walked back around to the other side of the bar. ‘Boy! Get your arse upstairs.’


Chapter 2

The six feet four inches of storming Celtic aggression staggered into the room and took a long swig from the almost empty vodka bottle in his hand. He looked around, his gaze unfocused and drifting, totally unable to see the fourteen-year-old boy standing in the centre of the room. ‘Where the fuck are you, boy?’ he screamed and staggered backwards into the wall.

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ Gibbs shouted.

Cameron Gibbs's focus narrowed in on the small figure in front of him. He took a step closer. ‘You embarrassed me, you little prick. I am going to knock the living shit out of you.’

He threw the glass bottle. It flew past an escaping boy, showering him with the clear liquid as it smashed into the wall behind him. Gibbs lost his balance and stumbled backwards for a second before righting himself. As he turned to face his dad, a punch smashed into his mouth.

It jarred his young body, and the metallic taste of blood gushed into his mouth. He lifted his hands up to his face to ward off the next punch. Nothing came.

The teenager stepped back, holding his bleeding mouth. He was about to turn and run when he realised that his father had lost his balance and was sprawled out on the carpet, shouting incoherently as he tried to push himself upright. The fourteen-year-old screamed with pent-up rage and kicked at the drunken figure with all his young might. He caught his father just below the ribcage, and the prostrate man groaned loudly with pain.

Gibbs ran down the passage and into his small bedroom, slamming the damaged white door behind him. He locked the deadbolt and slipped the large latch at the top of the old plywood panelled door. Next, he grabbed a one-inch-thick square tube that he and Jaime had cut a few weeks before, and placed it across the width of the door, slipping the one end of it into the hole in the brick wall they had painstakingly chiselled out for this very purpose. The other end of the metal tubing slotted into a thick metal cradle they had fashioned into a suitable shape and screwed securely onto the door frame.

Gibbs jumped as his father crashed into the door from the other side. The timber creaked again under the big man’s weight as he threw his shoulder against it a second time, then a third. The topmost hinged part of the door splintered a little, but the metal tube held against the crashing weight of the swearing man.

The scared young man got onto his bed and prepared himself for an anxious wait. Dawn was a long way away.

• • •

Gibbs awoke with a start. He’d drifted off to sleep. He took the earphones out of his ears and listened to the silence from down the passage. Wincing with pain as he touched his cracked lip and was relieved to find that the swelling wasn't too bad. It certainly wouldn't be bad enough for their nosey old neighbour to comment on, as she usually did. That angered his father even more.

The bright red numbers of the old clock radio showed five-thirty in the morning. Lying back down, he looked at the music track playing on his mobile phone. The song, Easier to Run, by the band Linkin Park, blasted into his headphones. There was a lot of truth in that.

He wasn’t sure if it was the third or fourth time he’d replayed the song when his mobile phone began to vibrate. The incoming text read—downstairs numbnuts, why the hell must I always wait for you. Gibbs smiled, grabbed his rucksack and climbed out of the window, sliding onto the slippery ledge.

The sky to the east was getting light, so he didn’t need his torch to find the footholds alongside the old gutter pipe that ran down past his window. Jaime had taken a few iron brackets from his dad’s workshop and, under the pretence of cleaning the gutters for pocket money, he and his friend had bolted them next to the vertical gutter downpipe on a day when Gibbs's father was out.

A few minutes later, the two boys, dressed in waterproof jackets pulled over their shirts and tattered jeans, walked along the large harbour wall, laughing and breathing in the fresh morning sea air.

They reached the end of the stone wall, prepared their fishing rods with fresh bait, and threw a few long casts into the calm water. Satisfied with the locations they'd cast into, they leant the rods against the wall and lit up a home-rolled cigarette.

‘Did it hurt when he punched you?’ Jaime asked, eyeing up Gibbs’s cracked lip.

‘Not that much. I think he was too drunk to get his body weight behind it this time. He lost his balance after he hit me and went down like a sack of spuds. I managed to get a kick into his ribs.’

‘No way!’ Jaime said, looking at his friend. ‘You kicked your old man in the ribs? He must have gone bloody mental.’

‘Did he ever. I thought he would smash right through the door he was so angry, but that metal bracket worked a treat,’ Gibbs replied. ‘We might have to replace the hinge again, though.’

‘Good, I was thinking that I should try welding it again and this time put a hinge on one end of the piping, so you can just swing the bar across. That will make it easier to put in place if he’s chasing you.’

Gibbs smiled at his friend. ‘You nearly burnt down your dad’s bleeding workshop the last time we tried to weld something.’

Jaime laughed. ‘Yes, we won’t be doing that again. ‘I couldn’t take a beating like you just did. My old man’s a tough bloke, but he isn’t a bastard like yours.’

Gibbs shrugged and looked down at his fishing rod. ‘I probably deserved it. That’s what happens when you get caught pulling a Peeping Tom stunt, although she was worth it, don’t you think?’

They both laughed. After a few minutes’ silence, Jaime asked. ‘Don’t you sometimes wish your father was dead?’

‘Sometimes I do. He can be a real arse but he is still my dad after all, and if I were alone I would either be shipped off to an old relative I don’t know or put into foster care. But, the alcohol will eventually do him in soon so it won’t be my choice.’

‘I would have run away by now, that’s for sure.’

Gibbs nodded. 'Wouldn't it be great to get a job on one of those fishing trawlers we saw on TV?’

‘It sure would. Imagine spending a long season going out to sea and then coming back and getting paid tons of cash.’

‘I saw that one of the skippers on the show took his fifteen-year-old son out with them to earn holiday pay. He got paid five hundred pounds.’

‘Bloody hell, we could easily get a job on one of them,' Jaime said. 'Loads of cash, and with that a lot of girlfriends.’

They both laughed.

Jaime leant across to his backpack and reached for his grandfather’s pocket knife. Gibbs knew what that meant and ripped the bandage off his right hand.

‘One day, we will run away and work on a fishing trawler. It's a blood oath, so you have to swear on it,’ Jaime said, holding the bleeding palm of his right hand out to Gibbs.

Gibbs winced as the blade slipped through the flesh of his palm, then he waited until a little blood seeped out. He shook his friend’s hand. ‘I swear.’


Chapter 3

A few weeks later, Gibbs in the wooden school desk he’d occupied for his maths lessons during the school term. Jaime sat across from him, staring vacantly up at the teacher, his head resting on his hand and his jaw clenching as he chewed on an old piece of gum. Gibbs etched the name of his favourite band onto the desktop with a geometry compass and looked beyond Jaime’s desk at the new girl, Kelly, who had just joined their school. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was swept behind her ears, her blue eyes transfixed as she stared at the teacher in front of her.

Gibbs ripped a sheet of paper out of the back of his workbook and scribbled a note to her, asking whether she wanted to meet up with them after school. He carefully folded it and threw it on the floor next to Jaime’s desk. A carefully disguised cough got his friend’s attention, after which he picked up the note and read it. A smile spread across Jaime’s face, and he leant forward to throw the sheet of paper onto Kelly’s desk, just as Miss Ford, their teacher, turned around.

'Jaime Byrne, what are you doing? Bring that note up to me at once,' she snapped at him.

He slowly got up and glanced at Gibbs, who simply shrugged as the summoned pupil walked past. Miss Ford read the note and then looked up at Gibbs, who had slumped down in his seat.

‘Okay, Jaime, please sit down again,’ the teacher instructed. ‘Mr Gibbs, come here.’

Murmurs broke out amongst the rest of the class as Gibbs got up and walked to the front of the room. ‘Yes, Miss Ford.’

‘Once again, you’ve been caught distracting your classmates, but worse than that, you have involved Jaime in doing your dirty work for you,’ the teacher spoke firmly. ‘Please leave the class and sit on the bench outside the door until the period ends. You know where it is.’

She stood pointing to the door.

The clinical smell of floor polish filled his nostrils as he walked out into the corridor and sat on the tattered wooden bench outside the classroom. He looked at his watch. He had to avoid being seen for ten minutes.

‘Mr Gibbs,’ a voice said. Gibbs’s heart sank as he recognised the high-pitched tone.

‘Give me a bloody break,’ he said under his breath.

The principal, who was nicknamed the Vulture, walked towards Gibbs. He’d earned the name, not only because of his sharp-faced appearance and hunched-over posture but also because of his habit of trawling the corridors for mischievous pupils. He stopped at the wooden classroom door, giving Gibbs a long stare before opening it.

‘Miss Ford, may I have a word outside, please?’ Gibbs heard him say, his words followed by a flood of whistles and whoops from his classmates.

The principal and the teacher walked away down the corridor. Gibbs couldn’t hear a lot of the conversation, but he sighed and leant forward when he heard the words, ‘that boy, Gibbs.’

