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ZARA’S GAME

ZARA SCOTT: THE BLACK SWAN TRILOGY




PART I

M.I.6 ANALYST ZARA SCOTT has been abducted in Pakistan after uncovering a hidden conspiracy whilst investigating a suspected Al-Qaeda financing deal. Held in the clandestine U.S rendition program; her situation seems hopeless until she summons a memory from her past. The mere mention of Alex "The Dragon" Green is enough to stop her ruthless interrogator from continuing her questioning under duress.
"THE DRAGON"; the leader of a Kremlin sponsored Private Military Company whose reputation strikes fear into the hearts of his enemies, and is regarded as "The Angel of Death" by many, learns of his estranged wife's situation whilst carrying out an operation  in Azerbaijan to stop the Chechens being supplied with arms by an old adversary: David Smythe. Against his Russian sponsor's wishes, Alex is quick to take action to recover Zara, unleashing his wrath against all who oppose him.
AS ALEX AND THE COMPANY dig deeper into the circumstances surrounding Zara's abduction, they find themselves drawn into a much bigger international conspiracy that threatens the millennia-old Mercenary Guild's very survival, and starts a chain of events that will destabilise the fragile balance of forces keeping the world from descending into a chaotic and unstoppable conflict.
ZARA'S GAME is a tense epic length espionage & political thriller set within a fictional clandestine world, anchored around  the controversial W.M.D claims against Saddam Hussein prior to the second war in Iraq. 
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People always have been the foolish victims of deception and self-deception in politics, and they always will be until they have learnt to seek out the interests of some class or other behind all moral, religious, political and social phrases, declarations and promises.


The Three Sources and Three Constituent Parts of Marxism

(March 1913)


VLADIMIR ILYICH LENIN
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HE KISSED HIS daughter on her forehead and left the house. The paternal soft smile he had given her was nothing more than a veneer over the ugly cracks of a man who had no trace of compassion or emotion. His clean-shaven head and disjointed nose merely hinted at the contents — a soul stripped bare of anything beyond an unswerving loyalty to duty, a duty that had made his reputation as a breaker of the most tenacious of wills belonging to those who tried to defy his interrogations. They called him “The Rat.” A term most westernised cultures associated with an informant, but in Arabic took a more literal form — a relentless gnawing to reach the bones of truth. He was (retired General) Amin Hamouda, now a senior officer of the Tunisian Intelligence Service, a secular regime that put down Islamic extremism with a relentless and brutal iron fist of extra-judicial process.

He placed a pair of pristine aviators on his crooked nose and walked down the front path surrounded by well-tended rose borders to a waiting black Mercedes E-Class. His driver, a skinny young man clad in a smart but ill fitting off the peg black suit and unbuttoned white shirt, nodded in deference as he opened the back door. Amin slid his portly frame into the back seat, the door closed and they drove away.

Amin’s place of work was a former French legionnaire fortress on the edge of the Sahara desert. Surrounded by a barren sand-sea of nothingness, brutal heat and desolation, it was a man-made purgatory now used predominately as a C.I.A black-site for their global rendition program. The Tunisian allies provided a useful (but unequal in the American’s favour) partnership in obtaining information from unwilling informants without the need for due process, human rights, or oversight. It was a task Amin performed with great diligence.

As he exited the car he mopped the beads of sweat from his brow and walked briskly from the secure courtyard into the shade. The wooden posts the legionnaires had used as punishment still remained as a monument to the most brutal of tortures — simply attempting to survive on the tip of the desert sun’s anvil.

Whilst moderately cooler (thanks to the feet-thick sandstone walls) the basement interrogation rooms still remained stifling ovens that lacked even basic air circulation. The rudimentary sanitary system added a permanent noxiously unpleasant odour to the discomfort of occupation. A pungent aroma Amin had long since become accustomed to.

He walked in and pulled out an old wooden chair from beside the table then sat down.

She didn’t move.

Her eyes remained fixed in a middle-distant stare at some imaginary point on the far side of the room. Completely motionless. She betrayed nothing. He sat and stared at her. A measured stare. Sharp chiselled features, high cheekbones with half-cast skin pulled taut over, perfectly manicured eyebrows, dusty mocha hair in a ponytail. A svelte frame of toned sinewy muscles. Her vest singlet t-shirt drenched in sweat tight over her breasts, nipples erect pushing at the soft cotton. Amin’s breathing broke from his usual highly controlled subdued pace, a coarse of arousal flooded into his loins as he imagined ravishing her young slender body with force. Visceral moments of imagined sexual violence, as he smashed her head against the wall during his climax, breaking her perfect features into a bloodied mess before strangling her. Moment by moment he mentally de-humanised her, turning her from an attractive young woman into a mere conduit for his violent fetish to de-personalise her into nothing more than a rag-doll for his sadistic pleasure.

It was if she felt his eyes invading her. A woman’s intuition sensing the danger from the close proximity of a sexual predator. She flicked her eyes to look at him. An intentional stare that betrayed nothing, save an edged notion of disdainful contempt, an acknowledged recognition of what she could see beneath his veneer. The subtle visual dance between skilful agents of subterfuge engaged in a non-consensual foreplay of sensory perception.

His throat was dry. He declined to solve it with a gulp of the water presented in a glass before him, preferring its Marlboro-laced hoarseness to improve the delivery of his message in tone, as well as substance.

‘You know why you are here.’

Statement of fact. Not a question.

She said nothing. Still betrayed nothing. Just stared.

Time passed.

How much is irrelevant.

Simply the stall before the inevitable where ten minutes would be no different to ten hours after the event. It was a conceit he would grant her only insofar as it suited his purpose. ‘You know why you are here.’ He repeated it as if she might not have heard the first time, or perhaps his treacle-thick accented English required a repeat intonation.

She still said nothing. She still did nothing.

Repeat it once. Repeat it a thousand times. It was the same statement, the same fishing expedition. Not to determine if she knew why she was there, but if she cared enough to protest why she was there, or offer up some alternative narrative that would determine the way in which he would crack her icy English reserve and get to the truth his sponsors had demanded.

He had one objective. Information. He didn’t care by what means he obtained it, only that he obtained it, and it was the truth. ‘I require three things from you. The location of your associate, Mister Bishop, the dossier, and the video recording you made. I’m at liberty to use whatever means at my disposal to obtain them. It would be advisable for you to co-operate.’ Finally her emotionless stare was broken. An involuntary memory reflex that forced her visual focus aside as her brain flickered through her memory to recall and connect the events to her current circumstances. Less than a second later she closed her eyes, chastising herself for the lack of control over her instincts that imparted her interrogator with his first indicative of guilt, closely supported by the second from her self-admonishment. Slowly her eyes opened and her gaze returned back to his, awareness that he’d read both signals and deciphered them instantly. Her carefully constructed mask of deceit already cracking. He nodded. His first returned signal that it was understood. She tried to swallow. A burnt parched throat desperate for moisture, and yet hesitant to ask because she knew already what was coming. Sensing his captive’s discomfort, Amin laid down another card in his deck of power plays. He slowly and deliberately picked up his glass of water and sipped it gently, each swallow slow and echoed in the silent void of the interrogation room. He placed the glass back down and wiped a finger down the condensation clinging to the side of it then returned his stare to her.

No response.

Not so easily riled.

She would take more. Much more.

Amin pleased himself with a brief glint of a smile to savour the potential for practising his skills on such an attractive canvas. Her defiance simply served to further the eroticism for Amin. He looked at his protégé, who was stood in the corner leaning lazily against the wall, and made a slow and deliberate nod. Amin got up and removed his jacket slowly before placing it neatly on the back of the chair. He walked over to a wooden bench placed up against the wall, it was set out with a jug full of water, an empty bowl, and some clean towels. He carefully unbuttoned his cuffs and removed his expensive gold cufflinks, rolled his sleeves neatly up above his elbows, removed his wedding ring, filled the bowl with water then plunged his hands gently in before slowly bathing the water across his face and head to wash away the sweat. As he performed his ritual cleansing, his assistant walked over and placed a black cotton hood over her head and pulled the cord tight round her neck. She didn’t struggle or resist — a passive acceptance of what was to come. The protégé walked over and took a large jerry can then returned and waited behind her.

Amin patted his face softly with the towel. ‘Begin,’ Amin said quietly, barely above a whisper.

The protégé summoned the two guards. They walked over and picked her up by each elbow and forced her on her knees before tilting her backwards over the chair. The protégé tipped the jerry can over until a long stream of water cascaded down over her face, slowly at first until the cloth soaked through then increasing in volume as she began to choke, cough, and then gasp for air. It continued until the entire five-gallon can of water was empty. Amin walked over. ‘Again,’ he said. The protégé took a second can and repeated the water boarding. She struggled, but they kept tight hold of her, she desperately sucked at the soaking cloth for gasps of air that only served to inhale more water vapour, increasing the sense of drowning and panic. They continued repeatedly for more than an hour until finally Amin sat down again. He nodded at his accomplices. They dragged her back up onto the chair. The protégé loosened the hood and pulled it off. Black eyeliner streamed in messy lines, running down reddened cheeks, she spat the water and sputum from her mouth as she desperately strained for breath, her lungs burning with prickled pain from the irritation, her eyes bloodshot and unable to focus as her brain lapsed into delirium.

‘Where is Bishop? Where is the dossier? Where is the tape?’ The Rat gnawed again slowly, word by word. She coughed and spat out what was left of her dignity, her head dizzy, unable to support its own weight, desperate to escape into the comfort of unconsciousness. Sensing his victim’s departure into a comatose state, Amin got up and walked over, he grabbed her roughly, clenching meaty coarse-skinned hands around her slender neck. A sharp violent backhanded slap delivered with precision knocking her head from one side to the other. Re-awakening all her pain sensors. A second slap in the opposite direction followed by a third, her cheeks now burning red and numbed by the onslaught. Grabbed by the throat again. ‘Tell me what I want to know! You will tell me!’ The defiance remained. Smouldering from deep within and projected out through the mirrors of her eyes.

‘Fuck...you.’

Slow.

Deliberate.

Her first words as empowered as they were simple - a statement of intent that her will would not be broken. She prepared to disconnect her physical being from her mental and spiritual. An expired lease on her body that served no further purpose to her other than to be a weak link in her otherwise exceptional armour. She knew what he wanted. What he desired. What he would do, but she wouldn’t gratify him with anything other than an empty vessel of skin and flesh to derive his sadistic pleasures from. The essence of her being would remain locked far away with no route of access from her physical manifestation.

Something about her infuriated Amin. His usually calm and controlled demeanour suddenly enraged by the arrogance of such a sleight elfin creature — how could she possibly not understand the position she was in? What gave her the right to be so stoic? She was nothing — a woman, a useless emotional lesser gender that served no purpose other than breeding. For Amin the idea that he, The Rat, couldn’t break this fragile thing on a whim was an insult greater than his hubris could bear. The result was a punch so severe it knocked her clean unconscious as soon as it landed. Her head fell from his grasp onto her chest as a slow trickle of sticky red blood rolled down from her nose, across her lips and onto her chin. Amin retreated and sat back down on his chair, wiping his hands on a towel he stared at her with seething resentment. He fought against his urgent base instinct to violently rape her and slit her throat.

She began her retreat into subconscious, searching for some memory to cling to; visceral enough to transport her away to a place he couldn’t reach her. And it came: a perfect gentle winter’s day, she sat watching through the comfort of the window as snowflakes danced softly on the light breeze whilst a deep blue sky tinged to evening. A light crackling of apple logs on the open grate fire. A red-chested robin flitted from bush to bush, gathering berries, occasionally stopping to observe for predators, oblivious to her presence inside the cottage. She glanced across and there he was, stood wearing a rough old grey Arran sweater, three days stubble and a raffish mop of hair. He walked over and handed her a mug of hot chocolate. She wrapped her hands around the mug, comforted by its warmth as she returned her gaze out of the window. He didn’t say anything. He never needed to. It was simply enough to enjoy each other’s presence. She felt his comforting hand on her shoulder. He sat alongside her on the window seat and she felt his rough stubble press against her cheek as she let slip a soft contented smile. ‘In times of darkness remember this place,’ she imagined he had said, when perhaps he had said nothing at all. ‘You’ll be safe here always...’ Her smile melted away as she saw him: her tormentor, stood in the perfect snow-covered garden staring back at her. She felt him move from her side. She watched as he went outside and stood confronting the unwanted visitor to their perfect idyll. He took out a pistol. A shot with no sound and her tormentor was gone, vanished, leaving nothing behind. He turned to her and smiled softly, reassuring her as he put the gun away. ‘Alex...’ she muttered.

‘What?’ Amin asked, listening intently.

‘Alex...’ she repeated.

‘Who?’ Amin asked again with a frown. She gradually lifted her head slowly, deliberately, her eyes now burning with inflamed anger and fury, a built up seething furnace fuming out from her.

‘Alex Green is going to kill you!’ She spat out a mouthful of blood and spit at Amin. He didn’t react as it slid down his face, a palpable sense of shock uncontrolled and unguarded escaping from his pores as The Rat stopped gnawing, sat on its back legs and sniffed the air, sensing the sudden threat to its existence as another, greater, apex predator stalked it silently from the shadows.

‘The Dragon...’ he said, barely able to say the words.

‘You have no idea what you’ve done...’ she replied with a demonic knowing smile and a shake of her head. ‘You have no idea...’ she repeated as her head fell down into unconsciousness.

Amin swallowed nervously, he got up quickly and headed outside resisting the urgent temptation to vomit. He panic stumbled through the hallways and stared around the courtyard. Her words echoing in his ears. ‘Alex Green...’

He took out his handkerchief and mopped his brow. He looked at each of his men in turn. Wondering which one...which one would be the one to betray him. Which one did The Dragon own. He staggered back inside to his office on the first floor, took out a small notepad and thumbed through it, punching the numbers in with a shaking hand.

‘Yes?’ the voice came.

‘What have you done to me? Who is she?’ Amin barked part nervously, part in anger.

‘What is the problem?’

‘Alex Green. How does she know him?’

‘Did you say Alex Green?’

‘Yes. What is her connection to The Dragon?’

‘That’s not important. Did you get the information we asked for?’

‘No. I want no part of this! You come and take her! You take her or I’m letting her go!’

‘Calm down. We’ll take care of it. Don’t let her go. I’ll call you back.’

The phone line went dead.

Amin slammed the receiver down. He took out a bottle of scotch from his lower desk draw and filled a tumbler with it then necked it down, choking on it. The protégé knocked on the old wooden door and entered. He stared at Amin in disbelief. The Rat’s eyes were now full of fear and suspicion. The protégé frowned. ‘What is it?’ The protégé didn’t understand. To Amin the mere mention of the name was as if she’d summoned the devil himself.

‘Take her back to her cell. You tell the men. Nobody is to touch her. Nobody!’ The protégé nodded. ‘Get out of here! Go on! Get out!’ Amin yelled throwing the glass at the protégé as he scurried out through the doorway.

Back in her cell, she tried to find some comfort on the barren wooden bench that served as a bed, her thoughts returned back to the cottage. A faint solo piano melody chimed in echoes through her head. She hummed its melodic tune softly and closed her eyes.
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LONDON, UK — 19 DAYS LATER

HE PULLED THE collar of his jacket up to guard against the biting wind tunnelling down between the towering buildings and studied his London visitor’s guide as he sheltered in the closed shop’s doorway. He occasionally glanced up and casually observed as the small army of office workers flooded out through the atrium glass doors of JP Morgan’s building, and then watched them as they hurried towards the London Underground station entrance or dashed into the cover of the nearby wine bars and public houses, now rapidly filling up with a raucous crowd of city workers drinking their way past the rush-hour into the early evening. The weather was seasonably dark and miserable; with everyone rushing to be somewhere not much attention was paid to the lone American tourist who was seemingly lost in the heart of the financial district.

It was past six p.m. by the time his target emerged, amongst a small mixed crowd of middle-aged city types escorted by a few attractive female companions. He watched as the group made their way down to the nearby Pitcher & Piano bar. He folded his tourist guide in half and casually walked to follow them.

The bar was already full to standing room with a noisy crowd emptying pints of premium lager, or demolishing through bottles of wine if they had female company. He pushed through the crowd to reach the bar, casually observing his target until the barman got round to serving him. ‘Pint of Amstel,’ he ordered. The barman returned a few minutes later and he paid in cash, sipping the top froth off his glass of beer before retreating to a quieter end of the bar. His target now sat in a corner table surrounded by colleagues.

‘You looking for company?’

He turned round. She was attractive. Smartly dressed in a black skirt and expensive Chanel jacket. Immaculately manicured nails and perfect make-up. His attuned nostrils picked up on the delicate expensive scent, recently shampooed hair, and bathed skin that indicated she’d not spent the last ten hours locked in a stuffy office perpetrating capitalist crimes against the poor, but likely got up sometime after lunch for a lazy afternoon of grooming before prowling the bar for a client / victim. Her English impeccable, but laced with an undertone of Slavic accent that suggested either opportunity was being pursued. He flashed a polite smile. ‘Sure,’ he said. A useful cover distraction to help blend in, although likely a short-lived subterfuge when she realised he lacked the several-figures bonus required for entry into her undergarments.

‘You’re American?’ she asked demurely with a smile as she took out a cigarette. He took out a zippo and lit it for her.

‘Yes Ma’am. What about you?’

‘Italian,’ she replied. He nodded politely. A standard cover story for many Eastern-European working girls lacking the right visa paperwork. His expert sense of accent placement had her born somewhere near Saratov, albeit probably having spent several years in Moscow given the harder-edged Muscovite tones seeping through.

‘So what do you do?’ she asked casually.

‘I’m in risk management.’

‘It’s very interesting. Do you like to make risk or stop it?’ she asked.

‘A little of both.’

‘It is good work?’

‘It has its moments...’

‘So you are married?’

‘Divorced.’ She nodded. A satisfied smile, the lonely divorcee male being an easy target for her predatory consumption.

‘I always wanted to go to America. My friend is married to an American man.’

‘That’s interesting.’ Which of course it wasn’t. The kind of painful small talk generated between two people who have no real interest in the other.

‘So it is your day off?’ she asked with a slight frown. He became self-aware of his casual tourist dress not being in keeping with the expected smart Savile Row suited clientele’s city dress code, as she continued to measure up if he was an appropriate target for a single night’s transaction, or a more profitable long-leasehold arrangement.

‘Yeah. Just popped in to check on things.’

‘On your day off? Maybe this is why you are divorced...’ she let out a subtle manufactured control of a sexualised laugh, designed to entice him in further. He just smiled politely and nodded. Too well trained in the art of the honey-trap, her amateur talent for discovery wasn’t likely to get much further. His target, now sat in the corner, had already made him. Their eyes met briefly before being averted. He continued to watch as his target made some polite excuses, took his coat, and headed out the door. He quickly finished his pint to not look suspicious. ‘Nice to have met you, I’ve got to run.’

‘So soon? You didn’t even buy me a drink.’

‘Maybe another time. I have a train to catch.’

‘You don’t live in The City?’

‘No, I live in Romford.’

‘I thought you said you were in risk management?’

‘I’m a security guard. Have a great evening.’ He brushed through the crowd for the door. Her face folded in annoyance at her wasted time on a mere proletariat, cursing in Russian under her breath.

As he stepped outside he looked in both directions before he spotted his target heading into the entrance to the tube station. He quickly rushed to catch up, following behind down the escalators then long tunnels at a discrete distance towards the westbound Central Line. As they reached near the platform, the rushing sound of air exiting the tunnel extinguishing the high-pitched electric whine from the motors and deeper bass hammer of brake compressor noise cut short his target’s brief attempt to dash for the train, he reached the now near-empty platform and glanced up at the board: six minutes to the next departure. He looked down along the narrow underground platform and their eyes met again before returning to stare at the wall of advertisements. Gradually the platform began to fill up again as the city workers slowly drifted in from their watering holes. When the train finally arrived it was already full. He squeezed into the carriage in a corner.

The train made its way from The City in the east across central London until it reached Notting Hill Gate where both men got off. He followed his target up the escalators and out into the busy street above. He casually browsed in a window as he watched the target pick up some groceries in a small convenience store before making his way up Ladbroke Grove reaching a smart period home on Lansdown Crescent. The target walked up the short flight of steps, unlocked the door and went in. He waited in the shadows as the lights in the house came on and curtains were closed. Checking he wasn’t being observed, he walked across the street and down the small flight of stairs to the house’s lower basement entrance where he waited. A few minutes passed then the door unlocked, opened, and he stepped in.

‘I thought you were dead.’

He smiled. ‘Hello Bob.’

‘Hunter...’ They shook hands politely. ‘I suppose you better come in.’ Hunter nodded and stepped through the small door. Bob closed the door behind him and locked it. He headed down the inner-hallway to the large basement kitchen. ‘Who was the skirt in the bar?’ Bob asked.

‘I believe she was a precious metals prospector,’ Hunter replied with a smile. Bob laughed briefly and took a six-pack of bottled beers from their cardboard carrier carton along with some pre-packed noodles from a grocery bag.

‘You eaten?’

‘Not yet.’ Bob threw the noodles into the Siemens stainless steel microwave. ‘No wife?’

‘Pilates night.’

‘Sounds a riot. You don’t go?’

‘What do you think?’ Bob opened two bottles and handed Hunter a beer. ‘So what the hell’s going on in Pak? Been hearing all kind of rumours on the wire.’

‘It’s a long story,’ Hunter replied.

Bob nodded. ‘We better order more chow and beers then.’ Bob picked up a menu for an Indian takeaway and handed it to Hunter. ‘I’m guessing this isn’t a social call to reminisce about good times at West Point.’

‘I need your help.’

‘You can’t go to The Agency?’

Hunter shook his head. ‘We took a burn.’

‘You better sit down.’ Bob gestured at one of the stools.

‘Nice place. Looks expensive. J.P must be generous. Maybe I should have followed your lead and got out early.’

‘Nah. They didn’t pay for this. It’s her money.’

‘That makes a change...’

‘Sure does. So what brings you to London?’

‘I’m looking for Bishop.’

‘Bishop? Last I heard he was stateside. Haven’t seem him since the September New York thing went down.’

‘You guys are still pretty tight though, right? He was stationed here in London.’

‘Yeah. You know. We throw each other a few bones work wise, play a few games of squash.’

‘What about the embassy? You still in with the station chief?’

‘Not so much. What you trying to get at? You think I’m dirty? How long have we known each other?’

‘About the same amount of time as you’ve known Bishop.’

‘Oh...so you think Bishop is dirty. Well I don’t know what to tell you. I guess you’ll have to go with your instincts. All I can say is I’m happy to be out. I have a good, if dull, life here. I don’t need to play those games any more to get my kicks.’ The microwave bleeped. Bob took the noodles out and emptied them into a bowl and handed them to Hunter. ‘We go way back Hunter. You saved my ass. If you’re in trouble I owe you. So whatever this thing is, I’ll do what I can.’

‘I was working with an M.I.6 agent in Pakistan. Zara Scott. She was investigating The Saudi Group. Bunch of financiers, N.G.O’s, minor royals — the usual crowd. We had some lead they were funding the cells behind the nine-eleven job. She was running a surveillance op against some Wall Street guys with Bishop. We tracked them to the U.A.E and some guy, we think was State Department, had some P.M.C cut-outs ice the financier. Zara’s spec-ops team got the whole thing on tape. Next thing we know the team sent in to kill Osama Bin Laden gets burned by a call from Pakistani Intelligence. Someone sends a car bomb in my direction, Zara goes missing, and hasn’t been seen since.’

‘Well, you don’t need my help to know there are guys in State who are thick with the Saudis.’

‘Here’s were it gets complicated. I took a meet with Mossad’s chief head banger, what we thought was funding for The Saudi Group turned out to be, according to him, paying for a missile defence system for the Israelis.’

‘Well, that’s a hot mess altogether. So where does Bishop figure into this?’

‘Zara sent him the tape of the State Department guy to try and I.D him. He’s the only person who has that tape other than Zara. If they have Zara then he’s the only chance we have to get her back.’

‘So you don’t think the Saudis or Israelis have her?’

‘The Israelis say they don’t, but they can broker a trade. The Saudis...I don’t think they are part of this beyond setting up the initial intelligence for the nine-eleven trades.’

‘I’d like to help Hunter, but I haven’t seen Bishop since before he went back stateside. I’ve no idea where he is. I can maybe make a few discrete calls.’

‘It would be better coming from you. You’re already out clean so it won’t set off any alarms. Old friend concerned yada yada yada. Everyone thinks I’m dead, I need to try and keep that advantage.’

‘Sure. Let’s get some takeaway ordered then I’ll make some calls.’ Bob checked his watch. ‘Should be all up by now.’



BOB RETURNED from his office and handed Hunter a multi-page fax print. ‘What you got?’ Hunter asked, examining the print out.

‘I spoke to an old buddy at the F.B.I. Bishop and your friend Scott are both on international arrest warrants for a double homicide. Some kid called Benjamin Kaminski and his girlfriend. They dragged him out of the East River and found her body in the boot of Bishop’s car in a parking lot at LaGuardia. They’ve got some Agency informant who claims Bishop had him hack all of Ben’s accounts and lift 120 million then wire it to an offshore account.’

‘You believe any of that?’

‘Do you?’

‘No. Zara’s clean. I don’t see her doing that kind of thing. She’s too smart. Bishop I didn’t know that well, so you tell me.’

‘I don’t know. I told him I could hook him up in The City, he didn’t seem that interested.’

‘They know where he is?’

‘No. He’s gone to ground.’

‘He ever give you any drop box or back channel number to get in touch with him?’

‘No. We weren’t that close. If he’s got an out then it wasn’t with me. Wait. There is something. He’s got a daughter. Illegitimate. He got trashed one night and started doing the whole absentee dad guilt and recrimination thing. She’s college age, living in San Francisco.’

‘That narrows it down.’

‘He did say one thing. He had a real bee in his bonnet over it. She was working at one of those Hooter type places. Got him all riled about drunken guys pawing at his little girl’s ass. Kind of ironic given how much time he spent in those places pawing at other daddy’s girl’s asses.’

‘He say where it was?’

‘The Fire Station. Yeah that was it. I only remembered that cause he threatened to torch the place and I found it ironic given the name.’

‘It’s something I guess. You think he’s in touch with her?’

‘I don’t know. He was drunk, said he was going to make things right before it was too late. But who knows? Bishop was all over the place.’

‘Well it’s better than nothing I guess. A lead’s a lead however thin.’

‘Sorry. That’s all I can get without hitting up The Agency.’

‘No, I need to keep off their radar.’

Bob looked thoughtful for a few moments. ‘There is one way, but you wont like it...’

‘Shoot. I’m open to anything right now. Zara’s a good kid, I’m not letting her go without a fight.’

‘I’ve got a few contacts through the bank with the Russians here. There’s a guy at the embassy who I figure is probably F.S.B. If you need some dirt digging, and you cant go to anyone connected to our side then they’re the most likely guys to have something.’

‘Why would they help...unless...shit.’

‘What?’

‘The one thing I was hoping to avoid. Something Zara told me once. You are right. The Russians will likely know. The problem is, they won’t tell me unless I ask through someone who they’ll deal with.’

‘Who is?’

‘The last person on earth I want to have to involved right now. Alex Green.’

‘The Dragon?’

‘You know another Alex Green? I was really trying to avoid his involvement.’

‘With good reason, but given what you seem to be up against...’

‘Let’s just say Alex is the nuclear option. Once he gets involved this will only go one way, and we’re not exactly friends.’

‘Is anyone exactly friends with Alex?’

‘Yeah. There’s one person who is just a bit more than that, and he will not take the bad news well.’

‘You want me to set up a meet with my contact?’

Hunter took a deep breath and downed his beer. ‘You got anything stronger?’ Bob retrieved a bottle of scotch and poured two glasses. ‘Let me sleep on it. If I can think of any other way to deal with this without getting Alex involved, I’m going to take it.’

‘You need a place to crash? Spare room is made up.’

‘What about your wife?’

‘She doesn’t ask questions.’

‘Seems you’ve got it made buddy. Bob Eckhart. Sitting pretty in London Town. What’s your secret?’

‘I never gave a fuck,’ Bob said with a smile, toasting Hunter’s glass.
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THE MORNING CHORUS broke painfully for Hunter. A dull throbbing head coupled to the queasiness brought about from the previous night’s intake of Indian food and alcohol fermenting in his stomach, aided and abetted by the damp cold in the small basement room. He coughed out the night’s worth of phlegm accumulated in his throat and cleared his nose, trying to solicit any comfort of warmth from the too-thin duvet and blanket. A knock at the door and Bob entered with salvation in the form of a cup of strong black coffee and an over-buttered slice of toast.

‘I slept,’ Hunter said; his voice suggesting surprise at the fact. ‘I don’t remember the last time.’ Bob handed him the coffee and set the toast plate down on the bedside cabinet. Hunter took a deep sip of his coffee, letting the warmth from the strong brew and caffeine kick his metabolism back into order.

‘Sorry about the cold, these old Victorian-era places are hell to keep warm.’

‘Don’t worry about it. Makes a change from the humidity.’

‘I’ll bring you a razor and some towels down.’

‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’ Hunter asked casually, glancing at his vintage Omega to check the time.

‘Called in sick. That scotch isn’t so easy to shake off at our age.’

‘Tell me about it. You think it was the eighth or ninth shot that did it?’

‘Probably the one after I stopped counting. So you figured out your plan yet?’

‘Not much. Bishop’s daughter.’

‘What about her?’

‘He give you a name?’

‘Megan. I think he said Megan.’ Hunter bit into his toast, hoping the fibre would soak up some of the stomach acid wreaking havoc on his benign ulcer. ‘You look like shit buddy. You should think about taking it easy. I’ll get you those towels.’

‘Appreciate it.’

Hunter finished his coffee and toast. Being a houseguest he resisted the temptation to doze back into a morning nap, not wishing to outstay his welcome. He headed for the small downstairs shower room where Bob had left a pile of fluffy white towels and a complimentary vanity kit from an airline’s business class. Something most world travellers seemed to acquire so many of they had a sizeable collection. Hunter tried to get some hot water out of the shower, but at best only managed a tepid stream from the old fittings. Unlike the rest of the Americanised renovation of the upper floors, with the exception of the kitchen, not much attention had been paid to what had been the former servants quarters, and so they remained much as they had done since before Notting Hill become a fashionable enough postcode to warrant rip out and replace expensive Gaggenau and Villeroy & Boch makeovers. Hunter didn’t linger in the shower, just enough to scrub the night sweat off before the chilly air and cold water become too much and he sought some warmth from the fluffy bath towels. A quick shave and brush up before dressing then Hunter made his way into the kitchen where Bob was sat at the large central island unit reading the Wall Street Journal whilst consuming a granola breakfast and de-tox smoothie. As Hunter arrived Bob got up and poured him a fresh coffee from the pot then handed it over to him. ‘Get you anything else? No bacon or anything that resembles carbs. She doesn’t approve of culinary toxification.’

‘You better burn the evidence then,’ Hunter said nodding at the bin full of takeaway cartons and empty beer bottles. Bob nodded. ‘Listen, I’m gonna take care of a few things round town. I might hit you up later to set up that meet.’

‘Sure. You know where to find me.’

‘Appreciate the hospitality Bob.’

‘What are friends for?’

Hunter downed his coffee. ‘Catch ya later champ. I’ll see myself out.’ Hunter made his way out down the corridor to the basement front door. He struggled with the rusty lock then emerged out into the chilled autumn morning, pulling his coat up before heading up to the street. He reached the top of the narrow stone steps, and as he turned to the street he stopped in his tracks.

What was waiting shouldn’t have come as a surprise, so perhaps it didn’t. Hunter was maybe cynical enough, or just realistic through bitter experience, that friendship was a very ill defined concept in the world he operated in, and loyalty was even more fluid in context. Hunter stared with the resignation of a cornered fox, every option already played out, but a knowing realisation he was just too damn old for heroics. They were half his age and armed. The single black Chevy Tahoe with a pair of black BMW 5-Series in a line parked in front of Bob’s house. No less than eight operatives blocking both pavements as they waited patiently. Hunter looked at them in turn and nodded acceptance to them. He turned, Bob stood in the large bay window watching the scene on his doorstep from behind the comfort of his castle walls. As Hunter stared at him, Bob just casually put his hands in his pockets, maybe a little discomfort felt. ‘Fuck you too Bob,’ Hunter muttered. No point in making an emotional scene. It wasn’t like Hunter hadn’t played the role of Judas so adeptly to others. Bob was doing what Bob did. What they all did. Playing the game by the accepted rules. Hunter sighed a little, a younger Hunter may have been angry, put up a show of force, but not now. Why give Bob the satisfaction that he’d done the right thing?

Fighting implied some sort of guilt.

Hunter put his hands in his pockets and walked casually to the Tahoe, one of the C.I.A operatives opened the rear door and Hunter slid inside before the door was shut firmly behind him. ‘Sloppy. You losing your touch in your old age?’ the rear occupant asked.

‘I thought he was out...’

‘You should know better. Nobody is ever out.’

Hunter looked across at the rear passenger. Jack Warner. C.I.A London Station Chief. ‘So what am I in for?’

‘If you wanted to be dead Hunter, you should have stayed dead. I hear you’ve been digging around asking about Bishop.’

‘Yep.’

‘Langley wants to talk to you.’

‘They think I’m dirty?’

‘They don’t know what to think. What you up to Hunter? You’re a career Agency guy. Why fuck it all up now? You’re a goddamn legend.’

‘You know Zara Scott?’

‘Yeah sure, I know Zara.’

‘She’s been taken. Out in Pak.’

‘A.Q?’

Hunter shook his head. ‘Someone on our side.’

‘You know she’s wanted alongside Bishop by the F.B.I?’

‘So?’

‘So maybe you got distracted by the prettiness and got played. You consider that maybe she didn’t get grabbed? That she’s gone to ground?’

‘And did you consider she’s being framed?’

‘You got any proof?’

‘Bishop has.’

‘Well, Bishop is hiding in the long grass. They say they took one-twenty million. If you’re wrong, you’ve burned your career for nothing.’

‘And if I’m right...they took her on my watch.’

‘Let the Brits deal with it.’

‘They doing anything?’

‘Not that I’ve heard.’

‘So there you go. I’m all she’s got. Well not quite all, but we don’t want to go there...not yet.’

‘Listen buddy. Off the record as your friend...’

‘Like your little Judas in there is my friend?’

‘He’s looking out for you. It’s better we bring you in than someone who doesn’t respect what you’ve done for our country.’

‘Okay. So what’s the deal here?’

‘Go to Langley. Straighten things out with the Deputy Director. You got your ass bombed. Concussion...you know, not thinking straight. You went a little sideways off the reservation for a while, but no harm no foul.’

‘And then...?

‘Take medical. Ride a desk to get your pension. After everything you’ve done, you’ve earned the corner office. Just take it. Call it a day.’

‘And what about Zara?’

‘She knows the game.’

Hunter nodded. ‘Maybe you are right...’

‘You know I’m right.’

‘So how does this work?’

‘It doesn’t have to be unpleasant. I tell them you are co-operative; we put you on a plane to Langley. You debrief. Everyone’s happy.’

‘We’ve got to play the game, right?’

‘It’s for the best. For everyone.’ Hunter nodded reluctantly. He held out a hand and Jack shook it. ‘We’ll get you to Heathrow. Scheduled flight to Washington D.C. Can’t get you an Agency jet. Budget cuts, but I’ve got miles, I’ll get you upgraded.’

‘Appreciate that. One thing. Bob and I, you know how it is, old West Point boys catching up. We over did it last night; my ulcer’s giving me hell. I need to pick up some medication from my doc before I get on the flight. The cabin pressure will give it hell if I don’t get something.’

‘Where’s your doctor?’

‘He’ll be taking breakfast. Beirut Cafe up on Edgware Road.’

‘He’s an Arab?’

‘One of ours. I don’t trust these socialist N.H.S butchers. I’d be better off with worming tablets from a vet. He’s private and discrete.’

‘Sure. We can stop off on the way.’ Jack leaned forward. ‘Beirut Cafe, Edgware Road.’

‘Thanks. Been giving me hell.’

‘You should get that seen to. Could be the big C...’

‘Here’s hoping...’

‘You look like shit. Here, have some water. Don’t puke on the carpet. It’s just been valeted.’

‘I’ll try my best...’



THE AGENCY CONVOY THREADED through the early-morning rush-hour traffic down to Edgware Road. They pulled up outside the Beirut Cafe. ‘I guess they don’t do bacon rolls in there huh?’ Jack said with a sigh.

‘I’d kill for a cooked breakfast right now,’ Hunter replied.

‘That’ll really help that ulcer.’

‘What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger right?’ Hunter got out. A pair of C.I.A operatives escorted him into the cafe, immediately drawing the suspicions of the ethnic owners. At the back of the cafe the lone occupant at a table lifted his clean-shaven head from behind the Arabic newspaper he was reading and stared at the arrivals at the door. Hunter gave him a nod of acknowledgement. The man gestured at the seat in front of him. Hunter walked down to the back; his two escorts took seats on bar stools at the counter and watched.

‘Morning Doc,’ Hunter said as he pulled out a chair.

‘You look very ill. I can see this is not a social call,’ the man, Bashir Al-Rahman, said subtly nodding at Hunter’s escorts. ‘Tell me, what ailment is troubling you?’

‘I’m in a tight spot. I have a bad ulcer as you know, I had a little too much rich food and alcohol last night and it’s inflamed. I have a long flight to Washington D.C so I need something to deal with it, put me to sleep.’

‘Yes. So this pain you are suffering from, you want something temporary?’

‘Ideally. Long enough to get over this current situation so I can get some better treatment. In Paris from that specialist you recommended.’

‘Yes. I can see how he would be of help to you in the circumstances. Well, as you can see you have caught me at breakfast, I think I can prescribe something that meets your needs, but we would need to go to my surgery.’

‘I’d come back, but I’m at the mercy of someone else’s schedule.’

‘I understand. We better act swiftly before your situation deteriorates.’

‘My colleagues can drive us there.’ Bashir got up, followed by Hunter. Hunter led the way back to the waiting Tahoe, they both got in. ‘This is my guy. Doctor Al-Rahman. We need to go to his surgery so he can get me some medication.’

‘It is not far. Harley Street.’

‘Doctor,’ said Jack. He frowned briefly. ‘Have we met before? You look familiar.’

‘I was with the American hospital. It is possible I may have treated you.’

‘No, that wasn’t it...’ Jack stared briefly but couldn’t quite place the recollection. ‘We better get moving.’

The convoy made its way to Harley Street; Bashir directed them to pull up outside a smart Georgian terrace building, plated outside as private consulting rooms.

‘I don’t wish to be rude, but you understand your men have to stay outside. This is a medical situation.’

Jack looked at Hunter suspiciously. ‘I’m not going anywhere, the pain I’m in I can barely walk let alone start jumping over fences being chased by those college kids you’ve got.’ Hunter exited from the back of the Tahoe, followed by Bashir. They went inside the building. Bashir checked they were well out of earshot of the C.I.A team. ‘What the hell is going on?’

‘I don’t have time to explain Bash, let’s just say I don’t want to get on that plane. This place good?’

‘Yes, it’s owned by my first cousin. He’s probably playing golf. What do you need?’

‘These guys will take some convincing. The ulcer, a decent bit of vomiting and blood should make a good show of it, mild cardiac arrest - possible light coma.’ They headed into the doctor’s treatment room. Bashir took out a key to a cupboard and unlocked it. ‘I can arrange all that, but you know, this could kill you Hunter. You are not in such good shape. It is tempting fate to try and simulate something you might already be on the road to.’

‘I’ll have to take that risk.’

‘What else do you need?’

‘I’ll need an out to Paris.’

‘I can arrange that.’

‘Set up a meet with Vincent. I need to meet with The Frenchman, but I can’t afford his fees so I need a favour.’

‘You want to tell me what you are involved in?’

‘I need to help my only friend. I guess I got sentimental in my old age.’

‘Don’t we all? Here. This should do it.’

‘How long?’

‘Fifteen...twenty minutes.’

Bashir handed Hunter a cocktail of tablets. Hunter shrugged. ‘Fuck it.’ He took all the tablets and swallowed them with a glass of water from next to the sink. Bashir handed him a box of ulcer medication.

‘Here, you better take these so it does not look suspicious. I’ll take care of everything.’

‘Thanks Bashir.’

‘You have more than one friend...’

Hunter departed outside, Bashir waited until Hunter was in the Tahoe before hurrying out into the street, hailing a black cab and getting in.

‘You get fixed up?’ Jack asked.

Hunter held up the packet of ulcer medication Bashir had given him. ‘Should take care of business until I can get some treatment stateside.’

‘Heathrow,’ Jack instructed the driver. The convoy made its way up Marylebone Road to the Westway before heading for the M4 and Heathrow Airport. Jack stared out of the dark tinted side window. ‘Your doc, I swear I know that face from some place.’

‘Yeah? You know what those guys are like. They all look the same...’ Hunter said with a dismissive shrug.




4


THE SCENE AT the American Airlines first class checkin desk was chaotic. Hunter was lying in a pool of blood and vomit, body twitching with a seizure as paramedics tried to get an I.V line into him and stabilise him whilst a crowd of onlookers stood staring. ‘How is he?’ Jack asked.

‘I think he’s having a cardiac arrest, but that doesn’t explain the blood in his vomit, do you know if he is suffering from any medical conditions?’