‘Follow me please, Mister Gibbs,’ the principal said a few minutes later.

Gibbs sighed again and grudgingly followed the thin, balding man. They walked through the redbrick hallways and marble staircases of the old Victorian building for a few minutes, before getting to the door that had the name, Mr A Mitchell, stencilled on it.

The troubled teenager stood in front of Mr Mitchell’s desk and watched him page through Gibbs’s sizable school file. The principal then reached for the telephone and dialled.

‘Hello, Mr Gibbs. This is Principal Mitchell here.’

Cold fear flooded through Gibbs, and he subconsciously rubbed the two scars on his lip.

'Yes, I’m afraid that Kyle is in trouble again,’ Mitchell said.

Gibbs suddenly felt like he was melting and looked across at the closed windows, hoping for a cool breeze to cool him down.

‘It's the third time this month that he has been caught distracting his classmates,’ the balding man continued. ‘I’m afraid the school policy states that he has to be suspended for a week.’

Principal Mitchell’s eyes widened as he struggled to get another word in. Gibbs imagined the language coming from his father’s mouth.

‘Mr Gibbs, if I may interrupt you at this point,’ the man said. ‘There is nothing more I can do here. You knew the rules when we agreed to take Kyle in. Can you please come and collect him?’

More silence as the principal listened to Gibbs's father.

‘Yes, Mr Gibbs, as soon as you can. You can collect him from my office.’

Gibbs’s hands felt clammy, and his mouth was bone dry. He suddenly needed to empty his bladder.

‘Kyle, are you okay, lad?’ Mr Mitchell asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said in a whispered tone.

Mr Mitchell left him waiting on a couch just outside his office. Gibbs looked around the tidy side-room which smelled of stale perfume and cigarette smoke.

‘Fuck this,’ he said aloud and walked around the secretary’s desk which was in the centre of the room. He looked out through the dirty windowpane, then slipped the brass clasps at the bottom of the sash window frame and, with some effort, lifted the creaky old window panel upwards. He climbed through the narrow opening and crawled out onto the foot-wide ledge that overlooked the school’s main concrete courtyard.

He managed to get past three office windows without anyone seeing him, and then pulled himself onto the slippery slate roof. Carefully, he made his way over to the other side of the building, then stopped at a drainpipe which he knew was positioned above his classroom window below.

The escaping teenager lay down on the roof, with his torso hanging over the edge, and shook the drainpipe with all his might. It moved a little bit. He decided, it would have to do, and he slipped his legs off the roof and slid over the edge.

Hanging onto the pipe, he made sure that he had a good grip before he started to ease himself down the building, and pretty quickly he passed the third-floor classroom, which was empty. Then the second-floor classroom came into view, which was full of junior students, all sitting at benches doing science experiments. He whistled softly and beckoned a gobsmacked junior to stand next to the window and to tell him when the teacher was not looking. The bemused junior smiled meekly at the insane senior who was scaling the school wall like a gecko. A few seconds later he waved to Gibbs, who then managed to cover the last few metres down to his classroom.

He peered in and could see the bored figure of his friend Jaime slumped over the desk, with his back to the window. Gibbs whistled softly to get his attention. Jaime turned around with a distinctly blank, uninterested look. Then his eyes lit up, and he snorted with laughter at crazy friend’s head which appeared suspended on the side of the window frame like some magic trick at the town fair.

Miss Ford barked a command at Jaime, and he apologised for laughing out loud, looking back down at his books. Kelly looked across at Jaime, only to see Gibbs smiling at her from outside the window. She flushed bright pink and looked back down at her work before her curiosity was piqued and she looked up again. Gibbs stuck his tongue out at her, then smiled and indicated to her to call him. No sooner had she blushed again than his impish face disappeared from view.

Gibbs landed deftly in a soft flower bed, looking around, he made sure no teachers were out walking, then ran across an exposed area of freshly mowed lawn. Adrenalin-fuelled his legs as he headed towards the main school path as fast as he could. He was about to cut off and run down to an inconspicuous side gate when he noticed a figure heading up the path towards him. All plans were abandoned as he dived into some thick bushes and shrubs.

He stared through the bushes at the person. ’Oh crap!’ he said.

Cameron Gibbs hobbled up the pathway with his head down, eyes forward scanning the ground, his jaw clenched tight. A picture of concentrated anger. He pushed hard as he strode using his prosthetic leg, then rolled forward onto his good leg, causing a slight grimace to his tightly closed lips.

Gibbs watched his dad as he walked past and felt a pang of sorrow for the once tall and proud oil-rig worker.

• • •

Gibbs was sipping on an icy Irn Bru soda in a greasy fish and chip shop that all the school kids frequented, called Uncle Dave’s Chippy. He looked out of the dirty window to see the diminutive form of Jaime proudly escorting the beautiful Kelly as they approached from the direction of the school. He saw the signs of trouble as four schoolboys, who were standing outside the renowned fish and chip shop, took an interest in his friends as they crossed the road. They started whistling and shouting obscene names at the approaching couple.

‘Grow up, you bloody idiots. Can't you see there is a lady present?’ Jaime shouted as they walked past.

More wolf whistles and catcalls came from the boys, and Gibbs could see Jaime flash red with anger. He and Kelly came into the café and slipped into the red booth opposite him. ‘Any more of that and I will bloody swing for one of them,’ Jaime said.

‘Oh, just ignore them,’ Kelly said. ‘So, Gibbs. I can see that you didn't fall and break your bloody neck then.’

He laughed. ‘Nah, it was easy.’

‘If the teachers discover how you got out, you’ll be in even more trouble,’ Jaime said.

‘I've been suspended for a week, and they called my dad in. I can assure you I’m not worried about the bloody teachers,’ Gibbs said.

‘What will your father do?’ Kelly asked.

Gibbs looked across at Jaime, and there was silence. They both knew what was coming.

‘I feel like fries with cheese and gravy,’ Jaime said. ‘How about you two?’

‘Only if you are buying,’ Gibbs said.

Jaime slipped out of the plastic booth and walked around the corner to the wooden counter. The four boys who’d been watching from outside seized their opportunity. They encircled him and started teasing him again, one of them shoving him up against the mirrored wall of the shop.

‘Hey! Cut that out!’ the Indian shop manager shouted. ‘Take it outside if you are going to behave like that.’

With more pushing and shoving, the team of teenagers managed to herd Jaime out the door.

Gibbs continued to chat to the lovely Kelly and was convinced that she was falling for his charms when he suddenly got a cold feeling in his stomach. And he knew that trouble had just arrived.

‘Would you excuse us, Kelly?’ Gibbs said. ’Whatever happens, don’t intervene. Meet us at the end of the harbour wall in an hour.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘Just taking care of some idiotic boys’ business. We'll see you later.’

Kelly stared up at him in confusion as he walked away and left the shop.

Out front in the parking lot, the tallest of the four boys knocked the box of fries out of Jaime’s hands.

‘Hey, arsehole. You better pay for that,’ Jaime shouted.

‘Run along to mummy, you little squirt,’ the taller boy said.

Jaime launched himself at his tormentor with a feral ferocity that surprised the big bully, who failed to see the flying fist before it hit him square on the nose. Blood spurted out, and he dropped to his knees, holding his damaged face.

‘Get the little runt!’ he screamed.

The other three boys grabbed the kicking and twisting Jaime and tried to fight him to the ground.

Gibbs, who was taller than any of them, calmly walked up to the kid who was bleeding and pushed him back down to the ground. ‘Stay down, William, or I’ll rip you apart.’

He looked around and saw that Jaime had the arm of one of the boy’s arms in his teeth and was gnawing on the flesh like a hungry jackal. His attacker groaned and tried to prise his mouth away.

The two bystanders were shouting encouragement to their friend and didn’t see Gibbs make a running charge. He tackled both of them to the ground and sorted them out with a few well-placed punches.

William tried in vain to drag Gibbs off the two other boys but was shrugged off as Gibbs rose to his feet to face him. The shorter teenager gulped and looked down at the blood covering the front of Gibbs’s white school shirt.

Gibbs took a step forward, taking slow deep breaths. He felt the raging hatred for the bullies.

‘Which one of you bastards wants to lay another finger on my friend?’ Gibbs asked.

William lifted both his hands up. ‘Sorry, Gibbs.’

‘Don’t apologise to me, you idiot,’ Gibbs said, pointing down to Jaime, who had his opponent in a headlock.

They all slowly stepped apart. ‘Sorry, Jaime,’ William said.

‘Fuck you. Don’t ever try that again or you'll be in the hospital, eating yoghurt through a straw.’