‘Yeah, he’s been complaining about an aggravated stomach ulcer, he went to get some treatment from his doctor before the flight.’

‘I think his ulcer might have burst, and maybe triggered a heart issue. In any case we need to get him into surgery urgently. I’m sorry but your friend won’t be flying anywhere today. We’ll get him to the Royal London Hospital. They’ll take good care of him. Lucky for him it didn’t happen over the middle of the Atlantic or he’d be a goner for sure.’

The paramedics loaded Hunter onto a stretcher trolley, now wired to oxygen and a suction line to keep his airway from choking on blood. Jack patted him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry buddy, they’ll take good care of you. We’ll make sure they get you a good surgeon.’

Hunter nodded then passed out.



‘DOCTOR AL-RAHMAN, your patient is awake now,’ the nurse told Bashir, who was sat waiting patiently outside the intensive care post-operative room at the Royal London’s private wing. Bashir folded his newspaper up and set it down.

‘Thank you,’ Bashir said. He got up and walked over to a doctor’s changing room and put on a green gown, surgical mask, and hat. He headed over past two C.I.A door guards into the private room where Hunter was rigged up with a nose line ventilator and wired to an E.C.G. Bashir closed the venetian blinds over the glass corridor window and sat down on the chair next to Hunter’s bed.

‘What time is it?’ Hunter asked groggily.

‘Ten p.m.’

Hunter frowned. ‘How long was I out for?’

‘A little more than two days.’

‘Two days? What the fuck did you give me?’

‘There were some complications. It seems your ulcer was much worse than expected. The drugs aggravated it a little more, but when you got to hospital they opened you up and...’ Bashir trailed off.

‘How bad?’

‘It was a tumour.’

‘Cancer?’

Bashir nodded. ‘They removed it, but it had spread so they’ve removed part of your digestive tract and a third of your stomach.’

‘So that’s it?’

‘For now...’

‘I see...’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t have to be Bashir. From the sound of it you just saved my ass. If you hadn’t over-cooked that micky-finn they’d have never have known. I never go to the doc.’

‘They’ll prescribe drugs. Possibly some chemotherapy, it could return. They have to wait and see.’

‘Yeah. Fuck it I guess. You’ve got to die of something right?’ Hunter felt down at the stitches on his side and grimaced as he tried to move.

‘I don’t think you are in a condition to be going to Paris my friend.’

‘No, fuck that Bashir. This is the perfect opportunity. My friends from Langley still making their presence felt?’

‘Two outside the door.’

Hunter bit his lip as he tried to sit up. ‘I guess that means I don’t have to worry about pissing my pension up the wall. How long they give me?’

‘Twelve months...two years...they don’t know. They never know. Whatever Allah wills you.’

‘I’m not sure Allah and I are on exactly favourable terms given how many of his devoted I’ve put three feet under. You fix up my out?’

‘Everything is arranged. You need me to come with you?’

‘No, I need you to stay here and buy me an exit window.’

‘Whatever you wish.’

‘You have everything with you?’

‘Yes. Vincent is expecting you.’

‘When’s the last train?’

’12.15 a.m. from Waterloo.’

‘It’s tight, but that should buy me until morning. Okay. Help me up.’

Bashir got up from his seat and disabled the audible alarms on the E.C.G, he helped Hunter sit up and remove the various monitoring pads from his chest and ventilation line from his nose. Bashir quickly undressed and swapped his clothes for Hunter’s hospital gown. ‘Your ticket and clean passport are in my jacket pocket. Vincent will meet you in the usual place tomorrow evening at 8:30 p.m. The address for the safe apartment is in my wallet along with the key.’

‘Thanks Bash, I don’t know I’ll be able to pay you back for this.’

‘You already have. Many times.’ Hunter pulled the surgical mask up to hide his face as he rigged Bashir up to the E.C.G monitor. Bashir smiled at Hunter. They shook hands. ‘Allah be with you my old friend.’

‘Thank you, Bashir. You’re a good man.’

Hunter made his way to the door. He opened it and headed out. The two Agency guards looked up briefly, but then returned to their reading. Hunter made his way to the lift at the end of the corridor. The pain was excruciating and he could barely stand up, fortunately the mask was doing a good job of hiding the cold sweat he was breaking into. The lift arrived and he punched the button for the reception floor. As soon as the doors closed he removed the surgical gown mask and hat then stuffed them into the waste bin trap built into the side of the lift. Jack hadn’t considered him much of a flight risk given his post operative state, so Hunter was relieved to find no further Agency guys waiting in the hospital reception. He made his way out front to the taxi rank. ‘Waterloo Station,’ he said to the driver. ‘Quickest route, I need to make a train.’

‘Right you are guvnor,’ the driver replied before tearing off out from the hospital courtyard apron.

AT THE LATE hour there wasn’t much traffic so they made quick progress across London, arriving at the Eurostar concourse well in time for Hunter’s checkin. Being the last train of the night and mid-week there was barely a handful of passengers waiting in the lounge. Hunter quickly checked in and made his way through passport control and security before heading to the gent’s toilet, he found a cubicle on the end and collapsed into a heap, resisting as best he could his body’s repeated demands to pass out into a semi-unconscious stupor. He took a small bottle of painkillers out from his pocket and swallowed three of them, hoping to get enough respite for the three or so hours he needed to reach the safe house in Paris where he could get some much needed rest in bed.

It was the sudden, and seemingly loud, bi-lingual announcement for final boarding that brought Hunter back to life. He quickly got up in a panic, headed out the cubicle, washed the cold sweat from his face and patted it dry with a paper towel then headed down the platform to the first class carriage where his seat had been booked. The entire carriage was devoid of passengers. Hunter collapsed into a wide comfortable seat and reclined it as far as he could, removing his shoes and putting his feet up on the opposite seat to try and get as comfortable as possible.

An attractive and over-cheerful French stewardess arrived and deposited a glass of complimentary champagne as the train pulled out of the station. ‘Are you okay Sir? Is there anything I can get you? A blanket perhaps, it is a little chilly non?’

‘A blanket would be great. And could you do me a favour?’

‘For sure.’

‘I’m kind of tired so if I go into a deep sleep, can you make sure I wake up when I arrive? I’ve been ill for a few days.’

‘Sure. No problem. Can I get you anything to eat or drink?’

‘No, I’m good for now.’

‘If you need anything then I’m at your service.’

The stewardess returned a few minutes later with a complimentary wool blanket and a pillow. Hunter stared at the champagne wondering if he dare risk it, not having had any kind of medical guidance beyond what Bashir had told him, he wasn’t sure if it was safe to eat or drink, or if his digestive system was even functional, but craving the sleep-inducing affects of alcohol he decided it was worth a punt. If he was going to go to his grave then death by champagne en-route to Paris seemed a fitting end. He took a gentle sip — thankful it was a lighter Moet type affair rather than some full 4-star Bollinger rocket fuel. As the champagne slid down his neck he waited for some kind of burning and exploding pain from his stomach that never came, so elected to gently sip it little by little hoping that it wouldn’t take vengeance on him some time later.

The combined effect of the champagne, painkillers, soft rocking of the train carriage and silent whoosh of the air going past all contributed to quickly sending him into a deep sleep, not that his body needed much encouragement at that point, but the pain had finally subsided enough to let him have some shred of reprieve. Hunter’s sleep was at once deep yet broken and fitful, his body suddenly bursting into consciousness, grasping flickers of the world around him — the dark countryside — the bright lights of the Eurotunnel complex then the dark endless tunnel. The soft glow of the carriage lights mixed with conversations from the past jumbled out of order like a surreal remix of the past and present rolled into a montage of sights and sounds.



GOOD TO HER WORD, the stewardess gently rocked Hunter awake with the delicacy of a mother waking her sleeping infant. ‘I’m sorry to wake you Sir. We are in Paris Gare du’Nord.’

‘Thank you,’ Hunter said politely and nodded he understood.

‘Do you require any assistance?’

‘Assistance? No I’m good.’ Hunter frowned. Forgetting momentarily what he’d just been through until he caught his own reflection in the window and saw what seemed like the face of a near-dead seventy year-old man staring back.

‘We have a senior’s assistance program, they can bring a wheelchair,’ she offered politely. Normally Hunter would have been mightily offended at the notion, but two things occurred to him. Firstly, that the state he was in he’d probably not make it to the end of the platform before passing out, and secondarily, it would make a much better cover to be passed off as an infirm or disabled passenger than a guy who looked like he was about to die of something hideous and possibly contagious when crossing a nation’s border — especially given his American nationality didn’t give him the same freedom of movement as the E.U members, and the last thing he wanted was to get picked up by the radar of the local U.S embassy.

‘You’re very kind thank you.’

‘You can wait here, I will call for someone.’

Another ten minutes passed and a bright young Frenchman accompanied by another bouncing ponytail’d young female arrived, both clad in matching smart Eurostar uniforms. They helped Hunter out of his seat and off the train carriage before depositing him on the back facing seat of an electric golf buggy. The young girl insisting on sitting next to him and holding him in place in case his decrepitude caused him to fall off at the heady six k.p.h pace the cart managed towards the end of the platform, complete with flashing beacon and warning hooter to ensure the few passengers milling around the 2 a.m. scene weren’t mowed down in a catastrophe. They made their way to the nearby taxi rank where a Mercedes taxi had already been summoned. Hunter thanked them politely in French, wondering how they managed to be so cheerful at past two in the morning, and slid into the back of the taxi. Hunter gave the driver the slip of paper with the address on and then relaxed back in his seat, drifting in and out of sleep aided by the soothing jazz music that seemed to be some government-mandated requirement for all French taxis.

The safe house apartment was in the grand, and expensive, Golden Triangle district where financiers and business tycoons rubbed shoulders with the political and famous. Hunter was relieved to find the apartment building had a lift as the apartment was on the grand first floor, the stairs being completely beyond his capability to do anything but crawl up. Having made his way inside, he found a small note from the apartment housekeeper and a box of fresh groceries on the kitchen table. He took the large bottle of Evian water and headed straight to the bedroom, he reached the bed, crawled onto it and immediately passed out unconscious.
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HUNTER SQUINTED AS bright shafts of late afternoon light streamed through the tall Haussmann windows. The pungent smell of smoke from a Gitanes hanging in the air immediately assaulted his nostrils, as the hushed exchange of French conversation from either side of him registered. He focused on the soft kindly features of the half-Algerian half-French middle-aged man sat next to his bed, dressed in a leather jacket, cigarette hanging from his lip. Hunter’s eyes passed across to the smart-suited doctor with a stethoscope listening to his chest and the pair of French intelligence operatives sat on Napoleon baroque chairs over towards the far side of the room.

‘Vincent.’

‘You are lucky to be alive,’ Vincent replied in a soft Gallic-accented English. ‘The doctor tells me if you move again it is likely you will rupture your internal stitches and haemorrhage to death.’

‘That might be preferable to a long death at the hands of cancer,’ Hunter replied dryly.

‘I am sorry.’

‘It’s nothing. Who called you?’

‘The housekeeper. She called Bashir. Bashir called me. We’re all very worried.’

‘The embassy?’

‘They don’t know you are here. Bashir explained what he could. But I’m curious, why are you not in hospital. What is so important to risk and suffer all this for?’

‘You know Zara Scott?’

‘Of course. Zara is my good friend.’

‘Then you know why it is important. She’s been taken. In Pakistan.’

‘That is not good news. By whom?’

‘Someone from our side.’

‘That is worse news. I can see now why you would not seek help from your own people. What can we do?’

‘I need to reach someone who can help. I need to speak to The Frenchman. I’d go to the Russians, but I don’t trust them. The problem is I have nothing to trade with, and I can’t afford his finder’s fee. I have a little put by for my retirement but it won’t be enough.’

‘Don’t worry. For Zara there will be no finder’s fee. I will make sure of it.’ Hunter tried to move, the doctor protested to Vincent vehemently in French. Vincent calmed him down then turned his attention back to Hunter. ‘You cannot move. He thinks if you rest, sleep, then he can stabilise your condition, but if you try and move again you will not last the day.’

‘I don’t have time for that Vincent. Zara doesn’t have time for that.’

‘She is lucky to have such a devoted friend.’

‘I’m maybe her only chance.’

‘Tell me what you know, and maybe I can help.’

‘She was working a jacket on The Saudi Group with Bishop. Our Agency guy on A.Q. Bishop’s been framed for the murders of a Ben Kaminski, Jewish finance kid from New York, and his girl. The F.B.I say he and Zara made off with a hundred and twenty million U.S.’

‘And you don’t believe them?’

‘Bishop’s gone to ground. Zara’s gone missing. I met with Gilad ben David, You know him?’

‘Mossad.’

‘Zara’s surveillance team caught a guy, Clark Sanders, maybe State Department, maybe just his cover. He killed Ben’s business partner Elijah Goldstein. They were involved in a trade, according to Mossad, to fund a missile defence system for the Israelis, the trade was based on intelligence provided by the Saudis.’

‘Why would the Saudis help the Israelis?’

‘The enemy of my enemy. They both want to fuck the Iranians. They both want Saddam gone. They both have friends in Washington.’

‘An interesting alliance of temporary mutual interest.’

‘You got it. Ben David said the people who have Zara will trade her for the tape.’

‘So who has the tape?’

‘Bishop.’

‘Who is missing...’

‘I went to London to meet a guy who was tight with Bishop. I didn’t get anything out of him other than that he thinks Bishop has a daughter: Megan. That’s all I have. College age, works at a bar called The Firehouse or the Fire Station in Mountain View outside San Francisco. Bob thought he might be in touch with her, or she might have a way to get in touch with him.’

‘So what is your plan?’

‘Try and leverage the daughter, get Bishop to come out of the grass so I can get the tape, make the trade via Gilad and get her back. It’s slim, but that’s all I have.’

‘So what do you need the Frenchman for?’

‘Alex Green.’

‘The Dragon?’

‘The same.’

‘Do you think that is wise?’

‘I’m in over my head Vincent, I don’t know who I’m dealing with or how far the rot’s spread in the apple tree. Alex is the only person I trust, ironically, given his vested interest in Zara’s well being. Pretty much everyone else has burned me, he’s the only guy who’ll go out to bat for her without any question where his loyalty is.’

‘But you know his methods. That is something of a scorched earth strategy.’

‘It’s all I’ve got. It’s maybe all Zara has got.’

‘Then we must all do what we can to help our friend. But you need to rest. This place is safe. I will speak to Dufort. Are you sure you want Alex Green’s involvement? You know once he is told, there is no turning back from this course.’

‘There’s no option, if he ever found out we knew, and didn’t save her...’

‘You have already given everything you can for her, I do not think you have to fear his vengeance, you deserve his gratitude and respect.’

‘We save who we can, right?’

‘Of course. Get some rest. He is a good doctor; he will take good care of you along with the housekeeper. I will speak to Dufort.’

‘Thank you Vincent.’

Vincent spoke briefly to the doctor then headed out of the apartment. Hunter sunk his head back onto the pillow and closed his eyes, a sense of relief that the burden he was carrying was finally shared.



DUFORT A.K.A “THE FRENCHMAN” was an information broker, he had no allegiance to any cause or regime and merely acted as an escrow agent to allow the free-flow of information between other actors who couldn’t be seen to be doing business with each other. His only client qualification was the ability to pay, a price based on the value of the information he offered. From the C.I.A and S.I.S to Mossad and various freelance arms dealers, military contractors, and assassins, if you wanted information on anything within the clandestine world then Dufort could usually be relied on to provide it. As a long-serving agent of the French Intelligence Service, Vincent knew Dufort’s history perhaps better than most — albeit what he knew was still vague and based on hearsay. Dufort came from a family that over centuries had built up an astonishing network of informants and sources across the globe, and had provided intelligence since before the Napoleonic era. His protection from reprisals was his neutrality; he was useful to everyone — if loyal to none.

Vincent lit another Gitanes as he stood leaning over the perimeter wall in front of Sacre-Coeur church on the Montmartre hill. Staring out over the glittering skyline of Parisian rooftops to the south, he pulled his collar up to shelter from the biting chill of the autumn cold breeze when his discrete earpiece radio let out a brief burst of background static. ‘He’s approaching from the West,’ Vincent’s scout reported. While Vincent had little to fear from Dufort — who couldn’t operate from his home city of Paris without Vincent’s department’s tacit approval, he was still as wary as everyone else when meeting such a connected mover in the dark-world of intelligence.

Dufort approached and stood next to Vincent. They didn’t look at each other. ‘It is a cold evening,’ Dufort said with a deep inhaled breath then slow sigh.

‘Winter is coming,’ Vincent responded with a resigned nod.

‘I was a little surprised to get your call, to be honest. I wasn’t aware of anything within your department that would require my services.’ It was an arrogant statement. Of course Vincent knew Dufort had a source inside his office, he had sources everywhere — that’s how he operated, but to openly taunt Vincent with the fact was a little rude, even by Dufort’s normal lack of etiquette standards. He resisted the temptation to rise to the bait and deflected.

‘It is a personal matter.’

‘Hmm. I see,’ Dufort said. His face folded into a brief sneer over the irksome summons to attend at short notice on such a cold night when likely as not Vincent was going to call in a marker; his lowly French civil servant grade salary didn’t quite meet the level needed to cover Dufort’s usual fees.

‘I need you to get a message to someone.’

‘Just a message? No information?’

‘Just a message.’

Another sigh of indignation at the assumption Dufort had the time to play messenger boy.

‘Who is the recipient?’

‘Alex Green.’

‘The Dragon?’ A raised eyebrow from Dufort.

‘The Dragon,’ Vincent confirmed. A disguised, but nervous swallow from Dufort. ‘You know where he is?’

‘Azerbaijan. Baku. Dealing with the Chechens on behalf of the Kremlin I would expect. He has been somewhat busy in the Caucasus for a while. No charge for that information.’ Dufort flashed an insincere smile. ‘He is never exactly discrete, as you know...’

Vincent nodded. ‘So you can get my message to him?’

‘Is it likely to be well-received?’

‘I’m not Alex’s enemy, if that is what you are implying.’

‘That is not what I meant, and you know it.’

‘No, it will not be well received.’

‘Then that makes things...more difficult.’

‘That is why I am asking you. If I wanted to know where Alex was I would go down to their embassy and ask the Russians.’

‘So why don’t you?’

‘It needs to come from a neutral party. Let’s just say it’s better if Alex has time to calm down before he shoots the messenger.’

‘I see. So it’s true then?’

‘What?’

‘They took Zara Scott.’ Vincent threw his cigarette over the wall immediately. He lost his usual Gallic cool demeanour and turned quickly to Dufort and stared at him angrily. ‘What do you know about it?’

Dufort immediately sensed the threat and shrugged it off. ‘Just what is in circulation. She was taken in Pakistan.’

‘Do you know who by? Do you know where she is?’

‘That kind of favour, I’m afraid it would be too expensive to fulfil on your marker.’

‘If something happens to her...’

‘I’m told she is safe. For now.’

‘Then you tell your friends, keep it that way, or they will find I might decide the rules don’t need to be upheld.’

‘That would be unwise. And emotional. They are reasonable people Vincent. When they get what they want she’ll be released. That is why we have rules. And why we must all abide by them. Without rules we have nothing but anarchy, and that suits none of our interests.’ Vincent’s rage settled into a seething stare back towards the Eiffel Tower. ‘I won’t deliver your message. It is not in my interests to be implicated in introducing Alex Green into an already delicate situation. I will however fulfil the marker you have.’ Dufort took out a small piece of paper, he wrote an address on it and a time. ‘Be at this address between 12.00 a.m. and 2.00 a.m. He will deliver your message to The Dragon.’

Vincent took the paper and read it. ‘Harry McNish. Colonel Harry McNish? Head of Section Thirteen?’

‘Alex’s mentor. I’m told they have been estranged of late, but I have no doubt that some bonds of loyalty are never broken. If you want to keep The Dragon on a leash, you need to make sure you speak to his original master.’

Dufort departed. Vincent stared at the paper. An address in Amsterdam. His earpiece fizzed with static. ‘Do you want us to follow him?’

Vincent looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘No. Let him go. Bring the car down to the usual bar. I will meet you there.’




6


VINCENT PULLED HIS jacket up and headed briskly down the west bank steps and long narrow alley before turning south down the cobbled street leading to the small corner bar, Le Progres. Full of locals, he pushed through them, catching the attention of the barman he ordered a beer on the way to the payphone in the back. He punched in a short code that gave him access via his office to a secure line then entered a number from his notebook. It rang three times. ‘I need to speak to our houseguest.’

‘One moment.’

There was a short delay. ‘Hunter. It’s Vincent.’

‘This line secure?’

‘Of course.’

‘What did you get?’

‘Dufort knows who has Zara. And where she is.’

‘Did he spill it?’

‘No. I could force the issue but we don’t have time, in any case Dufort would make sure it got back to them. We have to move quickly now, he will no doubt sell the information on that we are looking for her.’

‘What about The Dragon?’

‘He won’t send the message. He gave me a name. McNish.’

‘Colonel H? Section Thirteen?’

‘You know him?’

‘Of course. If The Dragon is the antiChrist then Nish potty-trained him to piss and shit fire. You think he will co-operate?’

‘Dufort said their relationship is strained, he did not say why. But Nish put Zara and Alex together, so let us hope he feels some moral responsibility to act.’

‘I don’t believe moral responsibility and McNish are relatable concepts. He’s probably the only person on the planet who doesn’t fear breaking that kind of news to Alex though.’

‘He’s in Amsterdam.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. You need me to come and support you?’

‘No, I have good connections there. You need to stay where you are and rest. How is your situation?’

‘This housekeeper you hooked me up with is mothering me to death. She tried to give me a goddamn bed-bath this afternoon, for her own reasons rather than my hygiene I suspect. Couldn’t you have got someone younger?’

‘Of course, but she would not cook for you or clean your pants.’

‘I’d settle for a hot mademoiselle, a takeaway, and a trip to the launderette.’

‘Be careful what you wish for. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve spoken with Nish. I missed the flight so I’m going to drive.’

‘You be careful Vincent. Nish is like Alex, but older and more bad-tempered.’

‘We’re all older and more bad-tempered. Imagine what Alex will become when he is our age.’

‘We better get Zara back then, maybe she can tame The Dragon.’

‘If anyone can, Zara can. I guess she is fireproof. I will check in with you soon. Get some rest.’

‘Stay lucky.’

Vincent hung up the phone and returned to the bar where his colleague was waiting. He took three deep sips of his beer. ‘We’re going to Amsterdam. We missed the last flight so we’re driving.’

‘Should you be drinking then?’

‘It’s fine. What I meant was, I’ll be sleeping, you’ll be driving.’ Vincent slid his colleague’s beer next to his own and gestured at the barman. ‘Mineral water with gas for my friend. He’s got a long drive.’ His colleague shook his head as Vincent downed his beer. Reluctantly he picked up his water. Vincent toasted him. ‘Salut.’



VINCENT’S STATE security service provided black Mercedes E55 AMG made light work of the desolate empty AutoRoute heading northeast across France, to Belgium and The Netherlands beyond. Vincent snored softly in the reclined passenger seat, forcing his driver to turn the jazz up a little to compensate as he hammered the kilometres down through the night, with little regard for speed limits thanks to his vehicle’s state registration’s immunity to any form of fines or prosecution. The most tedious chore was refilling the tank as the over-bored AMG engine filled its boots guzzling down the expensed premium unleaded at a single digits per gallon consumption rate. They were pulling in for the first fill of the morning somewhere between Rotterdam and Amsterdam when Vincent finally awoke. As his assistant refilled the tank Vincent got out the car and immediately lit a Gitanes with no regard for being stood on a forecourt full of flammable liquid then headed briskly inside to the services to order coffee and breakfast. His assistant joined him, collapsed into a chair and yawned. Vincent pushed across a cup of black coffee. ‘You have no stamina. When I was your age I could have done the entire Le Mans twenty-four hour race single-handed.’ Vincent checked his watch. ‘We will be in Amsterdam in two hours. You can sleep all day at the hotel.’ Vincent studied the various early-morning patrons of the services before turning his attention back to his colleague. ‘Did you notice anyone tail us out of Paris?’

His colleague shook his head. ‘The road was deserted most the way.’

‘Good.’ It had occurred to Vincent that Dufort may have sold him out the minute they had parted company. But then perhaps Dufort was relying on Nish to do his dirty work for him. Vincent was under no illusion that his arrival would be un-announced, or the purpose of his visit a surprise to Nish.

‘You have met this guy before?’ his colleague asked.

‘Yes. More than once.’

‘What is he like?’

‘If he shakes your hand, make sure you still have all your fingers when he lets it go.’

‘I see.’

‘What about this other guy? The Dragon?’

Vincent stared at his young colleague then took a deep breath and stared out the window. ‘You don’t want to know. He doesn’t usually operate in Paris, or France. So if you are lucky your paths will never cross.’

‘And if I am unlucky?’

Vincent looked at him. ‘Then it is better to be ignorant. Forearmed is not forewarned with The Dragon. Finish your breakfast. I want to get to the hotel, get a shower and some sleep.’

‘You slept all night.’

‘That was not sleep.’ Vincent finished the last of his coffee and held out his hand. ‘Give me the keys. I will drive from here.’ His colleague handed over the keys. They headed outside. Vincent stopped as they approached the car park and patted his colleague on the shoulder. They both looked towards the car where two thuggish looking twenty-something males were walking round the E-Class. One of them tried the door handle. Vincent and his colleague discretely took out their pistols, checked they had rounds chambered and then hid their firearms under their jackets. They split a few metres apart as they made their way briskly towards the car approaching from the back of the two men, as they reached them they quickly brought their pistols up to mark their targets.

‘Hands where I can see them! Turn around slowly!’ The two men stopped in their tracks. They slowly raised their hands up half-heartedly and turned around. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ Vincent asked the man stood by the driver’s side of the car.

‘I was just admiring your car. It is AMG. Very nice,’ the man replied in a heavily Slavic-accented English. Vincent stared at the man and his accomplice, trying to determine the nature of the threat. Normally he wouldn’t have been so quick to bring arms to bear, but being stuck between Dufort and Nish, either could conceivably have them marked, and something wasn’t right about the characters taking an interest in their car. Professional car thieves perhaps or petty gangsters. Thankfully for Vincent the two-tone horn of a local Dutch traffic Volvo estate made its presence felt.

‘Take care of it,’ Vincent said to his colleague. Vincent’s colleague immediately holstered his sidearm and took out his French security services’ credentials, held it up high with his other hand as the two police officers spilled out of the car with weapons drawn. ‘French Security Services, we have identification. Do not fire, we are not a threat,’ Vincent’s colleague announced clearly. The driver of the Dutch police Volvo remained covering Vincent, who remained covering the two suspects as the second officer approached Vincent’s colleague and checked his I.D.

‘What is going on here?’ The highly attractive blonde Dutch officer asked.

‘We were just finding out. These two guys were taking too much interest in our car.’

She spoke in Dutch briefly to her colleague then returned her attention back to Vincent and his colleague. ‘We know who they are; we had a report of a Serbian gang stealing high value cars to order in the area. Looks like you caught them for us.’

‘We do what we can to strengthen our E.U relationships,’ Vincent’s colleague said with a suave Parisian edge to his tone and a come-hither smile.

‘We can take it from here,’ the brusquer driver interrupted before Vincent’s colleague could spin up his Gallic charms and get to second base. ‘You two. On your knees. You’re both under arrest.’ He walked over to detain the pair and handcuff them. Vincent holstered his pistol. ‘So what are you doing in The Netherlands?’

‘We’re following up on a source. Counter-terrorism. It’s classified.’

‘Are our security services aware of your presence?’

‘We have an inter-agency agreement. There’s no problem here, we are just here for a meeting.’

‘All the same, you have firearms that need permits.’

‘Look. We’ve caught two guys for you. That’s going to help your arrest report. Don’t make problems for us. We’re all on the same side.’

‘Where are you headed?’

‘Amsterdam.’

‘Okay. Well maybe you are lucky and you can catch these guys’ boss for us as well.’

‘What’s his name?’ Vincent asked.

‘Radic. You guys should have caught him long ago; he’s been on the war crimes wanted list from Interpol for a couple of years now. Although he’s mostly making problems stealing cars, trafficking women and dealing drugs now.’

‘That’s out of our jurisdiction.’

‘Someone has to do the real police work right? Have a good day.’ The Dutch police took the pair of arrested car thieves and deposited them in the back of the Volvo. The blonde flashed a smile at Vincent’s colleague as they drove past.

Vincent shook his head. His colleague shrugged his shoulders. ‘What? If you were twenty years younger and not married with three children...’

‘That smile she gave you is what makes you twenty years older and married with three children. Make a note of this Radic guy. Maybe Nish knows where he is; we can pass it on to Interpol. Then when we hand all these expense receipts in we can say were chasing down war criminals.’

‘From the sound of it, this Nish is a war criminal.’

“Yes, but he’s on our side.’

‘He’s British, we’re French. That is not the same side.’

‘Welcome to the European Union, all former enemies welcome.’
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VINCENT, WAITING INSIDE the small corner bar on the main canal running through the middle of Amsterdam’s Red Light District, stubbed out his Gitanes in an ashtray on the table. He checked his watch and finished the last of his beer. ‘Let’s go. It’s time.’

Vincent pushed through the crowd of drunken men to reach the exit and checked up and down the street. The usual seedy mix of sex-tourists, stoners, and partygoers ogling the lines of naked tanned flesh sat or stood provocatively in the polished glass windows bathed in red light. They made their way down the tight narrow single file alley where the real whoremongers sought the best the district had to offer. Seasoned punters knowing the main drag was full of over-priced poor service scam artists, and the real action was to be had in the seemingly dangerous dark alleyways. Vincent and his colleague filed into the slow single line procession of men that stopped at each window and admired the wares on offer. The entire crocodile line grinding to a halt when a punter found something of interest, the door opened and the standard “How much, thirty euros suck and fuck” pre-amble was discussed before the buyer disappeared in, the curtain was closed, and the line moved forward again. Being past midnight, more than half the rooms were already occupied. Vincent glanced up at the small metal numerals that numbered the houses until he reached the door number he had memorised where an attractive Eastern-European girl was sat clad in bright white lingerie on a stool playing demurely with her hair. Vincent stopped and nodded. She got up and opened the door. ‘Hey baby, you looking for me?’ she asked in a heavily accented English.

‘I’m looking for my friend. He told me to meet him here,’ Vincent said, he took out a printed white business card and handed it to the girl. She looked at Vincent suspiciously. ‘He is expecting us.’ She stared blankly. These girls wouldn’t so much as give you a light without some sort of compensation. Vincent took out his wallet, removed a 50-Euro note and handed it to her. ‘For your time.’

‘Both of you?’ she asked nodding at Vincent’s colleague. Vincent took the hint. He took out another fifty and handed it to her. She opened the door and they pushed through. She gestured at the small corridor entrance to the back room. They walked through. It was atypical of the R.L.D — a double bed with no bedding — just a bedspread and a single pillow. A small stereo playing Eastern-European house music softly in the background, a bedside table with a variety of cosmetics and other paraphernalia and a large bin overflowing with used condoms wrapped in tissues. The stink of cheap perfume and stale sex hung in the air amidst a sickly scented fog from a burning incense candle. ‘You can wait here,’ she said. Vincent nodded. She went out of the corridor. Vincent and his colleague looked at each other. ‘You tempted?’ his colleague asked. Vincent shook his head.

‘I have never looked at another women since I got married. I love my wife.’ His colleague nodded, seemingly disappointed. Vincent picked up the cue. ‘If you want. She’s been paid.’

He smiled a little embarrassed. ‘All these women on show...you know.’

‘Yes...I understand.’

The girl returned. ‘Your friend will see you. Room at the top of the stairs.’

‘You want to keep my friend company?’

The girl looked at Vincent’s colleague, now grinning a little sheepishly. She let out a demure smile. ‘Sure baby. We can have some fun.’ Vincent headed out from the small back room. The girl pushed his colleague down onto the bed and started removing his jacket.

Vincent walked up the narrow stairway cautiously and through the curtains into the dimly red-lit room that took up most of the first floor. A large king-sized double bed draped in dralon. Laid down in the middle, fully dressed and nursing a Beretta 92 with a full can suppressor, sat Nish, flanked either side identical twins of 19, maybe 20 at most, year-old raven haired perma-tanned beauties dressed in identical push-up satin black bras, wafer thin lace thongs, stockings and suspenders.

Vincent stared at Nish.

Nish stared back.

Piercing blue eyes, salt and pepper hair cropped short with a military graded No. 1 back and sides. Portly built with rugged well-defined features and a fearsome stare that was intimidating by design.

‘We’re in the company of a legend Ladies. You see this guy here...’ Nish said pointing at Vincent, ‘When this guy was in the French Riot Police, he took out eighteen scrotes with a baton. Not a single one of them has ever walked since. This guy is a pure fucking legend.’

‘The tale was exaggerated after the event. Most things are.’

Nish laughed softly. ‘Not everything Vincent. Not everything...’ He spoke with an icy-cold hard-as-nails Scottish-accented English. Not a thick accent, he was educated, but the deep Scottish tone gave his words a serious intonation that you didn’t ever want to question. ‘How are you Vincent?’

‘Declining into old-age the best I can.’

‘I heard you mostly rode a desk in Paris these days. What brings you to this sinful place? Can’t be the entertainment, as enticing as they are...’ Nish buried his nose into one of his companions’ hair and took an exaggerated deep inhale. ‘And they are so very enticing...’ he turned his attention back to Vincent. ‘Have a beer.’ Nish gestured at the glass fridge full of bottles. ‘Come on Vincent. Have a drink with an old friend. You’ve come all this way. Sit down and drink with me to blood and glory.’

Vincent walked over and picked up the bottle. He looked round for a bottle opener. ‘You have something to open it with?’

‘Hold it up,’ Nish replied. Vincent complied and held out his beer. Nish raised the pistol and took aim, a squeeze of the trigger and with a single spit from the barrel the metal top sheared clean off the bottle before the round embedded in the plaster wall behind. Nish smiled and blew the curling wisp of smoke from the end of the silencer can.

‘Still have your favourite party trick.’

‘Old dog they say. No new tricks. Sit down.’ Nish tossed the gun back down to his lap. Vincent cleared off the pile of discarded lingerie from the seat and lazed into it facing Nish. ‘What do you think? Beauties aren’t they? These two girls are the only pair of identical twins in the entire of Amsterdam’s sex market. You know how many punters want to fuck these girls? Tell me you aren’t at least tempted.’

‘Why ruin a fantasy with reality.’

‘Trust me Vincent, the reality really does outdo the fantasy...’

Vincent raised his beer to Nish. ‘Salut.’

‘Nazdrovya.’ Nish downed his vodka. One of his companions picked up a bottle of Grey Goose and recharged his glass.

‘You know why I’m here?’

Nish smiled and raised his shoulder in a half-shrug. ‘That rat fuck Dufort sold you out the minute you walked out from under Sacre-Coeur’s shadow. I was expecting Hunter, but I’m told he’s shitting blood out his arse in The Golden Triangle these days.’

‘He is not well.’

‘Poor fuck. Cancer?’ Vincent nodded. ‘The price of a misspent life. But better to live as a lion than lamb. Maybe I should send these two so he can go out with a literal bang.’

‘He might appreciate that.’

‘So what do you want with Aleksei?’

‘I don’t want anything from him, I’m merely here to pass a message on from Hunter.’

‘And you thought I would make a good carrier pigeon.’

‘Dufort would not co-operate. I could go to the Russians, but this is a personal matter, I felt Alex would appreciate the discretion of not making his sponsors aware of it, unless he chooses to.’

‘So tell me what the Frenchman didn’t.’

‘It is Zara. She’s been taken.’

‘Now who would be stupid enough to do a thing like that...’

‘I don’t know. Dufort knows, but I don’t have the resources to get that kind of information. He did say you and Alex were, shall we say...’

‘Jilted lovers?’ Nish asked rhetorically. ‘We have our ups and downs. Chechnya was one long fucking down. I needed a break.’

‘And Alex?’

‘I think he just wants to watch the world burn.’

‘Watch? Or set fire to it...’

‘Maybe both. He’s got a big fucking box of matches thanks to the Kremlin.’

‘I’m here because Zara is my friend. Hunter is where he is because Zara is his friend. Alex should appreciate that.’

‘She’s a popular girl.’

‘She is well liked.’

‘Yeah. She is that. That of course was Aleksei’s downfall. Like his father before him. But we don’t have nearly enough beers in that fridge or vodka in that bottle to tell that story. Save it for a rainy day when we’re retired. What else you got? If you want me to face the wrath of The Dragon then you better give me something to go with.’

‘Hunter said Zara was working a case with a C.I.A agent called Bishop. Bishop’s been framed for the murder of a financier called Ben Kaminski and his girlfriend. The F.B.I have him and Zara implicated in stealing 120 million U.S dollars from Ben then going to ground.’

‘So what makes you think Zara hasn’t eloped with this guy?’

‘Zara had a tape of a guy, Sanders, assassinating Ben’s financial partner: Eli Goldstein, in a hotel room in Dubai. Hunter met a Mossad guy: Gilad ben David. Something about an arms deal for a missile defence system. Ben David said whoever has Zara will trade for the tape.’

‘He offering to broker the exchange?’

‘I assume so. I can confirm it with Hunter.’

‘So how do we get to Bishop?’

‘He has a daughter, Megan. She’s a college girl. She works in a bar called the Firehouse or Fire Station in Mountain View, outside San Francisco. Hunter thinks they may be in contact.’

‘That it?’

‘That’s all Hunter told me.’

Nish downed his vodka. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay as in okay, or okay you will get the message to Alex?’

Nish stared at Vincent. ‘You know he’s likely to blow my fucking head off the minute I tell this to him. Where she’s concerned... you don’t ever want to be the bearer of bad news.’

‘So?’

‘So, if you want me to put my head on that particular chopping block, instead of you, then you need to do something for me.’

‘Is this going to be illegal?’

‘It’s a grey area...’

‘When was Group Thirteen ever not a grey area?’

‘This is personal. And since we’re all about personal favours right now...’

‘What is it?’

‘These two delightful young ladies were the victims of a sex trafficker. Now, call me sentimental in my old age, but the thought of such beauty being repeatedly salivated and fucked over by several thousand drunken whoremongers is upsetting. Besides which, the trafficker in question is a wanted Serbian war criminal who slotted one of The Regiment’s finest back in the Balkans. And the guy he slotted happened to be a very dear friend of mine.’

‘A war criminal?’

‘Former war criminal. Now runs drugs, girls, and moody motors for export. But once a war criminal always a war criminal in my book, so we won’t let bygones be bygones for once and we will cry over spilt milk.’

‘He’s not called Radic is he?’

‘That’s a very good guess. Has someone been telling tales?’

‘No, it just seems fate has destined for our paths to cross. On our way here a pair of Radic’s guys were planning to take our car. They’re in Dutch police custody.’

‘That is a fortuitous turn of events.’

‘So what’s your plan?’

‘I was planning to wait for the twins’ pimp to show up then take his fingers out using pliers, hence the tool...’ Nish waved his Beretta.

‘I thought that was for my benefit.’

‘Come on Vincent, we’re friends. We don’t need that kind of hostility over a few sherbets now do we? No, you caught me otherwise engaged.’

‘Let me guess, Dufort set this up.’

‘Indeed he did. I’ve been chasing this ass-clown for six months now. He’s more slippery than this pair covered in baby-oil. But if you’ve got two of his boys in custody, I’m sure we can arrange to interview them under duress.’

‘I take it you aren’t going to take him alive.’

‘Actually I was. There is a substantial Interpol reward for his capture that will make better compensation than the pitiful amount his wife and kids got from the Ministry of Disgrace, therefore I was planning to hand him in then arrange his untimely death after his conviction at the hands of his fellow inmates.’

‘Then I don’t see why we can’t help each other to help ourselves. You claim the reward, I turn him in with you so I can cover this little Dutch adventure on expenses.’

‘Nobody ends up out of pocket. We take care of this, then I’ll nip down to Baku and face the music with Mister Green.’

‘Can I ask you one question?’ Nish shrugged with indifference. ‘What did you do to him at Group Thirteen that made him so...’

‘I didn’t do anything; he got the training all the boys got. But Alex had a latent talent for mischief far beyond anything we could have aspired to. After Zara, well, let’s hope we get her back with all her fingers and toes because I don’t think humanity is ready to face the next evolution of devilment Alex will ascend to. Whoever took her, not even god can help them now.’ Nish raised his vodka glass and downed it in one shot.
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A COUPLE OF phone calls from Vincent’s contact book quickly located where Radic’s minions were currently incarcerated. Nish and Vincent sat waiting patiently in a Transit van outside the rear entrance to the police station watching passively as Amsterdam’s police deposited an endless stream of drunks, pill-heads, and assorted human trash into the over-crowded cells. ‘How long you been staking this Radic guy out?’ Vincent asked.

‘Too long...’ Nish replied with a lazy exhaled sigh.

‘That’s not like you.’

Nish shrugged. ‘Busman’s holiday. I’ve been trying to take it easy. Chechnya is enough to knock the wind out of anyone’s sails.’

‘That bad?’

‘If you want a post-apocalypse vision of humanity, book a tour round Grozny. Still you have to hand it to the Ivans, they’re nothing if not efficient in dealing with the Islamic problem. Wouldn’t work for us of course.’

‘What will?’