The boys turned and slunk away. Gibbs grabbed his friend by the jacket, just in case, he was tempted to run after them. The two of them laughed nervously about the fight, slapping each other on the backs. Kelly made an appearance. ‘The shop owner has called the cops, so I suggest you two head off,’ she said.

‘Thanks for the heads-up,’ Gibbs said. ‘Will we see you later?’

‘Maybe,’ she said as she turned and walked away.

Jaime called after her. ‘If you can score some smokes that would be great too.’

Gibbs slapped him on the chest.

‘Ooh…Does someone have a soft spot for Kelly, or should that be a hard spot?’ Jaime laughed.

‘Shut up, you idiot, or I’ll beat you up myself,’ Gibbs said with a grin on his face as he watched Kelly walk away.


Chapter 4

Gibbs opened his eyes to a red diffused haze before him. He blinked a few times, scrunching his eyes up to try and focus. He was lying face down on the carpet, in his own blood. He pushed himself up onto his knees, and a sharp pain shot through his ribs and chest. Pain raged through him as he took a deep breath, but no ribs had been broken this time. Swelling around his right eye blocked his vision a bit.

The image of him drinking and smoking at the end of the harbour wall with Jaime and Kelly flooded back to him, then the onslaught when he got home.

Cameron Gibbs lay passed out on the couch, snoring loudly, his thick arms and legs hanging off the side and resting on the floor. Gibbs felt a red mist rising within him at the beating he’d received. Standing slowly, all sympathy and love for the inebriated figure left his body. In the corner of the lounge, stood a black golf bag that was leaning up against a chair. Gibbs tiptoed across to it and reached for one of the clubs, and he felt the cold shaft in his grip. A dark thrill set in. Could he do it? Could he end it, once and for all? Two or three sharp blows to the would finish off all the beatings.

His phone started vibrating in his pocket and snapped him back to reality. Dropping the club back into the bag, he stood over it for a while, transfixed on the maker’s name at the bottom of the three-iron.

What did your old man say? — the text from Jaime read.

He turned, calmly walked to his bedroom and locked himself inside.

Packing a few of his things into a daypack, he replied to Jaime’s text with the simple message—Operation Aberdeen

Jaime replied instantly—Are you serious? Are we going to do this now?

Gibbs replied—I have to.


Chapter 5

Gibbs opened his bedroom door and listened for the sound of movement from the lounge area. He tiptoed down the passage. A scuffling noise ahead of him made him stop. He held his breath. Nothing. He continued to the end of the passage and looked around the corner to see his father lying on the floor in a pool of vomit.

The young man walked quietly up to the sideboard, and he carefully took the office keys out of an old ceramic bowl. Opening his father’s faded leather wallet which was on the table, he removed the last twenty-pound note from it.

He crept down the wooden stairs to the bar and meekly nodded to the cleaning crew who were tidying up from the night before, and who was surprised to see him up and about. Unlocking the office door, he went straight over to the green-coloured safe in the corner. The key turned easily, and he heaved open the heavy metal door.

The noise of someone approaching came from the corridor, and he jumped up and closed the safe door with his heel, his heart racing. A young blonde cleaner, from Eastern Europe, popped her head through the doorway.

‘I clean?’ she asked.

‘No. It’s okay. Please come back later,’ he said.

She smiled and left. Gibbs quickly grabbed all the cash from the till trays and the rest of the loose change from the safe. There were three salary envelopes stacked on the shelf. He grabbed them too and stuffed them into the pocket of his jeans before walking out the office.

A few metres down the corridor, he stopped. A nagging feeling caused nausea in his stomach. Returning to the office, he placed the salary envelopes on the office desk. Pulling the door closed behind him, he made his way out of his father’s office.

A smile crept across his face as the cold morning air filled his lungs. He walked up the wet cobblestoned walkway alongside to the pub and dumped the set of keys into one of the dustbins. Calmness washed over him.

At that instant, a fresh breeze blew off the sea and up the narrow side street, and he turned to look back at the black slate roof of the pub. The place where he had spent his whole life, always wanting to leave. With a spring in his step, he continued up the hill.

He could see Jaime standing at the bus stop at the top of the street and picked up his pace. ‘Where are your bags, mate? The bus is nearly here, and the next one is in an hour’ Gibbs asked when he reached the stop.

‘I’m sorry, Gibbs, I can’t do this,’ his friend said. ‘I can’t go with you on this adventure.’

‘What…? What do you mean, you can’t come? What the hell happened?’ Gibbs said, looking at his friend who was almost in tears.

‘I went to say goodbye to my little brother, and I realised that couldn’t leave him behind. I don’t mind leaving my parents, but I cannot leave Angus. I’m sorry, Gibbs. I know we swore a blood pact.’

‘And you’re going to break it?’

‘Maybe you can hold out here a little while longer. We could speak to the social, and then you can come and live with us. There wouldn’t be any more beatings there.’

‘You know it doesn’t work like that,’ Gibbs said, looking away. He lowered his backpack, and a sharp pain from his injured ribs spiked all the way up the side of his body. He looked at Jaime. ‘He nearly killed me last night, mate. One of us will eventually kill the other if I don’t end this now.’

The little red county bus pulled up with a screech of its brakes and a whoosh of the opening door. A little sign with the yellow neon letters, Aberdeen, was on a screen next to the door. Gibbs gave his friend a quick hug then climbed the stairs. Turning back, he said to Jaime. ‘Don’t go getting any ideas about Kelly now. She’s too tall for you, squirt.’

He smiled at his friend, who was crying. Then he walked down the centre of the bus.

Gibbs sat down next to an elderly woman at the back of the vehicle and stared at his friend through the window as the bus slowly pulled off. He felt hollow, afraid, and suddenly very small in the big world. He wrapped his arms around the backpack on his lap.

‘So are you off to Aberdeen, then?’ she asked.

Gibbs looked into her kind eyes and simply nodded.

‘You have quite a few bruises and cuts all over your face. Is everything okay?’

‘Got them in a fight with a few boys at school but it’s all sorted now,’ he replied, using his rehearsed answer. He shifted in his seat and grimaced with pain as his ribs bumped against the seat armrest.

‘You look in a lot of pain, young man. Are you hurt anywhere else?’ she asked. ‘I work for social welfare in Aberdeen, so you know that you can talk to me. Do you have any problems at home?’

‘There is nothing wrong, ma’am. A few of us were messing around, and it all got a little out of hand. Nothing more to talk about.’

’Okay then, son. I’m just saying that I can help. You don’t need to hide anything from me.’

‘I’m not hiding anything. We were just messing around, that’s all. And before you ask, I’m not going to give you my name,’ Gibbs said.

‘Okay, but all I see in front of me is a young teenager, beaten and bruised, on an early bus out of a town with a large backpack. You seem to be running away from something, and it’s my job to make sure that folk like you don’t end up alone on the street, sleeping rough. What else would you have me do?’

‘Mind your own damn business. I have family in Aberdeen, who I’ll be staying with.’

Gibbs got up and moved towards the front of the bus. He sensed the woman following him and before he sat down, turned and glared at her. She handed him her business card and gave him a sad smile. ‘Here lad. Just in case.’

As the golden light broke through a large bank of grey cloud, the bus crossed the River Dee and turned in towards the Aberdeen station.

He was first to get off and walked through the busy station, weaving between the early-morning businessmen. He tried not to look back as he could sense the lady was following him, and he headed down a small passage to the left of the main station entrance. Once he cleared that, he broke into a jog and ran as fast as he could to a street corner alongside the station.

A quick glance over his shoulder told him he’d lost her, and he pulled out a map from his pocket. The hostel he and Jaime had planned to stay at was just around the corner. All around him loomed ageing granite buildings that surrounded the large terminus. The feeling of loneliness came over him again.

• • •

The next day he was woken up in the dormitory by six noisy Australians who’d just checked in for the weekend, and he welcomed the company. It was his fifteenth birthday.

‘No kidding. Is it your birthday, mate?’ one of the girls asked. ‘How old are you?’

‘I'm eighteen,’ he lied.

‘No way!’ one of the blokes replied. ‘Well, in that case, you’d better come with us on a bit of a pub crawl.’

The group seemed outgoing and very welcoming. ‘Yeah, that sounds great.’

‘You know your way around Aberdeen?’ the young Australian asked.

‘Not really. I'm from out of town.’

‘No worries,’ the bloke said. ‘We'll just hit the high street and take it from there.’

One of the young women named Becky took an immediate interest in Gibbs and made sure she sat next to him at most of the pubs they visited. She looked like Kelly, and he felt at ease with her as they laughed and played drinking games

• • •

‘Do you have a girlfriend, Gibbs?’ she asked. ‘Someone like you must surely have one.’

Gibbs thought of Kelly for a moment. ‘No, there’s no one.’