‘That Hitler fella had some good ideas...’ Nish said with a shrug. Vincent looked at him with raised eyebrows before Nish broke into a grin and winked. ‘Here we go. Our customers.’ Nish nodded at the pair of Radic’s goons being thrown out of the back door of the police station. He turned round and knocked three times on the metal divider to the cargo compartment. ‘We’re on.’ Nish and Vincent got out of the van; Nish walked round and opened the side cargo door. Four of his men got out and walked towards the pair. Nish and Vincent observed as the lead member of Nish’s quartet approached one of Radic’s men and asked for a light, as he checked his pockets for his lighter the others sprung into action putting black hoods over their targets’ heads before quickly taking them down onto the floor and securing them with wrist ties. They smartly picked them up by their shoulders and dragged them to the waiting van before shoving them inside. Nish closed the door and got back in the driver’s cab followed by Vincent. They departed the police station car park and headed out onto the ring road towards the airport.



RADIC’S MEN squinted at the bright incandescent light shining directly at their faces amidst the near black gloom of the deserted warehouse, trying to pick out the various figures moving in the shadows before their eyes fell on the clearly illuminated bench table with an assortment of tools laid neatly out in a row. One of the men smiled and nodded at the table, turned to his compatriot, spoke briefly in Serbian then laughed. ‘Something funny?’ Nish asked from the dark somewhere behind him.

The Serb shrugged. ‘You think this shit is intimidating; you want to do war in our country. Then you see what is best way to scare people.’

‘I’m a keen student of torture. Why don’t you educate me.’

‘Give me cigarette and I tell you.’ Nish appeared in the light. He took out a cigarette, placed it in the man’s mouth and lit it with a brass zippo. The man took a drag off it and inhaled it through his nostrils. ‘Once we had this guy, at home with his wife and children. We know he has information on where the Bosnians are hiding, so we take his baby and put it in oven. You know what happen to baby in oven at two-hundred degrees?’

‘Did he talk?’ Nish asked.

The man shrugged. ‘Turned out it was not his child.’

Nish pulled a chair around and placed it in line with the floor stand mounted floodlight. He sat down and stared at the man. ‘So what is the point of that little tale? You think that makes you hard as fuck? Sticking an infant in an oven. What is your name?’

‘Why I should tell you?’

‘Just your first name. Start on a polite footing.’

‘You can call me Marko.’

‘And your friend here?’

‘You don’t need to talk to him. What the fuck do you want?’

‘I want us to be friends.’

‘Why I be friends with you?’

‘I got you released.’

‘That was nothing, you think I could not get out of this problem without help?’

‘Well here’s the thing Marko, word is going to get back to your employer that you cut a deal to get out.’

‘He will not believe it. We go way back.’

‘Do you now? That’s interesting.’

‘Why is that interesting?’

‘I don’t mean it’s interesting.’

‘So why did you say it was interesting?’

‘Because that is what you say isn’t it, you say something, and then I say, ah that’s interesting, but really it isn’t.’

‘Maybe it is. What do you want with Radic?’

‘I want to do business with him.’

‘This is not how you do business with Radic.’

‘It is how I do business with Radic.’

‘And what business do you do?’

‘Take a wild fucking guess, Marko.’

Marko frowned at Nish and stared intently at him trying to squint past the bright light. ‘I recognise you. Where I know you from?’

‘I don’t know Marko. Where do you know me from?’ Nish got up and walked over to the table. ‘So what happened?’

‘With what?’

Nish surveyed the tools before settling on an electric cordless drill and selecting the smallest drill bit and putting it in the chuck. ‘The baby. In the oven. What happened?’

‘You maybe don’t want to know. If I tell you then you would not sleep so good thinking about it.’ Marko smiled. Nish walked calmly over and stood in front of Marko’s associate.

‘Do you know what the secret to a good night’s sleep is?’

‘What?’

‘No I’m asking you. Do you know what the secret to a good night’s sleep is.’

‘No, I don’t sleep good.’

‘Well maybe you should stop putting babies in ovens then you sick deranged fuck.’ Without pause Nish spun the drill up to full speed and aligned it with Marko’s accomplice just in front of his left lower torso. One of Nish’s men appeared from behind and gagged the man and held his head to face the drill. Nish carefully inserted it, the man tensed, eyes bulging as Nish drilled a straight hole right through him, dark black blood spurting out of his kidney as the drill bit pierced through his back. Nish reversed the drill motor and extracted it.

‘You think this will make us talk?’ Marko asked.

Nish shrugged. ‘I don’t care.’ He lined up the drill again and put a neat hole straight through his victim’s stomach. He withdrew the drill and stood back staring at his handiwork as his victim writhed in agony.

‘So what is the purpose of it?’

‘What’s the purpose of anything really? I suppose we’re all just wasting time idly fucking other people’s lives up. There’s no real purpose for anything when you think about it. Of course people make up all sorts of excuses and reasons for things. We’re going to war because blah blah blah, but in my experience it’s just to masquerade the truth of utter chaos.’

‘You think you are a philosopher?’

‘No. I’m more of a...modern realist.’

‘And what is that?’

‘It’s the acceptance that all the constructs humans have that are designed to make us feel superior to animals, are, somewhat ironically, just a different version of the same constructs that the animal kingdom uses to establish hierarchy. In that respect while our reasoning may seem more elaborate, there is no difference between what we do, and what animals do.’

‘And what is that?’

‘Dominate and procreate.’

‘Fighting and fucking.’

‘You get it. You put that infant in the oven for the same reason a lion kills another lion’s offspring. It threatens your own genetic survival, you raped her didn’t you?’

‘Who?’

‘The mother. I bet you fucking did. You cooked her kid and you fucking raped her. Because you are an animal.’

‘She was a Bosnian whore.’

‘She’s just a woman. No different than a Serb woman. You created that construct of her being from a different tribe to justify your actions to overcome the social norm imposed on you that it’s not acceptable to murder infants and rape their mothers, set all that aside and you are just acting on base instinct because you are an animal. An ill-educated animal.’

‘Fuck you! You think you are so smart with all your crazy shit talk, but you are no different from me drilling holes in people for no fucking reason. If I am animal what are you?’

‘I’m the Angel of Death’s little helper.’ Nish walked over and adjusted the drill to a slow speed. ‘I’m here to bring some order to this cosmic mess of Darwinian selection, removing the dysfunctional and backwards genetic mutations from the pool to ensure a more enlightened future for humanity.’ Nish slowly drilled a hole straight through Marko’s thigh deep into his femur. Marko gritted his teeth, reluctant to give Nish the satisfaction, but eventually his self-control gave way as the pain became unbearable and he screamed out.

‘Fuck you, I not tell you anything,’ Marko sobbed.

‘That’s fine. I don’t want you to. I don’t care what you have to say. This is not about information. This is something much more important.’

‘What the fuck...’

Nish put the drill back on the table and sat down on the chair, he took out a cigarette and lit it slowly, took a drag and stared at Marko. ‘You know what the basis of reincarnation is? It’s fascinating. All matter. Everything this entire planet is composed of is basically atomic particles constructed in various ways, and every living thing on the planet is recycled constantly into other things. All this blood skin and bones will organically break down and become something else. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. All that biblical shit. So what’s really important is that in this iteration, all this bad shit you did to other people, is visited back on you, and is imprinted so hard on your sentient being that when you eventually reform into something else, be it a fucking rabbit or god forbid another human being, you have this ingrained memory of pain and suffering so that you give pause to understand what you do to others, will be done unto you. Then perchance you’ll evolve into a more intelligent and more useful product rather than some bawbag scrote cooking infants, raping women, and committing sundry war atrocities.’ Nish stubbed out his cigarette and returned to his tools collection. ‘I’m merely the conduit by which you take the journey from this present to that future.’



‘I THOUGHT this was about catching Radic?’ Vincent asked as Nish walked into the small foreman’s office and sat down.

‘It is.’

‘Then what is this about? You haven’t asked him any questions.’

‘I don’t need to.’

‘So why?’

Nish stared out through the glass partition window at the two captives now slumped in their chairs. ‘They have to be made to answer for what they did. You think they give a fuck about being dragged into an air-conditioned court room full of lawyers in The Hague?’ Nish shook his head. ‘Women, kids, old people. They have no respect for life. When I send them down into Dante’s Inferno I want them to know there is far worse for them here if they ever come back...’

‘So what about Radic?’

Nish took out a mobile phone from his pocket. ‘Haven Twenty-Six, Rotterdam docks. He’ll be there between nine and eleven p.m. tonight to load a consignment of cars for export to the Ivory Coast.’

‘And what about them?’

‘They’ll bleed out in two or three days. Maybe five or seven with a saline drip.’ Nish stared at Vincent. ‘Don’t feel any compassion for them Vincent. These were normal men before the war, they chose that path, and they chose to do those things. Everything they did put them on this path to end up here in my hands.’

‘I neither condone nor condemn, it is merely a little Old Testament — even for my Catholic tastes.’

‘Stick to riding a desk Vincent.’

‘So what do you want to do about Radic?’

‘I want him alive.’ Nish wrote down a location and number on a piece of paper. ‘Meet us here at eight p.m. sharp. I need you to take him in for me.’

‘Can’t you do it?’

‘Let’s just say I’m persona-non-grata with certain jurisdiction agencies due to a disagreement over sundry human rights violations they feel I may have been responsible for. You take Radic in; I’ll get your message to Aleksei. We have a deal.’ Vincent and his assistant got up to leave. ‘And Vincent...’

‘Oui?’

‘This never happened. They were a victim of a disagreement with some Albanians.’

‘Of course.’

Vincent and his assistant headed out to the car. ‘That guy is a sociopath. And you say this Green guy is worse?’

‘Do you know what makes men such as this so dangerous?’ Vincent replied.

‘They’re psychotic?’

‘No, far from it. It’s that they have such moral certainty in what they are doing is right. They are like artists of death — the Monet’s and Cézanne’s of destruction. Grand Masters of violence where every operation is some masterpiece that would be something to marvel if it was not so chillingly brutal.’

‘You admire them?’

‘Not admire, but I do understand. When you are fighting as close to pure evil as it is possible to find it requires a certain type of mind to combat it. Sadly liberal ideas of redemption and forgiveness are lost on souls who have contempt for anything, in this respect Nish and his ilk are the only solution. They are the last resort when all other justice has failed.’ They got in the car and headed back towards the hotel. Vincent looked across at his colleague. ‘Something is troubling you?’

‘Do you think he enjoys it. All that torture? He said it himself; he had the intelligence. He didn’t need to do it. So why do it?’

‘Guilt perhaps.’

‘For what?’

‘Nish led the team in the Balkans hunting down Radic and his men. He was responsible for collating the evidence of the crimes they committed. Crimes against humanity the likes of which you would probably not want to know. I imagine he feels some guilt that what happened could have been prevented, and we collectively failed their victims.’

‘I do not see how torturing the perpetrators helps the dead.’

‘It doesn’t. But maybe it helps Nish feel better that they did not escape the fate they inflicted on others. I do not know. I have not seen through his eyes so cannot contemplate how bearing witness to such things would affect a man of such capabilities.’

‘I think he needs locking up for his own good.’

‘It would seem his employers agree with you...’ Vincent took a folded Europol arrest warrant with Nish’s photo on it out and handed it to his colleague. His colleague frowned.

‘So why aren’t we taking him in?’

‘Because friendship is more important, putting Nish in a padded cell with no sharp implements will not help Zara. And Zara needs people like Nish — and Alex Green.’

‘If those are her friends then god help her enemies...’

Vincent stared out the window. ‘They are far beyond god’s help now...’
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VINCENT DROVE INTO the service station on the outskirts of the Europoort where Nish was already waiting with a pair of vans, a small eight-man tactical team, and an articulated car transporter loaded with a variety of S.U.V’s and luxury German cars. Vincent and his colleague got out of their car and walked over. ‘You’re late,’ Nish said gruffly looking at his watch sharply to make a point. ‘Bloody Gallic timekeeping.’

‘So what is the plan?’ Vincent asked, nodding at the transporter.

‘Radic knows me so I need you to ride with my driver. We’ve set up a meet. You’re posing as a Marseille car ringer. Radic’s boat is scheduled out at one a.m. You need to keep him talking and distracted for ten minutes so the boys can get into position. If he knows he’s cornered then he’ll try and make a break for it. Have your man wait here.’ Nish wrote down an address on a piece of paper and handed it to Vincent. ‘When we’ve got Radic we’ll drop you off and then you get him back to France sharpish.’

‘What about his men?’

‘We’ll deal with them. Any other questions? No. Good. Let’s go. We need to make up time.’ Nish whistled his men to mount up. They grabbed carbines from the back of one of their vans and climbed onto the trailer, got into the cars loaded on the back, and hid out of view.

‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Vincent’s colleague said.

‘We’re setting up a known Serbian war criminal with a heavily armed gang, what could possibly go wrong...’ Vincent said with a trace of veiled sarcasm. ‘They seem to know what they are doing.’

‘I hope so, for your sake. Bon chance.’

Vincent got into the cab of the H.G.V with Nish’s driver. The H.G.V pulled out of the services and headed towards the entrance to the Europoort.



IT WAS obvious to Vincent as soon as they pulled up short in front of the black BMW’s blocking the long access road to the docks that the plan was about to go out of the window. The driver brought the H.G.V car transporter to a halt and waited. One of several from the waiting gang of men, a stocky middle-aged man with a shaven head and a tattoo of a cobra wrapped round his neck, walked over to the driver’s side. The driver lowered his window. ‘You have a problem?’

‘Get out of the truck,’ the cobra-tattoo man said sternly in broken English. The driver looked at Vincent.

Vincent nodded reluctantly. ‘Do as he says.’ The driver nodded, opened his door, got out of the truck and was gestured by another man to walk over to the cars.

The cobra tattoo man climbed up into the cab before settling into the driver’s seat. He stared at Vincent. ‘Are you going to make problem?’

‘What are you doing with my driver?’ Vincent asked.

‘You don’t need him. I am driver.’

Vincent watched as they bundled his driver into the back of a waiting BMW before it sped off in the direction they just arrived from. ‘You don’t make problem, maybe you see him again.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe not. Radic decide everything for you now.’

The BMW’s cleared the road block and the truck continued, escorted by a BMW in front and at the rear. Shortly after they pulled into the haven and towards the loading dock in front of a large container ship. Milling around the ship, a couple of dozen of Radic’s men, all dressed in black leather jackets with barely concealed Kalashnikovs, watched on as the dock crew loaded containers onto the ship. The driver stopped the car transporter in line behind two other trucks. ‘Get out,’ he barked at Vincent.

‘What about our deal?’ Vincent asked.

‘Cars belong to Radic now. Get out.’

Reluctantly, Vincent climbed out of the cab. The driver gestured him to follow him as he walked towards a portable container office unit being guarded by several men. They walked up a set of stairs and Vincent stopped as Radic’s guards frisked him and relieved him of his pistol. Cobra tattoo man pushed him inside and closed the door behind him then shoved Vincent roughly over to the desk where a bearded man sat smoking a cigarette, barely illuminated by a small desk lamp. The bearded man gestured for Vincent to sit down in the chair, before Vincent had a chance to act cobra tattoo man shoved him roughly into the seat. Vincent stared at the bearded man. The bearded man stared back. A few moments later another man entered and handed the bearded man behind the desk a manifest. He read through it lazily and sucked air through his teeth. ‘It is a lot of shit. Do you not have any good cars in Marseille?’

‘If you don’t want them I find another buyer.’

The bearded man smiled and let out a small laugh. ‘They are no longer yours to sell.’

‘We don’t have a deal yet.’

‘And if I take them, who are you going to call, the police? I’m sure they will be very helpful in recovering your stolen cars. No, you are going to do nothing. You are going to fuck off back to your fish-stinking French shithole, that is what you are going to do.’

‘This is not good business.’

‘Pfft. You bring me shit. Why I need people who bring me shit? Even crack-heads in Berlin steal me better cars than this. Go on...’

‘What?’

‘Threaten me. Tell me how there will be consequences; I won’t get away with it. Get all angry and shit.’

‘Is there any point?’

‘You know who I am?’

‘I know something about you.’

‘Then you know there is no point, but if it make you feel better I indulge you in a brief tantrum so you feel less of a spineless coward.’

‘I brought the cars your contact requested. If there is a problem with the consignment I suggest you take it up with him, if you had asked for other cars, I would have brought other cars.’

‘You have no good cars in Marseilles.’

‘You think we steal cars only in Marseilles?’

‘Okay. You can indulge me.’ The bearded man took a pad of paper and a pencil; he pushed it across to Vincent. ‘You give me a list of what you can get and maybe if something is interesting...’

Vincent took the pencil and wrote down a list of cars, then pushed it back to him. He glanced at it briefly and pulled a disdainful face. ‘It is a fantasy. You could not get such things.’ Vincent took the pad back and wrote down a selection of registration plate numbers, and addresses in St. Tropez and Cannes. ‘You can check. I will wait.’

The bearded man’s interest seemed piqued, he tore off the list, handed it to one of his men, and clicked his fingers. The man took the list and went over to a phone on the other side of the office. A few minutes later he returned and whispered in the bearded man’s ear. He nodded as if impressed.

‘They check out. But what about security? How do I know you can get such things?’

‘I have men inside the company who does the security. But I’m going to want to be paid half up front. It seems you are not a man to honour a deal, so if you want these things you will have to show some good faith.’

‘Good faith...fuck. I can just take these things myself. Why pay you?’

‘If you could get them you would already have them, and you wouldn’t be wasting your time selling these German shit boxes to Africans.’

‘And if you could take them you wouldn’t be here selling me these shit boxes. So what the fuck eh?’

‘Then if we have no deal, we’re wasting each other’s time.’ Vincent got up to leave. The cobra tattoo man shoved Vincent back down into his seat.

‘Don’t be so hasty. We just started talking about it, we have a bit of foreplay before we start fucking the ass.’ He stared at Vincent, trying to get his measure of him. ‘I don’t know you. You want do business on this kind of money we need talk more. You know me. I’m Radic. You know what I am, but you, who the fuck are you? Frenchman from Marseilles. Nobody knows you.’

‘Come to Marseilles. See if you and your squad of gorillas can get out alive. Then you know who I am.’

There was an uncomfortable silence. ‘I don’t know if I want to slit your throat or do a deal with you. I don’t like you Frenchman from Marseilles. You give me bad feeling,’ Radic said and drew a deep breath. ‘But we have to make bread. We maybe try something, if it goes good we make money, if it goes bad a lot of people get fucked up, this is how things will be. You will come.’ Radic got up and headed for the door, the cobra tattoo man pushed at Vincent to get up and follow him. They headed downstairs and walked over to the waiting transporter full of cars. Radic walked up and down looking at them. ‘Shit. Shit. Meh. Shit. Okay. What the fuck. I tell you what Radic will do. I take this shit from you, Radic don’t want this shit but Radic take this shit as your goodwill, then you bring me your list. If you don’t bring me this list you and me gonna have a problem. I take this shit as favour so you owe me. Da?’ Radic clicked his fingers. One of his men handed him a black sports holdall, Radic unzipped the bag and showed the contents to Vincent. It was full of bundles of Euros. ‘Okay? Good price for shit. There is your goodwill.’ Radic zipped the bag up and tossed it to Vincent. ‘Now when you will bring Radic the good shit.’

‘Give me a time and location for the drop off, any time after seven days from now.’

‘Seven days...maybe it is too soon. I need to organise boat and customers. You wait while we do this thing then we look at schedule and make some idea.’ Radic clicked his fingers at his men. ‘Load this shit on the boat. Come on. Quick.’ Radic’s men sprung into action, headed over to the transporter and set to work putting down the ramps before getting into the cars, reversing them off the trailer and driving them over ready to load into the containers. They drove them in, but after a few minutes passed Radic frowned when none of them emerged. ‘What the fuck, these guys...’ He barked at his remaining men to go and investigate. ‘Stupid guys always fucking about playing with cars like children. What the fuck...’ Radic ranted. Another minute or two passed then when the men sent to investigate failed to return from the containers, Radic became suspicious. ‘What the fuck is going on here?’ A second later a high pitched crack of a silenced sniper rifle let loose from somewhere high on one of the loading cranes over the dockside, the side of the cobra tattoo man’s head shot through with a spray of blood as the round landed, before the sniper dropped his two colleagues in quick succession. Radic’s face turned white with shock as he looked for the source of the sniper before spotting the eight operators now emerging from the containers busily dropping the remaining members of his gang with suppressed carbines. ‘What the fuck...Who the fuck are you!?!’ He said to Vincent as he went for his pistol. Radic didn’t get chance to draw it before Nish had emerged from his concealed position and put him on the ground with a swift kick around his legs and a push to the centre of his back, dropping his knee onto his spine before pulling his arm round to disarm him. Nish’s men quickly folded into a perimeter as a pair of them backed two Mercedes Benz’s from out of the containers, spun them round and made their way swiftly across to where Nish had Radic detained prostate on the ground.