‘Nice to know,’ she said and winked at him. ‘Now, what is our birthday boy having to drink?’

‘Another lager, please,’ he stammered, unable to take his eyes off her.

He watched the slim brunette as she stood at the bar, his eyes transfixed on her curvy body. One of the other girls said to him. ‘You should tell her that you fancy her. She’s always keen for a bit of fun.’

Gibbs swallowed hard and blushed.

They made it back to the hostel carrying takeaway meals of various types and got stuck into the leftover beers. Becky had perched herself next to Gibbs, and before he could make his move, she leant closer to him. ‘Do you have a condom with you?’ she whispered in his ear.

The fifteen-year-old nearly spat out a mouthful of food. ‘No, not on me right now.’

She would not be deterred and whispered something to a female friend who was sitting next to her. The other woman burst out laughing and set about rummaging in a nearby bag until she produced the required item. Becky grabbed a blushing Gibbs by the hand and marched him off to the bathroom, accompanied by wolf whistles from the group.

• • •

Gibbs looked up at the clear morning sky and felt truly alive after the night he’d just had. Leaving the hostel early, he stopped in at a greasy burger joint for breakfast and coffee, all to cure the hangover. He sat on the red plastic seating and tried not to gag on the smell of vomit, which some late-night reveller had deposited in the doorway. He wondered what Jaime was doing at that moment. And what about his father? Had he even realised that he had left?

A few minutes later, the welcoming smell of grilled bacon wafted across the early morning diners and distracted him away from thoughts of home. The right decision had been made, and now he had to move forward.

He reckoned that he could make something of himself in this adult world, after all, adults did it all the time. After sleeping with Becky, he now considered himself to be a man. A man who needed a job. He wolfed down his breakfast muffin and strutted down to the docks. A renewed surge of optimism flowed through him.

Three large fishing trawlers had come into port earlier that morning and were all moored at various piers. Tall, gangly cranes manoeuvred wooden crates of smelly fish from below the decks, up onto the quayside. He took a deep breath and went off to see the first skipper he could find.

An hour later, his world had been crushed. All three skippers of the trawlers had told him that they had no vacancies. The last skipper was the nicest of them.

‘Come back at the end of the season, laddie,’ said the kind-hearted man. ‘You look nice and strong, and we might have a slot open for a junior person then.’

‘How about if I just do all the cleaning, sir?’ Gibbs replied.

‘Sorry, laddie. The crew do that anyway. See you next year.’

Gibbs started back to the hostel feeling more dejected than ever. He’d have to get another job in the city, and, given his age, that would be tough. Shouting and screaming drifted down the pier he was walking down and it snapped him out of his despair.

‘You’re the one who fucked up, Barry, and it cost us all a shitload of money. I’ve decided that you’ll only get minimum wage and no bonus. If you don’t like that offer, consider yourself fired without pay,’ the old skipper shouted as he faced one of his crewmembers.

Gibbs recognised the skipper from one of his earlier conversations. He was about to walk off when more insults were thrown, and the man named Barry punched the older man who went down onto the concrete pier. The crewmember then set about viciously kicking him.

Gibbs ran over, picked up a large wooden crate, and smashed it over Barry’s head. He staggered forward for a few steps before dropping to his knees, looking up with a confused expression. Gibbs punched him in the mouth, snapping his head backwards and then continued to swing his fists at the man, who raised his arms feebly to try to defend himself.

The skipper grabbed Gibbs by the shoulders, pulling him back. ‘Whoa there, laddie.’

Gibbs, who was gasping heavily, stopped and stared down at the bleeding man.

‘Okay, young fella. Take a few long deep breaths and calm down. I think he has had enough of a whipping,’ the skipper said as they slowly walked along the concrete pier.

‘Thanks for coming to my rescue, son. Much appreciated. Aren’t you the kid who asked me for work earlier on?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Gibbs said.

‘How old are you, lad?’ the skipper asked.

‘Eighteen, sir.’

The skipper scratched his white beard and raised an eyebrow. Then he slapped Gibbs on the back. ‘Sure you are, lad. Well, I’m one crewmember short now, so the jobs yours if you still want it.’


Chapter 6

The fishing trawler, The Kings Cross 7, North Sea—2005

The amber lights on the upper decking of the Kings Cross 7 fishing trawler created a sinister atmosphere as she battled her way through the force nine gale that was blowing down from the Arctic. The icy spray whipped across the deck as the ship rolled from side to side atop the growing waves. The skipper had the nets out as they chased a huge school of mackerel, which were headed in a northerly direction. Straight towards the centre of the storm.

Gibbs swayed and staggered on the slippery deck as he made his way forward to the bow of the ship. The gusting spray stung his face even though he had the hood of his waterproofs up. He tried to shield his face with his hand as he looked around for his bunkmate on the bow deck. Through the rain, he saw the teenager, whose name was Ross, in his bright orange overalls, twenty metres further along the deck.

Gibbs grabbed hold onto the ladder railing as the trawler lurched to the port side again. With the wind whipping around the ship and visibly getting stronger, the waves crashed over the side railings, sending tons of seawater across the deck. A few seconds later a giant wave hit the side of the trawler. Gibbs screamed a warning at the top of his voice, but his bunkmate, who was busy tying up errant ropes, was facing in the opposite direction.

Gibbs was marginally sheltered from the giant wall of water by the front crane housing and only lost his footing. He continued to shout out to Ross and watched in horror as the other man was thrown against the side railing then tipped over into the blackness. Gibbs jumped up, ran to the railing and got there just in time to see the rope that Ross had been putting away, rapidly feeding out over the side. He grabbed hold of it and pulled it in as quickly as he could.

After a few lengthy pulls, he picked up the strain and knew that Ross was holding on at the other end. The ship lurched over again as another wave hit its side. The wash of water rushed across the deck and hit Gibbs, who was braced for the blow. It pushed him up against the iron railing. He continued shouting into the black night and thankfully felt the ship’s engine revs slow down.

Gibbs pulled on the line again and continued to shout out Ross’s name until the trawler crested a wave and tilted over in the other direction. Thirty-five metres out, in the white wash, he could just make out Ross’s head. Another crewmember arrived and threw the second line out to the teenager, who was desperately struggling to catch it and hold on. Gibbs knew that the freezing seawater would sap a man’s strength in a few seconds. More of the crew arrived, and together they managed to pull Ross closer to the side until one of them got hold of his safety vest. The tired and frozen apprentice was dragged back on board.

• • •

Inside the old ship’s galley, the large mugs of hot tea were quickly passed around, and the skipper smiled and patted Gibbs on the back. ‘Well done, laddie, that young man owes you his life.’

Gibbs smiled, his chest bursting with pride, as he looked across at Ross, who was wrapped up in a large silver survival blanket. He simply nodded back to Gibbs, appreciation and relief written all over his face.

Gibbs walked over to him. ‘That was a close one,’ he said.

‘Thanks again, mate,’ Ross replied, sipping more tea. ‘Does this get any easier?’

‘It does. I also went overboard in my first year,’ Gibbs said. ‘I was all arms and legs, knew nothing about life at sea, and was stood in the wrong place when a lobster cage swung across the open deck. I woke up on board, with a cold and a bleeding head.’

Ross laughed. ‘So how is your second year going?’

‘Marvellous, thanks,’ Gibbs said. ‘Now I get to look after you.’

The skipper stood up from the small cabin chart table. ‘All right, lads, the fish won’t jump into the nets themselves. Let’s get back onto the mackerel. Young Ross, you can spend the rest of the day in your bunk. Gibbs, you will pick up his workload. Now let’s move.’

An hour later, Gibbs stood to the side of the deck as the winch started to groan under the weight of the crammed trawl as it was pulled in full of fish. Suddenly one of the winches started slipping and then shuddered to a grinding halt. He ran over and opened up a small metal panel on the side of it. At first glance, all seemed fine. Darkroom Dave, the ship’s engineer, popped his head out of a door on the lower deck and called over to him.

‘Gibbs, get down here. We have a ruptured seal on a water pump, and engine one is down.’

‘Love to help, Dave, but the skipper told me to stay here.’

‘Bugger that. I’ll clear it with the captain. You are the only one of these morons who has any brains for this.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Gibbs said and climbed down to the dark engine room. He’d only recently discovered his love of all things mechanical.

Ten minutes later, Gibbs radioed the skipper. ‘Boss, it’s Gibbs from the engine room.’

‘How are we going, laddie?’ the skipper asked.

‘Ruptured seal on a pump on engine one. It should take around forty-five minutes to replace,’ Gibbs said.

‘Damn it!’ the skipper shouted. ‘Okay, boys, just get it done.’