‘You remember me?’ Nish said grabbing Radic by the scruff of his hair and pulling his face up. ‘You killed a good friend of mine.’

Radic laughed. ‘Fuck you! And fuck your friend! Do what you have to do. You’ll never get out of Rotterdam alive.’

‘Don’t count on it, but whatever happens you’ll be the first to get slotted. Get this cunt in the car. We’re exfil’ing now to the R.P. Move it!’

Nish’s men bundled Radic into the back of a Mercedes, Vincent following and piling in the waiting car’s front passenger seat. The rest of Nish’s team folded into the cars providing cover fire to keep Radic’s remaining sentries on the boat pinned into cover before getting into the cars, the drivers lighting up the rear tyres and speeding between cover of stacked containers.

‘That was your plan?’ Vincent asked shaking his head.’

‘Aye, what was wrong with it? We got him didn’t we?’

Nish patted Vincent on the shoulder, his face plastered with a satisfied smile. He unzipped the bag full of money, pulled out a bundle of notes, checked it then shook his head and slapped Radic across the face with it. ‘Paying with counterfeit notes, ya cheeky bastard ya.’

They reached the rendezvous point twenty-five minutes later. Nish put a black bag over Radic’s head and restrained him whilst Vincent’s colleague put a proper pair of handcuffs on him. ‘Right, four of my boys will make sure you get this piece of shit back to France and locked up where he needs to be. Don’t fucking stop unless you have to. After chasing him this long, if you lose him then I’ll nae be sending you a Christmas card this year.’

‘We’ll take care of him. And our deal?’

‘I’ll be on the next plane to Baku. Nice working with you. See you in hell Radic. Watch out in the showers. Some friends will be waiting for you.’

‘Get fucked you Scottish! Son of a pig whore!’ Radic responded. ‘You’re all dead men. I know who you are! I’ll be out in a week!’

‘I’ll be waiting for you...’ Nish said as he walked back and got in his car. Vincent and his colleague bundled Radic into the back of Vincent’s car and set off with Nish’s team in escort convoy.

‘So how are we going to explain this?’ Vincent’s colleague asked. ‘How we captured this guy. We don’t even have jurisdiction in Holland.’

‘We didn’t capture him in Holland.’

‘We didn’t?’

‘We were never in Holland.’

‘We weren’t?’

‘You have a lot to learn about this business...’

Vincent’s colleague shook his head. ‘After the past couple of days, I’m not sure I want to...’
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THE THIN SHAFTS of light illuminating columns of dust seemed almost theatrical in nature. Nish watched the dust dancing softly in the light, hypnotised by the patterns and waiting for the subtle shift as an air current blew them off course to indicate his host had arrived. Alex had the remarkable trick of being able to enter a room so silently as to barely move anything but the air itself. Like most things with Alex, perhaps the perception was greater than the reality and he was merely a master of illusion rather than some ethereal force of nature. Despite having trained him, even Nish couldn’t be sure which.

‘I’ll assume you know why I’m here.’

He had already entered and was within striking distance before Nish even opened his mouth. Nish couldn’t see him in the shadows but he knew he was present none the less. A subtle exhaled near-silent laugh was the only response as Alex sat gracefully in the chair across the table from Nish.

‘I am curious,’ Alex said softly.

‘Perhaps I missed your company.’

‘So you got him.’

‘Yeah we got him.’

‘That could prove complicated.’

‘Are they going to make things difficult for you?’

‘Not for me...you perhaps.’

‘You could straighten it out.’

‘I could.’

‘But you won’t?’

‘Would you?’

Nish shrugged with indifference. ‘I don’t know Alex. I’m still trying to remember what our argument was about.’

‘Probably nothing.’

‘So if you already know, then I’ve had a wasted trip. But if you already know then why are you here and not off doing something about it?’ Alex stared at Nish. The penny dropped and Nish broke into a smile. ‘You know, but you don’t know who...’

‘I have a good idea, I just can’t prove it. If I can’t prove it then I can’t move.’

‘So maybe I might be useful after all.’

‘You’re always useful Nish. What you are not always is co-operative. Are you here to co-operate?’

‘So you’ll take care of the sponsors?’

‘If you are going to be useful. Are you back, or just visiting?’

‘I’m back.’

‘Then I’ll take care of the sponsors.’

‘That simple eh? Fucking hell Alex. I remember picking you up that pissing wet day in Hereford when they kicked you out, looked like a bloody drowned rat not fit for anything. Now look at you. The God of War himself, sorting out the Kremlin like it was nae bother. What are we doing in Baku? You finally get bored of Chechnya? Christ knows you must be running out of shit to destroy and people to kill there.’

‘There’s an arms deal going down.’

‘The bloody Chechens again I assume.’

‘We’re under contract until the job is done.’

‘And when will that be?’

‘They’re stubborn.’

‘Not the only ones...So what’s your plan?’

‘Not the usual. The supplying party happens to be the primary suspect in the recent kidnapping of my wife.’

‘Really?’

‘Assuming the intel is good, and that is what this is about.’

‘If it is him, that could be a problem. It won’t be clean. And it won’t be cheap.’

‘Recovering the arms from the deal today, and the money will go someway to soften the blow.’

‘You’re not going to tell them about Zara are you?’

‘They don’t do favours Nish, you know that. To get the kind of kit we need to take him on, we can’t fund it on the company account, and we can’t hire it without The Sponsor.’

‘One problem. What if they don’t agree?’

‘Then we force the issue.’

‘Last time you did that it didn’t end well. I’m getting too old for Siberian gulags.’

‘It won’t come to that.’

‘Are you sure? Things are rarely stable in the Kremlin. They like him now, but god knows it doesn’t take much to fall out of favour these days. Let’s hope he hasn’t taken an interest in politics for all our sakes. Didn’t work out so well for the last guy.’

There was a knock at the door. ‘Come,’ Alex said. His Troop Commander came in.

‘We have a problem.’



ALEX STARED through the gaps in the window shutters at the small group of armed men emerging from a series of vans and onwards into the opposite building. ‘So what’s the problem?’ Nish asked. ‘Who organised this place?’

‘Danilov,’ Alex replied.

Nish watched as Danilov came out the building opposite and spoke to the leader of the group. ‘I see the problem. Why would Danilov sell you out?’

‘You want to go and ask him?’ Alex asked and looked at Nish.

‘I just arrived. You fucked your OpSec then you can’t blame me.’

‘I didn’t fuck our OpSec.’

‘So who did?’

‘Who knew about this place?’ Alex asked his Troop Commander. The T.C shrugged and shook his head. ‘Wrong answer.’ Without warning Alex took out a combat knife, Nish immediately put a hand over the T.C’s mouth and restrained him as Alex slit his throat from ear to ear. Their still unsuspecting victim briefly choked on his own blood before Nish sharply twisted his head from one side to the other snapping his neck, his body convulsed briefly before Nish lay the lifeless corpse down and dragged it to the back of the room, picked up a canvas tarpaulin and covered the body with it. Nish looked at Alex. ‘Get everyone ready to repel a house assault.’

‘What about Danilov? You want him alive?’ Nish asked.

‘Let him run.’

‘Why?’

‘I want them to know we’re coming.’

‘We’ll lose the tactical advantage.’

‘I can’t move against Danilov until I can prove he’s dirty.’

‘Maybe he isn’t. Maybe The Sponsor is playing you.’

‘We’ll find out either way. Get them ready.’ Alex checked out the window again. ‘The police are blockading the street. We’ve got five to ten minutes.’

Nish returned to the main warehouse hall and whistled The Company’s men to attention. They stopped their activities and fell in a circle around him. ‘Short and sweet ladies, you’ll be delighted to know I’m your T.C again.’ There was a low jeer. ‘Try and contain your enthusiasm. I’ll assume you already know what you are here to do, but the schedule has been brought forward. Get ready to repel a house assault in five mikes. We are compromised.’

‘Change of plan...’ Alex interjected from the shadows. Nish looked over his shoulder, as the entire company stood up a little straighter in the presence of the master.

‘Care to enlighten us?’

‘I would.’ Nish gestured at the floor in front of him. Alex appeared from the shadows and walked into the centre. He looked at all his men, the sense of respect and loyalty written on all their faces. ‘We’ve been sold out. By who, we will find out later. Danilov is not to be harmed. I need him alive, but I also want to put on a show for him. We’ve incurred a lot of expenses on this expedition and I assume you all want to get paid.’ There was a chuckle and cheer. ‘So we need to collect. We can assume the tactical surprise is now lost to us, but we can regain it. I want this executed with speed, precision, and no mistakes. I don’t need to remind you that this company has never, in its history, not delivered a contract to its completion. Let’s not break that reputation. Take your positions. You know what to do. Execute plan Houdini.’

The company men quickly fell out to their positions. Alex turned to Nish. ‘I thought I was in charge.’

‘You are. Notionally.’

‘Notionally?’

‘You just got back.’

‘What’s Houdini?’

‘You’ll see.’

Alex walked off towards the stairs. ‘Alex,’ Nish called after him. Alex stopped and turned his head. ‘Is there a problem between us?’

There was a long pause for a reply. ‘We’ll see...’ Alex walked off. Nish inhaled slowly and deeply. The tone of Alex’s response was enough to send a cold shiver up his spine.
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ALEX WAS OBSERVING the street scene from behind the shadows of the wooden shutters on the first floor as Nish approached. ‘Everything set?’

‘Plan Houdini is ready to execute Mister Green.’

‘Very good,’ Alex replied. A few minutes passed then Alex turned round to Nish. ‘You going to stand in the corner and sulk for the rest of the op?’

‘I don’t know. If I’ve already lit a firework it’s generally considered prudent to retire to a safe distance before it goes off.’

‘Spare me nonsensical talking in rhymes Nish and get over here, I haven’t got the patience for your ego and pride today.’ Nish somewhat reluctantly joined Alex at the window. Alex eventually let loose a wry smile. ‘You are such a little bitch Harry.’

‘Bastard.’

‘Yes, apparently I was if the records are to be believed...’

‘You going to tell me what Houdini is?’

‘Not what, who. Magician. Escaped from a box.’

‘Yes, I do understand the reference, I was more referring to how its nomenclature relates to our current operation.’

‘We need to let Danilov go so I know who sold us out. But we need to keep the element of tactical surprise against the Chechens for the deal. I would assume this little show down there is timed to keep us busy while they make the exchange, so we need to bring forward the schedule to our benefit, and let Danilov believe we perished for long enough to launch the counter at the old factory.’

‘So what’s your plan?’

‘We have two motion activated and programmed sweep Gatling’s on the upper floor. We’ll engage for one-eight-zero seconds, and then the Gatling’s will cover our retreat through the sewer under the building. The Chechens will be forced to knock out our heavy artillery with R.P.G’s. When they hit, the demolition charges we have on the building will fire to look like they hit our main magazine, it’ll fold the building down on top of us, covering our exfil. There’s a little follow-on treat to hamper their search for evidence of our demise that will buy us the forty-five minutes we need to assault the factory. We recover the weapons, the funds from the broker, and we’re done.’

‘Nice plan.’

‘I’m glad you like it.’

‘What time does it start?’

‘They ready?’

‘They’re always ready.’

Alex looked out the window. ‘Pick one.’

Nish looked out and pointed at each of them with his finger. ‘Eeny meeny, miny, mo, catch a filthy Chechen by his toe, if he squeals then stab him at once, filthy Chechen was probably a nonce. Him.’

‘Good choice,’ Alex took aim out of the window with his Designated Marksman’s Rifle. He settled the scope on the fighter posted outside the building Nish had selected before moving his sights over to an old woman remonstrating with a police officer by the opposite side of the street then pulled the trigger. The round exited from his suppressor with a crack before exploding through the woman’s knee sending a shower of blood, bone, and cartilage onto the pavement. She immediately collapsed onto the ground screaming.

‘Really Alex, she’s someone’s Nanna.’

‘I know. I just saved her life.’

‘By shooting her in the leg? She’ll likely die from the shock.’

‘I’ll send flowers.’ Alex shrugged. ‘Watch.’

“Christ, you’re a cold bastard...’

‘Coming from you I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘It wasn’t meant as one...’ Nish returned his attention to the scene developing outside. Alex’s seemingly brutal actions started to become clear to Nish as the street descended into chaos as even the Chechens started to leave their stations to investigate the screaming from the old woman. The police in the street all ran to try and clear the rapidly gathering crowd around the woman. A few moments later an ambulance arrived with sirens blaring into the street. The paramedics loaded the old woman onto a stretcher and bundled her into the back of the ambulance as the police tried to contain the crowd of rubberneckers now filling the junction. ‘You are still the master of distraction. But an old dear Alex, still a bit strong...’

‘That was just the entree.’ Alex took his radio and pressed the transmit button. ‘Wait until the ambulance is clear, then serve the main course.’

‘Confirm order.’

‘Massacre the lot of them. Nobody left standing. One-eighty seconds free fire then fall-back.’

Nish looked out the window at the unsuspecting crowd. ‘You can’t be serious...’

‘I saved your old lady didn’t I? What more do you want...’ He stared at Nish coldly without a trace of remorse. ‘Don’t give me that accusing look Nish. You want someone to blame, blame Danilov. This wasn’t a scheduled engagement. The blood is on his hands.’

Nish drew a deep breath. He knew there was no point in arguing with Alex, and it would be hypocritical in any case, it was his tutelage that had given Alex such a ruthless efficiency in the persecution of his operations. It was a little late in the day for moralising. He made ready his carbine. Non-participation would be less than advisable given his recent return and need to rebuild the trust that once existed. As the ambulance turned the corner, all the windows of Alex’s lair erupted with automatic fire, a hail storm of red tracer rounds arced down into the gathered crowd of civilians and the Chechens trying to return to their posts. There was no screaming, no running, and no panic — there was no time for the event to register before the sheer weight of fire consumed its victims. Finally the guns fell silent with no targets remaining.

‘Two minutes. They’re improving,’ Alex said with a satisfied nod as he stared at the wanton destruction he’d unleashed. A sea of bodies strewn across the entire of the street where they fell, small fires from tracer rounds here and there and a large cloud of barrel smoke hanging in the cold air. An eerie silence descended on the scene that lasted for more than thirty seconds, inside Alex’s building near silence apart from subtle clicking as magazines were changed. The odd scream for help quickly silenced by a high velocity marksman’s bullet. Then, after the sheer magnitude of the bloodletting that had taken place registered on their remaining enemy in the opposing fortress, the response came in the form of a single soldier.

He ran out the building, ‘Allahu Akbar!’ he yelled as he ran across the street clutching a bag of C4 and a live grenade. He made it half way across before one of Alex’s snipers picked him off. The grenade thumped in a bright orange flash before the C4 set off a much bigger explosion, shattering the wooden shutters in front of Alex and Nish and blowing them off their feet in the compression wave. Alex lay on his back briefly, ears still ringing.

Nish was up first onto his knees. He looked at Alex as he wiped the small trickle of blood from his nose. ‘Now I understand...’

‘They’re Chechens Nish, you know there is never any other way,’ Alex responded coughing the dust out of his lungs. What Alex had known, and Nish perhaps not at that time, was the tactics they had faced on recent operations, and the adoption by the Chechens of the Islamic fundamentalist fondness for suicide bombers. Alex knew everyone in the street was dead in any case, by his hand or theirs; all he could do was turn their sacrifice to his advantage to allow his survival. Right on mark the entire of the Chechen building’s battery opened up in a salvo of fire, fifty cal’ rounds started taking massive chunks out of the front wall of the building as tracer whizzed through the open windows shattering the rotting wood and plasterwork around them. ‘Time to leave Nish.’

‘I won’t argue.’

Alex’s digital watch bleeped as the third minute elapsed. On schedule, the automated rotary Gatling’s on the upper floor opened up, shredding the opposing building with a relentless rain of rounds, briefly silencing the Chechens as they were pinned to cover. Using the break, Alex and Nish got to their feet. Escorted by his vanguard, they quickly made their way through the back staircase and down to the basement followed by the rest of his force. One by one they quickly slid down the rusting ladder into the dry old sewer shaft running to the back of the building. Nish remained at the exit to count everyone out. When he was satisfied all men were accounted for, he walked over to the charge and pulled the dead man’s pin to arm the explosives. As he removed it a cat’s cradle of laser trips ignited round the building. Nish made his way down the sewer pulling the metal cover back down over him to seal it. At the bottom, he hustled to catch up with the main group led by Alex. He reached the exit to the tunnel after thirty seconds where Alex was waiting by the exit. In the dried-out concrete storm overflow river below, a line of armoured grey Overfinch tuned V8 Land Rover Defenders lay in wait. Alex and Nish walked down to where one of Alex’s men waited with the drone uplink terminal. Alex spun it round to watch the scene. The Gatling’s fell silent as they spent the last of their ammo, the Chechens wasted no time, and as Alex had predicted, answered the threat with a pair of R.P.G’s onto each position.

‘Blow it.’

Nish flipped the safety off the detonation trigger, punched in the four-digit confirmation code and pressed the red button. The two distraction charges next to the Gatling’s fired first, taking out a small powder magazine in a bright light, a few seconds delay then one by one the shaped charges on the support columns blew, finally, Alex’s simulated full magazine explosion went in the centre of the building. With the structure fatally weakened the floors collapsed like a house of cards, folding the entire four-storey structure into a pile of concrete and stone debris over the basement exit. There was an almighty cheer from the Chechens, a few seconds later they began to casually emerge from their building, mistaken in their belief they had won the fight. From the drone, Alex watched as Danilov exited the building, he gave instructions to the Chechen militia head then got into the back of his BMW and drove away at speed.

‘Track Danilov,’ Alex ordered his drone operator. ‘Finish them off.’

Nish took the secondary detonator, entered the code and fired it. In the street, one by one, in alternating sequences starting at both ends, the shops exploded outwards. The Chechens stopped in their tracks, caught without cover in the open street, and stared at the wall of explosions walking towards them. That was Alex’s gift as an artisan of death; he liked his victims to have time to contemplate their end before he delivered it to them. The charges were set to create the maximum theatre, and the maximum terror, so anyone who was graced with enough luck to survive would account for his capability to seemingly summon death from any direction he chose.

The Chechens were enveloped in the final explosions. All that remained was rubble and dead bodies as a pall of grey smoke lay over a scene of utter devastation. ‘They’re done,’ confirmed Nish, a nod of approval. ‘Houdini.’

‘The factory. Now we need to get paid.’ Alex headed for the lead transport and got in, Nish mounted in the second. The entire convoy took off at speed, breaking through a set of rusted gates and onto the main highway towards Baku’s industrial district.
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FROM HIGH ON the hillside perch overlooking the industrial complex below in the cover of a storm drain tunnel exit, Alex surveyed the scene through high-powered binoculars. He passed them to Nish. ‘Lot of open ground to cover.’

Nish nodded as he studied the vast expanse of derelict waste ground that lay between them and the shell of the disused Soviet-era arms factory that soared nearly three-hundred feet above its surroundings as a ruined monument to the failed communist idealism that had constructed it. The rusting remnants of a hammer and sickle and red Soviet star atop the roof were all that reminded the locals of their former colonised status. Nish dotted his attention around the brief cover opportunities afforded by the rusting hulks of trucks; tank bodies, cargo containers and pipework overgrown with weeds. ‘It’s not ideal. If we can get up to the refinery heat pipes then we’ll have a decent covered fire position.’ Nish indicated towards the long line of rusting pipes splitting the waste ground to the factory forecourt, where large steel pipework ran south out of the factory building before joining the east-west run into the adjacent oil refinery, that had provided waste energy from the cracking towers to heat the vast main armaments construction hall. ‘Snipers can cover our advance from here to the pipes. Then we flank around the left and right with a centre fixed gunnery pit to pin fire.’

Alex nodded. ‘Make it happen.’

Nish surveyed the scene again before focusing on the black 7 Series BMW kicking up a dust trail as it made its way into the factory complex escorted by a guard convoy. ‘Danilov is here.’ Nish pointed at the small black speck and handed Alex his binoculars. Alex focused on the BMW and watched as it made its way through the frequent chicanes and roadblocks impeding a straight ingress. ‘Get The Ninja.’

Nish whistled back to one of Alex’s guards. ‘Get The Ninja.’

A few moments later, “The Ninja” appeared, a slightly built but deadly Japanese assassin whose reputation for stealth and surveillance had earned his moniker. His long Samurai sword was not merely for show, an expert in martial arts and swordsmanship he was as adept with his forebears’ skills of war as those afforded by modern alternatives.

‘I want you to track Danilov when he leaves. I need to know who he sold us out to. Report back as soon as it’s confirmed. Once you know, then send Danilov my regards.’