An hour later, they were able to start pumping the slippery catch from the net and into the refrigerated seawater tanks that would guarantee the freshness of the fish until they got back to port. This job took another twenty minutes before the skipper called time and set a course back to Aberdeen.

• • •

Gibbs awoke from his long nap when he heard the engine shudder with its last few turns and then suddenly fall silent. He smiled with a sense of excitement at being back in port. They had landed another good haul to end off a great season of fishing.

‘Get up, you lazy fuck,’ Jim shouted, banging on Gibbs’s cabin door.

‘Get a life, Jim. I don’t have to take any of your shit anymore,’ Gibbs said, brushing past him and knocking him back against the wall of the corridor.

‘Don't push me like that, you little shit.’

‘Or what, mate? I know you don’t like me, Jim, but I don't give a shit. The days of you bullying me are over.’

‘It’s over when I say it’s over,’ Jim shouted, but Gibbs had already climbed the metal steps to the deck.

They’d already begun pumping the fish out using large metal and rubber pipes, running from the onboard pumps to the dockside marketplace. Gibbs was standing over one of the pump housings and scanned the horizon of the granite city of Aberdeen. Old and historic buildings stood proudly amongst the newer skyscrapers, and he felt glad to be home after completing his second season. They had made some good money this year.

With the skipper away at the market, Gibbs busied himself with the grease gun on some of the winches and net reels. A scuffle-like sound to his left made him look up, and he saw that the slim and wiry Jim had cornered Ross up against the main wheelhouse. He sneered and spat as he spoke to the terrified junior crewmember. Gibbs immediately dropped what he was doing and went over to help.

‘You have taken away a proper man’s job, laddie. Some fisherman, with a family and kids, has no money because the skipper has given you this job. You had better forfeit your share of the cash, or I will beat the crap out of you and take the money,’ Jim snarled.

‘Leave him alone, you sad old git,’ Gibbs called out. ‘Why don’t you just get back to work?’

‘Well, if it isn’t the skipper’s blue-eyed boy standing up for the other runt of the litter. Listen, pretty boy, just because you give the boss the occasional blowjob, doesn’t mean you get to order me about,’ Jim said, turning around to pick up a large wrench from a nearby toolbox.

‘Get going, Ross,’ Gibbs said.

‘Yes, Ross, you had better listen to pretty boy here,’ Jim said, turning to Gibbs. He took one step closer to the younger man and tapped him on the chest with the big spanner.

‘I think you’re done picking on Ross. Do you hear me?’ Gibbs said, grabbing the front of Jim’s overalls.

Jim pushed the spanner harder into Gibbs’s sternum. ‘What did you say to me, boy?’

‘JIM… Get away from him!’ came a voice from the quayside. The skipper walked along the gangway and got down onto the deck. ‘If I have to warn you once more about picking on Gibbs and Ross, I’ll throw you off this crew. Is that clear?’

Jim nodded. ‘To be continued, pretty boy.’

‘Bring it on.


Chapter 7

Aberdeen, Scotland, UK—2005

A slight drizzle drifted through the streets of Aberdeen as a small group of drunken men traipsed into the well-known whiskey bar called The Grill. Tradition dictated that they bade farewell to a good season at sea by drinking a glass of single malt in the historic old establishment that had been trading since 1870.

Gibbs stood in the doorway, taking in the history of the place. The dark wood bar stretched for almost the entire length of the bar and behind it, guarded in small cabinets, were some of Scotland’s finest whiskeys.

Their noisy group found a small table at the back to huddle around. ‘Come on, Gibbs, it’s your round,’ someone shouted.

Gibbs staggered up to the bar and stood swaying, looking at the wall of whiskey. A grey-haired barman walked over to him. ‘What’ll it be, laddie?’

‘Twelve single Obans, please,’ he slurred.

‘Sure, along with some ID please.’

’You are joking, right? I am eighteen.’

‘Sure you are. Run along now and come back with proof of your age.’

Gibbs walked back to the table and stood swaying. ‘The old man has bloody lost it. He wants proof of age and won't serve me.’

The men all roared with laughter.

‘We all know you’re only sixteen, Gibbs,’ one of the men shouted.

The skipper put his arm around Gibbs’s shoulders. ‘Don’t worry about it, laddie, you do the work of a fully-grown man,’ he said, turning to the others. ‘Someone get the money off Gibbs and get us all a drink.’

They all burst out laughing again, all except for Jim Gray, who sat cross-armed at the periphery of the group. Gibbs tauntingly smiled at him. Although deep down inside he knew it was a mistake to antagonise Jim, he felt bulletproof.

‘So, the truth is out, Gibbs. You took a man’s place on the ship illegally, and out there a proper fisherman’s family are probably starving. You’d better not come back next season, pretty boy,’ Jim slurred, slamming his hand down on the table.

‘Okay, Jim, leave it alone,’ said the skipper. ‘I make the decisions on whom to employ on my ship, not you. Bite your tongue, or you will not be back next season.’

Gibbs stood up, stared at the grumpy fisherman. ‘Jim, belt up, or I will be forced to shut you up.’

The men roared with laughter at the outburst. Everyone looked across at Jim, waiting for his reaction.

‘You’re so very brave with the skipper around, laddie. I heard you whispering to your boyfriend, Ross, over there, that your father used to beat you around a bit. That doesn’t surprise me. You’re such a waste of skin, that if I were your father, I would also have beaten you and put you out with the dogs each night.’

Gibbs grabbed a pitcher of water and threw it in Jim’s direction. The surprised fisherman raised his hands to ward off the glass and sent it crashing to the wooden floor. He looked up at Gibbs, eyes filled with years of hatred, then lunged across the table, sending dirty pint glasses flying all over the seated men. Gibbs felt the wind driven from his lungs as he was tackled into the wall and he tried to bring his knees up into Jim’s midriff, but the man had him pinned there.

The crew jumped up to pull the two fighting men apart, and with Jim being restrained, Gibbs head-butted him. The crunching sound was heard across the pub as Jim’s nose broke, and he let out a loud moan of pain.

One of the younger, muscular barmen jumped over the bar counter and pushed his way in between the men. 'Right, that’s enough. Take this shit outside. The police are being called, so I suggest that you leave now.’

No one wanted to get the police involved, so they bustled and staggered out of the bar to find another place to continue the evening.

The skipper grabbed hold of Jim. ‘I’ve had as much as I am prepared to tolerate of your attitude, Jim. Don’t come back next season. You’re fired.’

‘What about my money?’

‘You’ll get your money for this year, but you’re not welcome here anymore, so head off home.’

Jim stared across at Gibbs. ‘Make sure you watch your back, boy. You are going to pay for this,’ Jim Gray said, wiping more blood from his nose.

‘Go home and sleep it off, you drunk,’ Gibbs said.

The skipper put his hand on Gibbs’s shoulder. ‘Stay out of his way, Gibbs. He can be a nasty piece of work.’

‘I can handle old Jim,’ the younger man replied. ‘I handled my drunken father, who was far meaner.’

They walked down the high street then Gibbs shouted out. ‘I am damn starving and feel like some chicken.’

‘Good idea,’ one of the men agreed, and they staggered across the road, through the hundreds of drunken revellers to a fried chicken shop.

Fifteen minutes later, with his takeaway meal in hand, he made his way to another doorway and sat down to eat. He looked around for the others, but they’d all moved on. Passing out for what seemed like a few minutes, Gibbs woke up again with someone kicking at his shoes.

‘Jim, you old fucker. Give me a hand up,’ he said, slurring and trying to get to his feet.

‘Aye, laddie, we are going to help you up and then teach you a lesson you will never forget.’


Chapter 8

Gibbs tried to sit up, but the blurred curtain of dark and light shapes moving in front of him confused him, and then a soothing voice broke through.

‘You are safe, young man, and on your way to the hospital.’

The garbled light and noise of a wailing siren added to the turmoil as he drifted in and out of consciousness. Fear forced him to try and get up again, but a sharp pain in his chest stopped him.

He coughed and cried out in pain. The distorted sounds of clattering metal and jumbled voices continued for what seemed like an eternity. He was wheeled down the hospital corridor and into the intensive care unit. Hours turned into days.

‘He’s so damn lucky his attackers were scared off because another few minutes of this type of beating and he probably wouldn’t have made it,’ a nurse said.

‘We know his name is Kyle Gibbs and that he’ sixteen, but has he said anything else over the past few days?’ a second nurse asked.

‘No, nothing else. The police are waiting to interview him, so maybe they will get more out of him,’ the first nurse replied.

I've been unconscious for days. Police? Damn it. Gibbs thought before he drifted off to sleep again.

• • •

‘Kyle, we’d like to catch the three men who assaulted you. We have some details from the taxi driver who interrupted them, but we need your help to complete the full picture of the attack. Can you recall anything about your attackers? Did you recognise any of them?’

A uniformed male and female officer stood at either side of his bed and looked down at him with saddened faces. Gibbs winced with pain as he shook his head slowly.

‘I was too drunk to remember much of it.’

‘You have no recollection of the events from the other night?’ the policewoman asked.

Gibbs just shook his head, an image of one of the men stamping on his arm came to him. Jim would pay for his mistake of leaving him alive.

'Did you know that there was a missing person report filed for you about six months ago?’

‘No, I didn't. Did my dad file the report?’

‘No, he didn’t. The report was filed by a…’ She looked at a sheet of paper. ‘Rhona and Gordon Shepperd, from Edinburgh.’

‘Oh, I see,’ Gibbs said. ‘They’re my aunt and uncle. There’s no need to bother them. I’ll be fine on my own.’

‘I am sure you would be, Kyle, but you’re only sixteen years old, so we had no choice but to notify them. They’re waiting outside to speak to you. I would suggest that you listen to them and consider moving to Edinburgh for a while, at least until you recover,’ the policewoman said.

His uncle and aunt walked into the hospital room, with the latter immediately bursting into tears. She rushed over to him and gave him a big hug. Gibbs felt the sting of the tears welling up in his eyes and choked them back.

‘I am so glad you are safe and finally out of that vicious household,’ his aunt said, wiping away tears from her cheeks. ‘But you should have come and stayed with us, Kyle.’

• • •

Two weeks later Gibbs was sitting in the kitchen, having breakfast with his aunt and uncle, when their phone rang. His uncle took the call in the next room, before coming back, a big smile on his face.

‘That was your case officer. Apparently, an anonymous tip was received pointing them in the direction of a man called Jim Gray. When they investigated him, it turned out that he had been stabbed in some drug deal that went wrong. He died in hospital,’ Gordon said.

‘Is that the case closed, then?’ Rhona asked.

‘They’ll leave it open, but have no other leads,’ Gordon said.

‘Well that is great news, isn’t it, Kyle?’ she said.

Gibbs nodded and carried on eating. He felt the dark anger building up in him again. Revenge should have been his. Jim had gotten off lightly.

Later that afternoon as Gibbs, his uncle and aunt and their children walked around the city that was in the midst of the Fringe Festival. They talked about all the comedy acts they had just seen that day. Gibbs stopped to look at a poster of the Edinburgh Military Tattoo—an event which was being staged at the Edinburgh Castle. The thought of being in the military intrigued him, and his interest had not gone unnoticed.

‘Would you like to go and see the Tattoo?’ his uncle asked. ‘It’s a great show of military pageantry, and they usually have some great items on the itinerary.’

One of Gibbs’s younger cousins rolled her eyes and sniggered. ‘It’s boring, stupid, and for old folks.’

He smiled, but something in the poster drew him in. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was. ‘Okay then, it sounds like fun. Could we still get tickets?’

‘I have a good friend at the nearby army base, so I’m sure that he’ll have a few to spare,’ Gordon replied.

A few hours later, they were seated in the metal grandstands listening to the haunting sounds of the two hundred strong pipe bands, marching around the arena. The pageantry and precision of the marching bands from the various armed forces around the world, accompanied by the haunting songs from distant battlefields, made Gibbs remember the nights he sat in his locked bedroom, reading about British heroes who travelled all over the world, to fight for their country.

A procession of military jeeps and trucks did a show featuring motorbikes leaping from ramps over the brown painted vehicles. ‘Do they use all these vehicles in combat?’

‘Every army has armoured divisions and engineering corps of some description.’

‘So, could I become a mechanic or engineer in the army?’

‘You can indeed.’

Gibbs stared after them as they slowly left the show arena.

‘This is my favourite bit of the show,’ Gordon said.

A strong beam of light illuminated a lone piper who played the last song for the evening from the walls of the Edinburgh Castle. It dawned on Gibbs that his next move might be to become a soldier.

After the show, as they walked out amongst the throngs of excited people, Gibbs turned to his uncle. ‘You served in the forces didn’t you, Gordon?’

‘I did indeed, lad. I was a transport pilot in the Air Force,’ he replied. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I was wondering whether it might be a good idea for me to speak to someone about joining up,’ Gibbs replied.

‘I can call my friend who got us the tickets. He’d be more than happy to chat with you about it. If you are serious, then I think you should look into it,’ Gordon said. ‘It can be a great life. You protect your country, travel to far-off places and will be a part of a close family.’

A close family thought Gibbs. He liked that idea.

The End
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Chapter 1

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2013

Death, sweat and fear drifted on the stale air.

The short, round figure of Lord Francis Butler gagged a second time as he walked down the old sandstone spiral stairs, the stench of it all causing his body to convulse. Dizziness forced him to stop and grab onto the rope balustrade with one hand, the other hand pushing up against the opposite curved wall. Passing seven locked doors that lined the dimly lit stone corridor that ran below Carshalton House, he stopped at the last room. Shifting his stance slightly, he felt himself getting aroused at the thought of what awaited. Pulling at his white long shirt sleeves and readjusting his waistcoat, he walked into the open doorway and stood looking at the figure in the centre of the room.

Bound to a small wooden bench and positioned beneath a single hanging light bulb was the naked Monhinder Singh. The Indian billionaire's cheeks were stained with tears and blood from his swollen eyes. He trembled violently from cold fear and looked up at Lord Butler with begging eyes, mumbling something through the mouth gag.

‘Would you remove his gag, please?’ Lord Butler said to the well-muscled figure of Alex Brun, who stood beside the billionaire. He leant across the trembling man and yanked the dirty rag from his mouth.

Monhinder Singh gasped at the fresh air eagerly before focusing on Lord Butler. ‘Francis, what the bloody hell is going on here? What have I done to deserve this barbaric treatment?’

Alex punched the battered man in the face again, sending a spray of blood and sweat across the concrete floor. The captive man groaned and swayed to the side, his long black hair falling across his face.

‘Thank you, Alex, that will be enough,’ Lord Butler said, pulling a wooden chair closer. ‘I think it is time that Monhinder and I have a little chat about his current predicament. Get him a blanket, please. He looks decidedly frozen.’

‘Thank you,’ Monhinder said.

‘You’ve disappointed me, Monhinder, and because of that, you don’t get to address me by my first name anymore. Is that clear? Friends and those whom I trust may call me Francis, and at the moment, you are neither.’

Monhinder Singh leaned forward against his restraints and simply shook his bowed head. Alex grabbed a handful of long black hair and snapped the man’s head back, causing him to whimper in terror.

‘We’ve explained the generous offer on the table time and time again, and yet you refuse to cooperate with us. Every billionaire at the lavish party above our heads has already signed up to be part of this organisation. I, myself have invested everything in this new venture.’

The man stared at Lord Butler. ‘Why would I join your deluded organisation that is high on the lust for world domination. A group which mistreats its partners like I’m being treated? You just demonstrated to me that if I ever disagreed with you in the future, I would simply be tortured again. You’re bloody psychotic.’

‘Monhinder, dear fellow, you need to be more open-minded about the world we’re building. We’re a crucial organisation for the future of the planet and will do a lot of good in the world. We want you to be a part of that too.’

‘Ha! What a load of rubbish,’ Monhinder mumbled, a trickle of blood dripping off his chin.

Lord Butler shifted in his seat. ‘By pooling all of our wealth and assets, we’ll be able to control and influence government policy around the world, thereby ensuring that no one country ever gains monopoly over the planet’s dwindling resources.’

‘That’s a load of bullshit,’ Monhinder said. ‘Do you think I am bloody naive? None of you gives a shit about the planet or its resources. It’s about you and the rest of the power-mad vultures upstairs wanting to control the world like spoilt little bullies trying to control a playground. I will have no part in it. There is nothing you can say that will change my mind.’

Lord Butler felt the darkness rising within him. He swallowed hard to stem its rise, there was diplomatic work to be done. The man in front of him dared to question the motives of the Billionaires Club which he’d started two years before. His smile skewed into a sneer as he struggles to control the dark lust. The black shroud always took charge of his psyche when he cowered away from making tough choices. The small pine chair creaked as Lord Butler sat back. He ground his teeth in anger then nodded across to Alex, who laid into the man with a flurry of fists. Loud screams echoed around the cold dark walls of the room. Lord Butler realised that he had an erection.

‘Now, let’s take a look at your dilemma here. Upstairs, there’s a group of the world’s wealthiest and most influential men, who witnessed you taking recreational drugs while seated at the dinner table. They saw you kissing a young prostitute and fondling her breasts before dragging her off to your room. Quite decadent and hedonistic behaviour even for one of my parties. She will, of course, testify to the fact that you collected her in London and brought her to the party knowing full well that she is below the legal age of consent in the United Kingdom,’ Lord Butler said. ‘This information is all being collated and will first be leaked to every member of your respected family back in India before being sent out to the global press.’