The Ninja bowed. ‘As you wish.’ He quickly and silently made his way through the long grass leading down to the waste ground then seemingly vanished into thin-air. Despite Nish’s best efforts he couldn’t spot him anywhere. Alex returned his attention to Danilov’s convoy. As they reached the main gate a number of soldiers emerged from the guardhouses. There was a brief verbal exchange and the cars were searched with sniffer dogs before the barrier raised and they continued on their way. Danilov’s car rounded the corner before coming to a halt in the main parking lot outside the factory. Danilov emerged, a procession of (Chechen) militia fighters emerged from the building, Danilov and his men were searched before their commander emerged. A noticeably sharp intake of breath from Alex, unusual enough to have Nish’s attention prickled immediately as to what could break the normally sedatory Dragon from its unruffled rest.

‘What is it?’

‘Take a look.’ Nish took the binoculars. ‘You really should have brought your own pair.’ Alex exhaled with annoyance.

‘I wasn’t expecting to party. I was here to deliver a message remember?’

‘You delivered it, you’re welcome to fuck off anytime you want now.’

Nish shook his head as he peered intently at his target. ‘No, fuck that, I’m not missing this one for all the whores in Amsterdam. He’s supposed to be dead. We brought down a building on him.’

‘He doesn’t look too healthy for the experience...’

Nish stared at the bright red skin grafts from burns surgery on the target’s face, and the serious limp that suggested he wasn’t in the best of shape.

‘Well it explains one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Why the Chechens are not going quietly into the night. As long as the Grozny Butcher is drawing breath, they’ll keep on going.’ Nish lowered the binoculars. ‘We could take him right now. We’ve got enough snipers here to take him. We could end it.’

Alex remained silent for a few minutes. ‘No.’

‘Alex, he’s the primary target on the Kremlin’s shit list. You’ll get a hero of the Soviet Union medal or whatever they hand out in these post communistical times. You know how many Russians he’s put in the ground. You take him, they’ll had you governor of a nice oil-producing region of Siberia.’

‘We’re not here for him.’

‘No...but target of opportunity. How many years since we even got this close? We may not get another chance.’

‘Nish, if we take him now, the deal will go off. We won’t get the shipment or the funds. Thanks to your decision to go off reservation and take out Radic, it’s likely our sponsorship is revoked. The Company is broke; we need that money to fund the expedition to get Zara back. Right now, I don’t need a fucking medal or a political office in an oil-shitting wasteland in the arse-end of The Motherland, what I need is those weapons and those treasury notes.’

Nish shook his head and exhaled. ‘I knew this was a mistake; she’s like bloody kryptonite. Every time she is involved logic goes straight out the fucking window. We’ll figure out how to get her back, but this...this is bigger.’

‘We don’t have time. And nothing is bigger. Before you chastise my allegiances need I remind you that you were cupid.’

‘Blame me. Yes. It was a job. I didn’t expect you to lose your nut over her, and then bloody marry her.’

‘Are we going to have this argument here, right now? Do you think this is appropriate?’

‘Yes I bloody do. You’ve got a target down there that we have razed Grozny to the ground to hunt down, we have spilt so much blood, and so much treasure pursuing him and you could finish it with one sniper round. But you won’t. Because of her. I don’t know why I came back. You’ll never change.’

‘Why did you come back?’

‘Loyalty. For what it’s worth.’

‘What do you want from me Nish?’

‘To do your fucking job. Kill the target. Persecute the mission. So then maybe we can draw a close to this whole clusterfuck of Chechnya and move on to something better, and all these years we wasted chasing him won’t leave me feeling blue-balled at the end of it.’

‘And Zara?’

‘She’s probably going to hand you divorce papers as soon as she claps eyes on you. God knows you didn’t exactly part under good terms.’

‘Well you’ve got a problem haven’t you Nish.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘I’m the only person in The Company who can make that shot, first time, on target. You miss and he’ll be in cover before another round gets close. The minute we open up, he’ll be off.’

‘And you won’t do it?’

‘No, I won’t.’

‘Well, I might as well just fuck off home then. Because all this shit was for nothing.’

‘You’re leaving?’ Nish handed Alex his binoculars and stormed off towards the tunnel.

‘Aye, I’m fucking leaving.’

‘Still a little bitch McNish. Go on. Fuck off then. There’s a hundred million quid of merchandise and funds down there. Don’t you want to get paid? Those two little Latvian whores have expensive tastes in shoes I hear...’ Nish stopped on his heels. He held his temper in check before turning round. ‘Don’t act surprised. They’re safe.’

‘Are you blackmailing me Alex?’

Alex shook his head. ‘No. Just looking after your interests in your absence. You never were very good at cleaning up after yourself Nish. Leaving those poor girls to fend for themselves. Lucky for them not all of us are so sloppy.’ He nodded at his guard. ‘Bring him the box.’ One of Alex’s guards arrived with a box and handed it to Nish.

‘What the fuck is this?’

‘Me looking after your interests in your absence.’ With some hesitance Nish put the box down and broke the seal with his combat knife. As always with Alex, he was somewhat reluctant to discover its contents. He opened it before pulling the severed head of the Latvian twins’ pimp out by its bloodied mop of hair. ‘He was rather unhappy at the prospect of losing his property, let’s just say I negotiated a severance package on their behalf.’

Nish looked at the head and smiled. ‘He clearly didn’t have a head for business.’ Nish returned the head to the box and shook his head at Alex. ‘You. I hate you when you do this.’

‘What? Looking after whatever future divorce settlement you’ve got excited over this month...’

‘Aye. I might have to become a Mormon for this pair. Making me owe you. I hate that you always keep me one marker behind.’

‘I’m looking after your girls Nish, you help me look after mine, and we’ll overlook all the fuck-ups I have dug you out of over the years.’

‘Who’s the master now eh...?’ Nish drew a deep breath. ‘It seems you have me to your advantage Mister Green.’

‘I’d prefer you acted voluntarily.’

‘When have I otherwise?’ Nish walked back over. He shook his head. ‘Can’t believe we’re going to let him walk out of there.’

Alex stared at Nish. ‘We’re not.’ Nish stared back at Alex. ‘Before you had your little tantrum did it not occur to you to leave me to do what I do best. Now can we please stop this pointless bickering and get on with it?’

‘Whatever you say. Boss.’

Alex walked back towards the tunnel. He stopped. He looked at Nish. ‘If you were anyone else Nish, for the dissent and insubordination I’d cut your tongue out.’

‘If you were anyone else you wouldn’t dare try...’

‘Then let’s not go there, for both our sakes.’

‘We’re on the same team Alex. You know that. In your heart you know that.’

‘Do I? Lately, I’m not so sure. There is a lot of betrayal going round...’

‘If you were anyone else I’d cut your tongue out for daring to question my loyalty. But as you said, let’s not go there.’ Alex stormed off. Nish sensed the simmering discontent and resentment, but Nish knew if The Butcher was present then he was companied by a host of the most feared blood-letters in the Chechen separatists. Every bit of Alex’s demonic fury would be needed to win the coming battle given the numeric disparities, sometimes The Dragon must be provoked to show its full fury, and Nish had often been the only one with sufficient fire-retardant to prod hard enough without being burnt to a crisp. He made his way to join the group. Alex’s guards looked at him. ‘He’ll calm down once he’s been paid,’ he said nonchalantly.
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THE TEAM MOVED with precision across the open ground, cover to cover they crept between the shadows as they advanced towards the factory. With sniper observers high on the hill guiding their movements between the patterns of watch as the Chechens idly milled around their own overwatch high atop the factory. The team reached the cover of the main line of heating pipes running east west and prepped for the full assault. Nish and Alex hadn’t spoken since their minor disagreement, commanding the opposing right and left flanks respectively they were separated enough that if there was any ill-feeling remaining then Alex wouldn’t be in a position to avail himself of taking Nish out in the confusion of battle, the only point he could safely despatch his Troop Commander without causing widespread dissent amongst his men. They were loyal, but killing such a respected member of their fraternity over a relatively minor disagreement brought about by Alex’s personal agenda would not sit well amongst the democratic brotherhood of The Company. Nish tried to ignore the on-going dispute and formulate in his mind his tactical advance path towards the factory. Their primary objective was to secure both the arms shipment and funds before either party had chance to utilise one of the many escape routes the factory afforded. Having secured the shipments they would then have to fend off the (likely) sizeable contingent force inside the factory whilst the extract team recovered the assets to the R.P. Then there was the small matter of getting back out alive. As efficient as Alex’s company were, and none were better, they were still outnumbered ten to one with an enemy that possessed both superior concealed cover and high ground advantage.

On the opposing side Alex had his own decisions to make. Though pride would not allow him to admit it, he knew he had the opportunity to vanquish a longstanding enemy and bring the bloodiest period of The Company’s history to a close. Whatever displeasure Radic’s capture had caused the Kremlin, and therefore their sponsor, all sins would be quickly forgiven to present the biggest prize of the Chechen war. And the propaganda victory it would give the president would be a tidy bonus. But the nagging distraction of Zara’s plight weighed heavy on his mind. His natural resolve was to wrap his contractual obligations up on the most expedited basis possible and begin the pursuit to recover her in earnest. Every delay to that objective merely increased the risk to her. His brain ran through the options like a chess master tactician moving theoretical pieces around the board. The snipers, The Ninja, the assault team — all possible routes to secure both The Butcher’s capture (or death) whilst maintaining the main objective to get a message to Zara’s captors that The Dragon had woken and sought the safe return of its missing treasure.

His time for planning expired as his ear radio chirped into life with news from the overwatch that the arms shipment convoy had arrived. Whatever decision he took now, he’d have to live with the consequences.

As the trucks rounded to the main factory car park and reached the tactical mark, the overwatch started the countin. Waiting for all the drivers and principals to exit the vehicles, ensuring they would remain in situ during the phased assault, Alex took a brief pause to reflect on his plan, closing his eyes and summoning his fighter’s courage. He pressed the radio and gave the command.

‘Death before dishonour.’

A brief pause.

Nish answered the rally call with the second command authentication to begin the assault.

‘Let slip the dogs of war.’

The snipers opened up high on the overwatch behind them. Each man silently counted until the thunder crack of high velocity rounds caught up as the first shots landed home taking out the opposing snipers and overwatch. ‘Clear to move,’ they reported on the radio.

The front line of assaulters lobbed smoke grenades over the pipes to cover the rappel. As the grenades erupted in a thick plume of cover smoke, they quickly threw Teflon coated ropes over the pipes, athletically vaulted over them and rappelled into the factory courtyard. As soon as they hit the ground they immediately brought their carbines to bear and opened up single shot marked precision fire against the posted Chechen pickets. The snipers set to work taking out the drivers who were now fleeing to their trucks. With the flanked teams now broke to cover on either side, the central gun pit opened up the .50 H.M.G and provided cover fire as the teams started the dangerous cover-to-cover pincer action on the opposing flanks. Adrenaline fired into Alex’s veins as he led the charge, dispatching Chechens with precision headshot after headshot as they messily sprayed AK fire in his direction. He seemingly danced through the sea of bullets like some ethereal wind surrounding him merely blew them away. Anyone who had witnessed him in battle often recounted how he had an almost sixth sense to dodge even the most accurate of sniper fire, his reputation as the ‘unkillable dragon’ was well deserved, and reflected in the size of bounty pool paid to anyone who dared try and vanquish him.

The team cut through the first half of the forecourt with ease, by which time the targets caught in the open had long since met their maker, and all that remained were the trickier concealed cover sentries and whatever bulk of force The Butcher had waiting in the factory. Alex and Nish rallied their forces to start clearing the small storage huts and outhouses with standard grenade through window, two through the door, room clearance. Minutes into the fight and almost all the resistance from the forecourt was quelled as they reached level with where the trucks had been abandoned in the forecourt. If there was a modern day forlorn hope, it was the job of whoever would firstly brave the open ground cover to reach the trucks, and then ride them out of the fire zone knowing one R.P.G would be enough to send their contents, and them, into component parts. Unlike soldiers in state service, Alex’s company was an inherently democratic and financially rewarded affair, and a sizeable bonus to the prize was added to anyone who volunteered for it. Eager to earn their first big payday, and prove themselves worthy to The Dragon, there always seemed to be at least a few young bucks with enough enthusiasm to embrace the task. On the overwatch’s command they were guided into position to begin the perilous task of withdrawing the trucks. Having made it to the safe cover of the armoured Kamaz cargo trucks, they began to back them out to exfil when the radio from the overwatch sparked up in an obvious audible panic. ‘We have an inbound heavy rotary moving into position.’

‘Say again,’ Alex said.

‘Gunship. Hind. Azerbaijan colours. Not ours.’

‘Eagle. Confirm not ours.’

‘Bleeps confirms IDent’ is not a match for friendly bird. Hostile gunship is inbound.’

‘Copy that. Get The Castle. I want our bird in the air.’ Alex stared at the trucks in the open. They were sitting ducks for the gunship; as soon as it rounded the factory from its approach they’d be dispatched with rockets, their fifty million in weapons’ cargo with them.

‘Castle reports friendly bird is en-route. E.T.A is three mikes.’

‘We don’t have three mikes.’

‘Bird is aware.’

‘Fuck...’ Alex sighed with annoyance before turning his attention to the convoy drivers. ‘Get out of the trucks!’ Alex shouted across to them. They looked at him confused. He made a hand signal for an inbound helicopter. ‘Get the fuck out of there!’

The drivers tumbled out from the cargo trucks, under heavy repelling fire they returned to cover positions.

‘We need a plan quickly,’ Nish communicated over the radio.

‘We need to draw that gunship away from the trucks. If he toasts them we’re down fifty million,’ Alex replied.

‘What do you propose?’

‘Go after The Butcher. They’ll be here to protect the principal asset. If we run him down the air support will move to protect him. Rally up for a breach into the factory.’

‘This is suicide,’ Nish complained.

‘Do you want to stay out here and get ripped to shreds by that Hind?’

‘Factory it is. Move up!’

The teams quickly broke from cover and pushed up to the two side entrances. Flash-bangs were thrown in before doors breached. They quickly cleared the first corridor of the perimeter sentries before reaching the access doors to the main construction hall. Using a small mirror on a extending pole, Nish and Alex checked round the opposing flanked entrances to reveal the tactical layout — the towering internal of the factory was derelict, mostly open down the centre, with countless catwalks either side connected via overhead large crane stanchions. It was a complete shooting gallery, the only cover offered by the large amount of foliage overgrowing the rusting assembly line machinery.

‘Deploy tactical drones.’

The teams’ respective tech’s removed the mini drones, unfolded the propeller blades and activated them, tossing them into the air the near silent motors powered them up into flight as their operators fired up the small handheld controls. The drones quickly found airspace and began to buzz around the hall searching for threats.

Over the radio, the overwatch channel burst with static then a transmission, drowned by the noisy approach of the gunship rounding the factory. ‘Enemy gunship is now on station. Circuit passing the forecourt and transports. Hold for update.’ The teams listened and waited, breath held as the gunship prowled around the perimeter looking for its prey.

‘They’re not firing,’ Nish said.

‘The principals must still be inside. They don’t want to risk it. No movement. Hold position.’

‘Gunship is moving to the roof. Looks like they are preparing for an extract.’

‘Update from The Castle on our bird.’

‘Bird is still en-route.’

‘We need to get to the roof. Go back and get ready to withdraw the trucks once our bird arrives for cover. Everyone else, cover-to-cover to the stairwell on the north side. Watch the catwalks for snipers.’ The teams moved carefully one by one using the shadow cover under the opposing catwalks. Alex understood the risk only too well, his enemy had the superior higher ground on him, but his men had the training. But with fifty million and an enemy of the Russian State about to get a heli’ evac’ off the roof, the risks were worth taking.

Nish spotted the first of the concealed Chechens; he quickly fired three shots into him, his body fell off the catwalk and landed with a thud on the concrete floor three storeys down. One by one, bright muzzle flashes revealed the extent of the opposing force from the gloom as bullets rained down from all directions. ‘Keep moving, don’t get pinned,’ Alex shouted over the echoing cacophony of gunfire. His men did their best to run and gun, but with such difficult angles they all struggled to get any accurate fire on the threat from above. They made it about halfway before it became clear to all concerned that the sheer numeric disparity and tactical ground advantage had even Alex’s fearsome outfit squarely outmatched.

‘It’s no good. We can’t get through this,’ Nish shouted.

‘Cancel the advance, get to cover,’ Alex reluctantly ordered. ‘Overwatch. Send orders to our bird to take that Hind down and do something about the top three floors of the factory. We’re pinned.’

‘Copy that. Standby for Close Air Support in sixty seconds.’

‘Cover for C.A.S. Danger Close!’ Nish ordered.

The enemy Hind touched down on the roof of the factory. The Butcher, The Broker, and a small protection detail emerged from the factory stairs and quickly mounted the helicopter through the large troop-loading door. Their Hind made it about twenty feet off the deck when the pilot spotted The Company’s Hind emerge from the cover of the factory in front. He had no time to respond before the missiles were loose. He instinctively slammed the right rudder flinging the Hind’s tail around and started banking in an attempt to cover behind the building. The first missile impacted on the tail, ripping the rear rotor assembly clean off. The rear tail and rotor fell down through the factory’s cathedral glass roof shattering it before showering down to the factory floor below. As it landed the spinning blades sheared off in all directions cutting through pipes and metal, sending the building’s occupants spilling to any cover they could find. Smoke billowed out of the Hind, the second missile exploded short blowing it fifty or more feet laterally before the downdraft from the explosion sucked the huge fireball inside the factory. As the Hind fell it clipped the side of the factory, smashing through the concrete roof as it tumbled in a spin towards the ground. The north windows shattered as the main rotor blades sheared through them sending high velocity debris in all directions. The Company’s Hind tilted forwards and began its strafing run across the factory roof, firing a salvo of rockets inside, each exploded and shattered the layers of catwalks, collapsing them into each other with a rusting screech of tortured metal and spilling the occupants in all directions. The stricken enemy gunship pilot struggled with the controls before the remnants of its fuselage smashed into the ground, breaking its back, it rolled before the final rotor dug into the earth and dragged it to a halt, ejecting the remaining occupants from the cargo hold in all directions.

Nish and Alex emerged from the sea of dust and debris, shell-shocked from the cacophony of destruction, briefly oblivious, but both becoming quickly aware of the new danger, as burning debris cascaded downwards onto the large range of liquid gas fuel tanks in the main factory hall.

‘This whole place is going to blow...’ Nish said to himself as he looked up and listened to the creaking metal and cracking concrete as the 60-year-old W.W.2-era building finally gave up its structural integrity. ‘Exfil. Now!’

The retreat was anything but orderly, The company men got to their feet from wherever they were scattered and eyed for the Russian labelled emergency exit signs, staggering in whatever direction led them to the closest exit point. They spilled out from all sides, running for cover.

Alex made it to the south side. ‘Get the trucks out of here now!’ He shouted at the drivers. They quickly got the convoy underway and began reversing back as Alex ran as best he could for one of the many concrete bomb shelters dotted around the factory. He took refuge in one. ‘Get the bird to withdraw. We have a major explosion hazard imminent.’

‘Copy that. Air reports survivors from the crash fleeing north.’

‘Follow and observe from safe distance.’

The radio broke to static. The rest of Alex’s fire-team made it to the safety of the shelter. They pushed the rusted iron blast door shut then took cover behind the thick concrete walls. The first propane tanks popped off, followed by the others, then fire caught its accelerant – fifty plus years of residue explosives and combustibles dust coating every surface soaked deep into the porous concrete. The entire building erupted in a huge orange explosive fireball that rocked the earth beneath it before the stored abandoned arsenal took hold and finished any resistance the structure had left. The shockwave blew across the overwatch with the force of a hurricane as the entire building exploded outwards in every direction before the inner contents collapsed inwards. As fire engulfed the perimeter, the warning klaxons sounded on the adjacent oil refinery and workers started running for their lives as a hellish shower of burning debris cascaded down on top of the oil and petroleum tanks. The burning metal shredded through the outfield storage tanks, one by one they erupted in a fireball before catching the main supply line leading to the tankers waiting nearby on the Caspian Sea.

As the last of the debris fell, the overwatch returned from their cover to witness the devastation — a huge crater where the factory had once been and black scorched earth thousands of metres out with a huge mushroom cloud towering hundreds of feet into the air. The entire of the refinery storage field now ablaze as engineers worked in panic to try and shut down the feed supply fuelling the blaze.

Inside the bunker, Alex hadn’t witnessed the hell he’d unleashed, but he’d certainly felt it. He pressed his radio. ‘Team SitRep. Anyone still up?’

Nothing but static in response.

They made their way down the escape tunnel. With brute force releasing the rusted door to emerge on the perimeter, Alex climbed up the ladder and finally got to survey the remnants of the battlefield. One by one black figures popped up from around the site. He counted them and nodded. ‘The dead have risen.’

Nish looked at the devastation. ‘Well, they’ll be in no doubt that the Dragon was here.’