Monhinder sat upright, his eyes pinched into a swollen squint. He shook his head a few times. ‘Butler, you cannot blackmail me with that,’ he said. ‘Go ahead and inform my family. They will forgive me my transgressions. My reputation will suffer a setback, but it will survive. I can tell you that you’ll not get away with this. I promise you that.’

Lord Butler felt the last of his patience ebb away, and the darkness rush in to consume him. It would only ever be satisfied with the spilling of blood. He leaned forward and sneered. ‘Okay then, Monhinder, have it your way.’

A slight nod to the two heavy-set men standing in the shadows at the back of the room moved them into action. They checked the binding that kept Monhinder tied to the bench. One of them suddenly heaved Monhinder forward, and with his hands bound behind his back, there was no way to break his fall. A loud crack rang out as his face hit the concrete. He screamed out in pain, wriggling to turn his face to the side as his lips started to quiver again.

The lord of the manor calmly walked over to a small metal side table against the exposed brick wall and ran his hand over the extensive range of Alex’s implements of torture. The cool feel of the metal excited him even more. He lingered over one of them for a brief moment like a child picking his favourite sweet, then eagerly grabbed it. Happy with his selection, he walked over to Monhinder and squatted next to the man’s head. ‘This could have been such a painless exercise, my friend, but now you must pay for your stubbornness and stupidity.’

He placed the scalpel at the base of the man’s buttocks, which were now comically raised into the air, and made an inch long incision, drawing a small trickle of blood which followed gravity down the groaning man’s back towards his neck. Lord Butler continued with a second cut, then a third, each getting deeper along the spine. The tortured man’s groans grew louder, and Lord Butler felt the euphoria growing stronger inside him. The darkness sang out with happiness.

Alex walked over and placed his hand over the scalpel in Lord Butler’s hand. ‘Shouldn’t we move on with the next phase of the plan, sir?’

Lord Butler blinked slightly, disorientated with pleasure. He smiled up at his trusty henchman and nodded. ‘Thank you, Alex,’ he said. ‘Monhinder, you sack of shit, now listen to me. I’m going to give you twenty-four hours to reconsider the offer on the table. I’ll be upstairs having a wonderful time with our other colleagues if you do have a change of heart. This will be your last chance to reconsider, and if you fail to change your mind, I am going to instruct Alex to go to work on your delicate bits with some of his favourite toys over there. He won’t be as nice as I have been. You see, I’ have witnessed his work in Equatorial Guinea on many of the unfortunate prisoners of war. I can assure you he understands the finer art of inflicting pain and terror better than I could ever hope to do.’

Lord Butler nodded to Alex, who opened the heavy wooden door. Two more of his men dragged a corpse of a naked woman into the room and laid it down on the floor next to the Indian billionaire. Monhinder Singh desperately tried to turn his head away from the lifeless face of the girl, placed only inches away from his. Her opaque eyes stared at him coldly, and the smell of death stung his nostrils. He started to sob. ‘Please, Lord Butler, you cannot leave her here. Who is she?’

‘I know you have never seen her before. She’s just another young prostitute who caused me some embarrassment yesterday, so I had her killed and placed on ice. Such a pity really, she seemed like such a bright little thing. At least her death won’t be in vain. You see I had such a great idea this morning. I could put her corpse to good use.’

Lord Butler threw the scalpel back onto the table, grabbed an old wooden cricket bat that was leant against the nearby wall, and walked back to the whimpering man.

‘I’ve always loved the feel of wood, you know. The feel against one’s skin is just so… just so natural,’ he said. Clenching his fists around the wooden handle, he swung the bat over his head and slapped it across the man’s exposed buttocks. He slammed the bat down again and again until the darkness ebbed away, satisfied. Wiping away beads of sweat from his reddening face with his forearm, he tossed the bat across the floor.

One of his henchmen handed him a small tied-off plastic bag, which he threw onto the ground in front of the crying billionaire’s face. ‘That’s what’s left from her so-called heroin overdose. You have twenty-four hours to make the right decision, or it will be pumped into you after Alex has finished with you.’

Walking down the stone-walled corridor to the staircase, Alex turned to his boss. ‘I’ll check on him every hour, sir.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about checking that often. Let the bastard stew in his own private hell for the night,’ Lord Butler replied.

‘As you wish, sir.’

‘Thank you for pulling me back from the edge there, Alex,’ Lord Butler said. ‘It has been quite a while since I lost control like that.’

‘I am always here to assist you, sir, although I’ve never seen you give a man a second chance before. What if he won’t sign?’

Lord Butler stopped at the base of the stone spiral staircase and placed his hand on his long-serving bodyguard’s shoulder. ‘I need him to sign over all his wealth to us. He’s one of the only billionaires in India who we deemed as controllable, you know, with all his illegal vices. However, my patience is wearing thin with him so if he doesn’t sign we’ll just get someone else. Then, Alex my friend, I will have no further use for him, and you can have him for as long as he will last.’

• • •

Lord Butler and Alex Brun walked through the high-ceilinged reception room at Carshalton House, taking in deep breaths of the fresh, sweet-smelling air that came through the large bay windows on either side of the open front door. Alex whistled across to one of the young waitresses carrying slim flutes of champagne as she headed towards the group of billionaires gathered in the main lounge. She hustled over to give Lord Butler a glass, which he downed in a single gulp. Before taking a second. It was time to let go of the troubles in the basement and have a good time.

One of the wealthy guests caught his eye and peeled away from his tall brunette escort to intercept him.

‘Alex, would you mind if I have a word with Lord Butler in private?’ the slim, balding man asked. Alex bowed slightly and took two steps to the side.

‘Hello, Jürgen, I hope you are having fun so far,’ Lord Butler said.

‘Has the man signed yet, Francis?’

‘Jürgen, I’d just love to relax with my friends and colleagues tonight and not bother with Billionaires Club matters until morning. I’ve presented our case to Mr Singh, and he needs time to think about it.’

The forty-something German billionaire took a sip of champagne. ‘Will he sign the document? We cannot afford to be without a presence in India much longer.’

Lord Butler frowned and clenched his teeth. ‘I said I’d make it happen, Jürgen. One way or the other we will get into India, okay?’

‘But, why are you taking so long to bring him around? You claimed your methods were foolproof. Maybe someone else should try and speak to him. You know, nicely.’

Lord Butler took a step forward and spoke in a hushed tone. ‘Jürgen, I’ve warned you before about questioning my wishes. Let me stress it again. I won’t tolerate it.’

‘Or what, Francis? Will I end up like your best friend, Michael Mercer? Found rotting at the bottom of a gorge with my car brakes that will have accidentally failed? I’m not intimidated by you or your methods,’ Jürgen said and turned away.

‘Tell me, Jürgen. How is that beautiful wife of yours? A and what about those two handsome young boys?’ Lord Butler asked. ‘What are they now, fifteen and sixteen?’

The German spun around his face pale reddening. He walked back towards Lord Butler, his finger pointing. ‘You stay away from my family.’

‘I only have to whisper a word into Alex’s ear, and your family will suffer horrors that you couldn’t imagine. What’s more, I make sure you are there to watch the whole gory scene. Say another word to me about this. I dare you.’

Jurgen went pale and started to speak.

Alex moved in front of Lord Butler and took a step towards the German. ‘I think you should go back to the party, Mr Kohler. You don’t want to make a scene, now do you?’

Jürgen Kohler looked past Alex Brun. ‘Someday, your henchman won’t be at your side to protect you.’

He walked backwards for three steps before turning and trudging back to his date for the night

Lord Butler walked up next to Alex and placed his hand on his shoulder. ‘They sometimes don’t get the importance of what we are trying to achieve here. So, consumed by their wealth, they fail to see the importance of it all to our planet.’

‘You will make them understand, sir.’

‘That I will. But first, we drink.’


Chapter 2

Naudeh, Afghanistan - 2013

Rocks made for cold mattresses.

Kyle Gibbs shifted his body position in another futile attempt to get comfortable against the wall of stone. He looked down at his cold, chapped hands and gently rubbed them together to get the circulation going again. Gibbs looked across at Malcolm “Killey” Kilfoyle and Spike Johnson, who also huddled against the natural stone wall of the small ridge which sheltered them from enemy eyes. As longer serving SAS soldiers, they seemed more at ease with waiting around than he was.

At three-thirty, the early morning chill started to descend onto the desert, making it uncomfortable for the all SAS units who were dotted around the five designated targets. The desert terrain was stark and barren in the bright moonlight, and the clear evening meant a light frost would soon form around them. The waxing moon would make their troop movement across the open areas towards the targets easier underfoot, but would also increase the chance of being spotted.

Gibbs studied their unit’s intended target, a dilapidated clay brick building, through the night vision scope he had bartered back in the camp in return for a few gentlemen’s magazines. A single guard was on duty, huddled next to a small drumfire under a wood and corrugated iron lean-to that was in front of their target. The intelligence brief had predicted more sentries, but it seemed all the major personnel movement was up at the main building to the west of their target.

Gibbs looked towards the main building and counted three old trucks parked outside. With only four guards patrolling around the outskirts at thirty-minute intervals, it meant most were still asleep inside. Further up the gradual slope from the main buildings, nestling in rocky alcoves were the two enemy machine gun positions they’d been warned about. These were the target of the snipers.

Blinking his eyes twice, he switched his focus back to the old building and caught sight of the guard stretching and yawning in the golden light of the fire before wrapping himself up in a blanket again. He could just about make out the guard’s M16 leant up against the wall.

At four am, team commander Sergeant ‘Whitey’ Lawson and three other team members, who were laying-up about thirty meters to the west of Gibbs’s position, got up and slowly moved down the gentle stony slope towards the main opium factory building. Gibbs, Killey and Johnson followed seconds later, moving quickly in a low crouch towards their smaller target. By keeping low, and with the hillock behind them, they were unlikely to be silhouetted against the moonlit horizon.

The three men spread out and spanned about five meters apart as they trod carefully in a low crouch, trying not to dislodge any loose rocks that would give away their position and draw the guards’ attention. Gibbs’s adrenaline level ratcheted upwards as a man dressed in army fatigues appeared at the open door in the front of the building. He spoke in Arabic to the guard, who threw off his blanket and stood up to stretch. The three SAS soldiers dropped down silently onto one knee, keeping their guns trained on the guards.

The soldier laughed at a joke the other guard had made and walked straight towards the waiting SAS men. Gibbs swallowed hard as the man stopped at the small mud wall and squinted, waiting for his eyes to get used to the dark, barren landscape.

Would he spot them?

He stood for a minute looking into the moonlit night then reached down and unzipped his fly.

Gibbs looked across at Killey and signalled that he should take out the tall soldier who was now urinating over the wall. Gibbs, as previously agreed, would neutralise the guard by the fire.

He looked at the guard through his MP5 nightscope and slid his forefinger onto the trigger. The guard had sat down again and looked like he’d soon be asleep.

The guard stirred when he heard the dull thump of Whitey’s grenade launcher as their leader fired a grenade into the main group of guards to the west of their position. The explosion shattered the quiet desert night, and Gibbs squeezed the trigger. His target sat up in shock then slumped backwards as two bullets exploded into his head, sending a wash of blood-splatter up the wall behind him.

Killey fired twice at the standing soldier, hitting him twice in the chest. He stumbled backwards, golden urine backlit by the fire, spraying everywhere. The soldier looked down at the holes in his chest then collapsed as his legs gave way.

The instant the guards went down, Johnson was up on his feet with Killey right on his heels, running hard towards the building. They jumped over the small eroded mud wall in front and ran straight towards the open doorway.

Gibbs covered their approach to the building before running towards the target himself. As he leapt over the small peripheral wall, a bearded man emerged from the doorway, his white thawb flowing as he ran. He shouted something in Arabic and fired his pistol blindly into the night. Gibbs dove face down into the ground and heard the whizzing sound of bullets flying over his head. Killey swung his M16 machine gun at the man’s head and clouted him flush on his jaw, the force smashing him backwards with his flailing gun arm firing into the cloudless sky. In one swift movement, Killey stood on the man’s pistol hand and pulled out his trusty hunting knife then knelt on the flailing man’s chest. In a quick sideways movement, he slit the man’s throat and silenced him. Gibbs pushed up off the floor and ran to the side of the doorway, preparing to enter the building.

Killey sheathed his knife and lifted his M16 just before a volley of gunshots erupted from inside the building. Two bullets hit him in the chest area of his body armour, flinging him backwards onto the ground, gulping for air as the wind was knocked out of him. Mike Johnson’s head snapped back as a bullet ricocheted off his helmet. His knees buckled slightly, sending him staggering backwards before he tripped over the peripheral wall. Gibbs froze for a split second then fired a long covering volley into the room. He heard a male voice cry out in pain, followed by silence.

Gibbs wondered how many more guards were inside and was loudly answered when he heard the machine gunfire from inside as chips of mud and plaster from the door frame radiated outwards. They could hit Killey at any second.

Diving down to the dusty floor again, he reached across to drag Killey out of the path of the doorway by his chest webbing.

Gibbs’s world seemed to slow down as he plucked two flash grenades from Killey’s webbing and tossed them through the doorway. A few seconds later, the deafening explosion and blinding flash went off, disorienting everyone inside. He flipped the night vision goggles down and crouched as he walked in.

The acrid smoke still burnt his nose and lungs despite their numerous training exercises. Gibbs stood with his back against the nearest wall to see if anything moved. Through the green hue of the goggles, he saw two men staggering about near the opposite wall, their machine guns hanging downwards as they tried to reach four old filing cabinets. With quick bursts from his MP5, he dropped both men and continued to move through the adjacent rooms, checking for any other enemy soldiers.

Loud explosions and more stuttering machine gunfire drifted on the wind from other parts of the complex. Would the other teams need their help? He walked back to secure the main room and grabbed a pile of burning documents out of a coal burning stove, stamping on them to preserve any possible intelligence. Looking down at the dull stare of one of the bodies, he shook his head. The body was that of a teenage boy, an AK47 still in his grasp.

Gibbs moved back to the doorway. ‘Killey, I’m coming out,’ he called, waiting a moment and then walking out weapon first, first scanning the desert in front of their target then up in the direction of the main building. All seemed clear. Occasional sporadic gunfire could be heard throughout the complex with the odd muzzle flash the only indication that the battle was still underway. He moved past his friend and looked over the wall to where Johnson had fallen. The man was lying down on his back, looking at the dent in his helmet, still in shock.

Gibbs turned to see Killey kneeling and gulping a large lungful of air, so he helped him up and slowly led him to a bench up against the building. There were no traces of blood, so the body armour had done its job. ‘You okay, mate?’

Killey nodded. A bit embarrassed, mind you. I should have just shot the bugger instead of trying to silence him with a knife. The bastards were clearly sleeping near the doorway. Are they all dead?’

‘Yes. There weren’t that many of them inside. It’s all clear now. I shot a few of them trying to destroy documents, so the operation might have been worth it after all.’

‘Thanks, mate. I owe you,’ Killey said. ‘That was bloody stupid of me.’

‘Aye, you do, and I’ll take payment in cases of beer when we get back.

‘Don’t tell anyone about this, yeah.’

’I won’t, mate. This’ll stay between us,’ Gibbs said.

The night sky to the east was changing to an orange glow in the cloudless morning, and the barrenness of their surroundings became more apparent. Gibbs stood and faced the main buildings that had fallen into silence. Looking down at his hands, he clenched his fists to stop them from shaking. The adrenaline was taking it’s time to dissipate, fuelled by an old anger.

‘You okay, killer?’ Killey said.

Gibbs nodded and looked at three goats that started to work their way down the hillside.

‘You still see your old man’s face every time you kill?’ Killey asked, walking up behind him.

‘It’s crazy, right. After all these years, those memories still send me to a bloody dark place,’ Gibbs said.

‘It’ll get easier over time.’

He turned to see his friend holding out an open pack of cigarettes. He took one and looked down at it, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger.

‘Jesus, Killey, are you smoking plain cigarettes now?’

‘All I could get my hands on before we left camp,’ he replied, lighting both their cigarettes with a single match.

‘After surviving my old man’s drunken beatings for all those years, it would be a shame to die because of these bloody cancer sticks,’ Gibbs chuckled, taking a long draw and instantly feeling himself relax.

‘Less moaning about the past, more living for the future?’ Killey said, patting Gibbs’s shoulder.

• • •

After thirty minutes of waiting and keeping a very groggy Mike Johnson company, Gibbs could make out the figures of Whitey Lawson and a radioman making their way towards him. He signalled to let them know that all was secure in their building.

‘Any major problems here?’ Whitey Lawson asked, glancing at the bodies of the men lying outside of the building.

‘Nothing we couldn’t handle, sir,’ Gibbs said. ‘There is a load of documents lying around inside plus a few old filing cabinets in the main room. They might be of interest to the intelligence boys.’

‘Good job, Gibbs,’ Whitey Lawson said, slapping him on the back. ‘We rotate out at ten hundred hours, so wait for the intelligence boys to arrive, then get back to the vehicles. Beers are on me this evening.’
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