The radio buzzed with static. ‘Overwatch. Principal reported escaping in motor convoy on the Caspian Sea coast road. Heading south.’

‘Recall the bird. Get the team exfil’d. Status on the trucks.’

‘Safely extracted and en-route to The Castle.’

‘Let’s get the money.’

The helicopter swept around the perimeter and picked up the dispersed team, Alex was collected last. ‘Well that was subtle,’ Nish said as Alex boarded.

Alex shrugged with indifference. ‘The Azerbaijanis had it scheduled for demolition anyway. They want to build a football stadium. We’ve saved them some work.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be grateful, apart from you torching half their fucking refinery in the process.’ Nish nodded down at the still burning fuel depot.

‘A little collateral damage.’

‘Just a little...’

‘Let’s go and get our money.’

‘I’m fine by the way. Thanks for asking. It felt like we were under a nuclear bomb going off. But I’m fine.’

‘Come on, tell me that wasn’t fun,’ Alex replied.

‘Do you think he survived?’

‘Let’s go and find out...’
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THE BROKER WAS NERVOUS. Having survived the gunfight, and a helicopter crash, now he had to explain to his employer how his arms shipment had gone missing, after it had been delivered, and that his suitably angry client was now withholding payment. ‘I’m telling you it was him. It was like Armageddon. The whole fucking place now resembles a scene from the apocalypse.’

‘Calm down. Now explain to the client that the arms had been delivered in good faith to the site agreed, full and final payment in settlement of the account is required and he must pursue the recovery of the missing shipment at his own expense.’

‘Perhaps you should explain it to him,’ The Broker nervously jabbered into his satellite phone. ‘Because frankly speaking I don’t feel it is in my best interests to push the matter on account of the several armed gentlemen who now have me as their guest.’

‘This is what I pay you for you snivelling little fuckboi. What do you think we do for a living? We are arms dealers; we’re not selling candy to schoolchildren here. These people are warmongers and we sell them the tools to monger with. You will enforce the terms of the agreement and recover the outstanding fifty million. It is non-negotiable.’ The line went dead.

‘What your boss say?’ The Butcher sneered at The Broker as the car swerved at speed to overtake slower moving trucks.

The Broker swallowed nervously. ‘He understands your concerns, we’re investigating the circumstances and will look towards recovering or replacing the shipment at the earliest convenience.’

‘Hah!’ The Butcher snorted. ‘You are a terrible liar. He doesn’t care. He wants his fucking money. He always wants his fucking money...’

‘He did mention payment was due, yes.’

‘Of course he did! He knows I’m going to cut your fucking head off and shit down your throat, but he doesn’t care. You are not getting the money until I get my shipment.’

‘Then it is likely if you don’t, then it is he who will cut off my head and shit down my throat as you so eloquently put it.’

‘Don’t worry my friend,’ The Butcher grabbed The Broker’s leg firmly. We are going to keep you alive for now, at least until someone gives me my fucking guns and explosives.’

‘That’s reassuring.’

‘You are negotiator. You will negotiate. For me. If you make good deal, who knows, maybe I just keep you and fuck you like my little bitch.’

‘No shitting in the throat?’

‘If you make good deal, there will be no shitting in the throat. Allah is my witness.’

‘Then on balance a good deal and the buggery would be a preferable outcome.’

‘See, you are good negotiator.’ He spoke to his colleagues and they laughed briefly before the petrol tanker travelling in front of them jack-knifed across the road exploding in a huge fireball, spilling a river of burning fuel across the road. The convoy came to a smoking halt. ‘Back up, quickly!’ The Butcher ordered. ‘Davai! Davai!’ They quickly slapped into reverse. Two white streaks flew over them before impacting into the following truck; it swerved before crashing into the side of the mountain and spilling onto its side blocking their retreat. The Butcher looked at the options, he checked out either side of the car, mountain on one, Caspian Sea on the other. ‘Put us in the fucking water. Quickly!’ He ordered his driver.

‘You crazy?’

‘Yes I’m fucking crazy, if you want to live put us in the fucking water!’ Before the driver had time to respond the Hind gunship crabbed sideways from behind the burning tanker in a wide arc and hovered level with the road over the sea. Rockets streaked from the pods exploding the front and rear convoy guard vehicles into fireballs. ‘Okay. So now we’re fucked...’ The Butcher said. ‘You see? If you had done what I asked, when I asked then we’d be in the fucking sea not sat here with fingers up our asses waiting to get fucked.’ Without pause he put his pistol to the driver’s head and shot him. He turned to The Broker. ‘You will negotiate. Get out the fucking car.’

‘What?’

‘With them. You will negotiate with them. How much it costs for me to go free. I stay here. Go on. Fuck off. Do your job. Davai! Come on!’ He roughly shoved The Broker out of the passenger door. ‘And put your fucking hands up so they don’t shoot you before the negotiating starts!’ The Butcher slammed the car door shut. ‘Cyka Blyat! Fucking durak...’

The Broker stepped away from the car with his hands in the air. He waved his white handkerchief to indicate his surrender. The Hind moved forward and hovered over the roof of the car. Rappel lines dropped out of either side and the assault team exited and surrounded the vehicle on all sides. The Hind then moved off to land beyond the burning fuel tanker.

‘Hello,’ Nish said.

‘I’m the negotiator. My client would like to negotiate terms for his release.’

‘Aye. I bet he would,’ Nish replied to a laugh from the rest of his men.

‘I would like to inform you, in the most diplomatic way possible, and without any personal malice on my behalf, that both my employer and client are men of considerable means with a reputation to punish transgressions against their interests. I would advise you, or whoever you represent, to consider the consequences of the actions you are taking.’

‘Aye. We’ve done that.’

‘And...’

‘We don’t give a fuck. Fifty million.’

‘I fear, that is a little high for my client. Shall we say five?’

‘Fifty million.’

‘Ten?’

‘Fifty-fuckin-million. Are you deaf bawbag?’

‘No, I’m negotiating. You see, how this works is you say a big number, I say a small number, and we meet somewhere in the middle.’

‘Aye, I know what a fucking negotiation is princess, and the price is still fifty-fuckin-million. But it’s going to go up every minute you carry on negotiating. That fucking helicopter doesn’t run on fresh air. We’re racking up expenses here wee man. Tell your man fifty million.’

‘Or what?’

‘Or we fucking kill the pair of you’se and take the fifty million anyways. How’s that for negotiation eh ducky?’

‘I’ll make the proposal.’ The Broker returned to the car. The Butcher lowered the window. ‘He wants fifty million.’

‘That is your negotiation? Tell him nothing and I maybe let him live.’

“I don’t feel at this precise moment we are in a position to strike that bargain.’

‘Tell him.’ The window went up. The Broker returned.

‘He doesn’t really feel that fifty million is a deal he can go for, however he has proposed that...’

‘Go on...’ Nish said with a nod.

‘He’ll pay you nothing and let you live.’ There was a laugh and a cheer from Nish’s men.

‘That’s generous of him. Can he fucking see what’s going on here through those tinted windows? Your client is not Stevie-fuckin-Wonder now is he? Maybe he can get his guide dog out here to have a sniff about and report back. Appraise him of the shit he’s up to his neck in right about now.’

‘That’s the offer.’

‘You’re new at this aren’t you?’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Just a feeling. Well, I’ll tell my boss, but as a negotiator I can tell you he’s nae gonna like your offer. He’s probably going to shove it right on up your Oxford-educated arse so he is.’ Nish walked away and got on the radio. A brief exchange then he returned. ‘Now you’re really fucked.’ He nodded towards the tanker. Alex walked straight through the burning blaze armed with a carbine.

‘Who is that?’

‘It’s the fucking tooth fairy, who the fuck do you think it is?’ Nish replied as Alex approached. ‘Good luck in your negotiation eh sweetie...’ Nish said with a smirk and stood back. Alex walked over to The Broker.

‘We seem to be at an impasse, perhaps you could resolve it.’

‘I can do that. I’m a reasonable man. You work for David Smythe.’

‘Yes.’

Alex nodded. ‘Well, it seems we’ve made a terrible mistake then.’

‘I fear you may of.’

‘Tell me, where’s the money?’

‘It’s still in the client’s possession. He hasn’t honoured payment.’

‘I want you to give a message to Smythe.’

‘Gladly. If it will help resolve this current situation.’

Alex nodded at one of his men. He took a large case and walked over to the burning river of fuel, he dipped what appeared to be a branding iron into it. ‘Smythe has something that belongs to me, now I have something that belonged to him. But what he has, he should not have taken, what I have, he should not have been selling here and he knows it. I want you to tell him that I’m coming for what belongs to me, and if any harm comes to it, I will burn his house to the ground with him in it. Are we understood?’

‘Yes. I believe so. And whom may I tell him the message is from?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll sign it.’ Two of Alex’s men grabbed The Broker and pinned him to the bonnet. They pinned his face down facing towards The Butcher, one of the men handed Alex the branding iron. He leaned over and stamped it hard onto The Broker’s right cheek, who screamed with agony as the hot metal seared his flesh. The Butcher watched on through the window. Alex backed off. The black charred outline of a tribal dragon was branded onto the Broker’s face. ‘Negotiation is over. You can go now. The airport is that way.’ Alex pointed back down the road. The Broker seized his opportunity and staggered off down the road.

‘Well unlike an email I bet that one’s not going in the spam folder...’ Nish wisecracked.

‘Get him out,’ Alex ordered. The team stood back as one of them opened the door.

‘Go fuck yourself.’

‘You can get out or I can torch the car with you in it. Your choice.’

Reluctantly The Butcher got out of the car. He gave them each a look of disdain then turned around to face Alex. ‘I’ve heard about you.’

‘Then you’ll know your reputation doesn’t worry me in the slightest.’

‘The Kremlin’s little bitch.’

‘They pay well. What does Allah give you?’

The Butcher shrugged. Alex nodded for Nish to open the car’s trunk. He opened the tailgate to reveal the locked safe. ‘Why should I open it? You’re going to kill me anyway.’

‘You can take a very long time to die, as The Butcher you know better than anyone what we can do,’ Alex replied.

‘And if I open it?’

‘Five point five-six to the back of your skull. Express one-way trip to your virgins. More than you deserve, but I’m a man of my word.’

‘No deal.’

‘I could hand you over to the Kremlin. Fortunately for you, you’ve caught me in a moment where my allegiances can be bought for a fair price.’

‘And what price to let me go?’

‘What do you have?’

‘Information.’

‘What could you possibly have of value?’

‘A life for a life. My life. For your life.’

‘We’re holding all the guns.’

‘For now. Don’t you want to know who sold you out? That little reception committee we arranged for you at the market.’

‘What makes you think I can’t find out by myself?’

‘Perhaps you can.’

‘What do you want?’

“You can keep the money, from what I hear you will not live long enough to spend it, and our friends in Saudi Arabia will happily send more to help us in our cause. And your word you will not kill me.’

‘In return for?’

‘Your betrayer. They offered me money to kill you. What you have to ask now, is which one of these fuckpigs-’ The Butcher gestured at Alex’s men ‘sold out your location to me.’

‘We already know. It was Danilov.’

‘At the market, but who told me you were still alive after that little deception? How do you think I knew to have the helicopter waiting? Don’t you want to know what is waiting for you back at your Castle?’

Alex’s eyes darted around each of his men then back to The Butcher. ‘You’re lying.’

‘And if I’m not? It is always the closest to you that will get the easiest opportunity to kill you.’

‘We should kill this scum now Alex, he’s a liar,’ Nish said.

‘Perhaps it is him...’

Nish immediately drew his pistol; in response Alex raised his carbine and pointed it at Nish. ‘Stay that weapon soldier. I won’t ask you a second time.’

‘You know he’s lying Alex. This is what he fucking does. We don’t make deals with Chechens.’

‘No. We don’t. But we do want to get paid. Who here wants to get paid? There’s fifty million in the trunk of that car. You want your pockets lined?’ Alex asked his men.

‘We should take the money Nish, let the boss make the deal.’

Nish shook his head and took a deep breath. ‘How easily men are corrupted by the prospect of gold.’

The Butcher smiled. ‘Don’t feel so bad. If you cannot trust your brothers, whom can you trust? I have your word.’

‘You have my word. I won’t kill you, neither will any man in the employment of my company. Your other enemies are your own. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’ Alex walked round to follow The Butcher to the rear of the car. As he passed Nish stopped him. ‘You know he’s lying.’

Alex looked at Nish. ‘You’re fired Nish.’

‘You motherfuc...’ Nish trailed off and laughed in disbelief as Alex walked round to the back of the car. ‘I’m fired?’ He stood aghast as he let it sink in. ‘On what grounds?’

Alex shook his head. ‘For being unbelievably thick.’ The Butcher tapped in the code to the safe and placed his thumbprint on the scanner, followed by speaking the passphrase for the voice lock. The steel door opened. Alex checked through the bearer bonds. He nodded at two of his men to unload the cases and take them back to the helicopter. ‘And the information?’

‘A deal is a deal right?’

‘I’m a man of my word.’

‘Your sponsor sold you out.’

‘Because of Radic?’

‘That is what he will tell you. He made a deal with Smythe. They are involved in a joint enterprise it seems that he believes the taking of your woman will compromise you in. He no longer trusts you.’

‘And who sold us out?’

‘You have a pen?’ Alex took a notepad out of his pocket and a pen. The Butcher wrote down a name and handed it back to Alex. He put it in his pocket. ‘Is it who you expected?’

‘Pretty much. Well, a deal is a deal. What you do in Chechnya is your own affair. I’m impartial to the politics of the matter, since I’m no longer in the paid service of your enemies, you are free to go.’

‘That’s it?’

‘Goodbye. May Allah bless your path to the afterlife.’ Alex walked back towards the helicopter, he whistled his men to fall in and follow. As he reached Nish he stopped.

‘What do you mean I’m thick?’

‘Why do I have to spell everything out for you? Why can’t you just work things out? You are a thick Scottish...I promised him no harm would come to him from my men. And you, well you’re fired. I don’t speak for your actions...’ Nish nodded. The penny dropped. Alex sighed. ‘How the fuck did you ever get a job in army intelligence...’ Alex walked off shaking his head.

The Butcher laughed. He put a middle finger up at Nish. ‘Fuck you friend. See you in hell!’

‘Aye. All right then! And seeing as it’s you, I’m gonnae use a fuckin’ knife.’ Nish dropped his gun and removed his knife from his combat webbing and walked towards The Butcher.

‘Wait. Stop. We had a deal!’

Alex stopped. ‘I said me or any man in my employment. I fired him. He’s not my problem now. He’s yours...’ Alex retreated back to the helicopter.

‘Come to daddy sweetie.’ Nish grinned.

‘Okay. You want to play with the Butcher, with the knife. I’m going to shove that blade up your fucking ass. We see who daddy really is here bitch.’

‘That’s the spirit...’

The Butcher let out a yell and charged like a bull at Nish. Nish dodged out of the way.

‘You want to fucking go, let’s fucking go!’ The Butcher ripped his shirt off. ‘You see this ink?’ he pointed at his prison tattoos. ‘This is who I am! Who the fuck are you!’ He charged at Nish again. Nish parried him and slotted the knife vertically down through the side of The Butcher’s shoulder next to his neck. The Butcher fell to his knees clutching his wound. Nish stood over, looked down and smiled at him.

‘I’m the Angel of Death’s little helper...’ Nish twisted the knife and pulled it round The Butcher’s throat. The Butcher gagged briefly then collapsed forward. Nish continued to pull around the knife until The Butcher’s head was completely severed. Nish wiped the knife on his leg and replaced it in his webbing. He walked over and picked up his carbine as the Hind swept around the tanker and came to a rest low down over the sea adjacent to the road’s crash barrier.

Alex leaned out the cargo door and yelled at Nish. ‘Do you want a job?’

Nish smiled. ‘Aye. Alright then...’

‘Get in the fucking chopper then. You’re hired.’ Alex held out a hand.

Nish picked up The Butcher’s severed head and tossed it into the cargo hold. ‘Here I know you like to collect these.’ He grabbed Alex’s hand, Alex pulled him on board. ‘You had me going for a minute there...’

‘Like I said, you’re thick.’

Nish grinned. ‘So whose name was on the paper?’ Alex took it out and handed it to him. Nish’s name was written on it. ‘You didn’t believe him?’

‘No I believed him, that’s what he was told to say.’ Alex replied.

‘Who by?’

‘Who do you think?’

‘The Sponsor. He knows he can’t kill us. So he tries to get us to kill each other...’

‘He doesn’t know us very well, does he?’

‘No. He doesn’t...’
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THE HIND LANDED at “The Castle”: A disused airfield in the Azerbaijan desert. Alex’s Quartermaster was busy packing up the last of their expedition camp as the vehicles were loaded onto a large Antonov AN-124 cargo plane. Alex made his way to the accounts tent. ‘Where do we stand?’

‘Everything is packed bar the helicopter.’

‘How long?’

‘They’ll work quickly. Thirty minutes.’

‘Good, we need to be out of Azerbaijan airspace in sixty minutes or we’re likely to get shot down. Is the jet fuelled?’

‘Ready for wheels up. Did you recover the bonds?’ The Quartermaster asked.

Alex nodded at his men. They handed them over. ‘You need to get us the best price you can, we’re not going to get paid by The Sponsor so we need to make ends meet until we can figure this out.’

‘Well, with the arms and bonds, we’re reasonably well covered. We could use some contingency funds though.’

‘How much will we get for this?’ Nish asked holding up The Butcher’s head.

‘Is that who I think it is?’

‘Aye, it is.’

‘Well, there is a sizeable bounty for him from various benefactors. I can look at making a claim, unless you want to cash it in for political gain.’

‘Take the cash. The Kremlin’s currency is worthless to us in our current predicament,’ Alex responded.

‘Better put it on ice then, we’ll get a better price if it’s preserved for someone’s trophy cabinet.’

The Quartermaster emptied an icebox of its beers. Nish dumped the head in the box and closed it.

‘So what now?’ Nish asked.

‘We need to close this contract out,’ Alex replied.

‘You are going to go and see him?’ The Quartermaster asked.

‘We have markers outstanding, but we’ll need an insurance policy. I’m going to get showered and changed. Get the cargo plane away as soon as she’s loaded. Nish and I’ll take the jet and my vanguard.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Libya.’

‘Do we have a invite?’ the Quartermaster asked.

‘Not yet. I’ll get you permits once you’ve got wheels up. Just get into international airspace.’

‘And where are you going?’

‘Istanbul.’

‘What’s in Istanbul?’ Nish asked.

‘Our insurance policy...’
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THE BOMBARDIER CHALLENGER 604 business jet climbed through a rough patch of turbulent air before settling into its cruising altitude in the airspace high over Armenia. Inside the passenger cabin, Alex lowered the window blind next to him to shield from the last rays of the setting sun as Nish returned from the galley with a bottle of vintage scotch and a pair of crystal tumblers. He settled back into his seat, poured the drinks, and raised his glass to a toast. ‘Nazdrovya.’ He necked his double shot in one then recharged his glass and reclined his seat.

‘Yes you do.’

‘What?’

‘Owe me an apology.’

‘Ah. Here it is...’ Nish slowly raised his middle index finger.

‘Things would run a lot smoother if you didn’t try and second-guess me. You still always assume you know best.’

‘Perhaps if you shared a little more of what you are thinking, I wouldn’t have to.’

‘All you have to do is ask...’

‘Right then. So what now?’

‘Now I have to clean up your mess.’

‘My mess?’

‘Radic.’

‘You still think that’s what this is about? You don’t think your betrothed sticking her beak in the wrong place has something to do with our swift departure from grace and favour to the naughty list?’

‘I think you are both equally to blame, I certainly didn’t do anything to upset their patronage.’

‘Why would the Kremlin give the slightest shit about Radic? Some relic Serb war criminal from a lost cause.’

‘I’ll assume he was still on their payroll. Perhaps if you’d bothered to do any due-diligence before you acted, you’d have found out.’

‘My fault as usual then...’

‘I’m not looking to pin the blame.’

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Understanding the situation.’

‘So back to the question. Where is this going?’

‘Are you on-board? I can only tolerate so much dissent before it becomes bothersome.’

‘I’m here aren’t I?’

‘To help or annoy?’

Nish smiled. ‘Both as usual. But you’re right. I owe you an apology. You took care of everything, as always. The Butcher is butchered. I’m satisfied.’

‘I’m pleased to hear it.’

‘So I’m at your disposal. Now tell me what needs to be done.’

Alex leaned in; Nish sat back up and moved forwards so they could speak without the rest of their entourage in the cabin overhearing. ‘We have a number of significant problems to deal with. Regardless of the cause, our sponsor has seen fit to revoke our patronage. Once word gets out it’ll be open season on us from every one of our enemies, and we don’t have many neutral places to go.’

‘You have a plan to get us out of this predicament I presume.’

‘We need to find out why Radic caused so much upset, and why they are concerned about my involvement with whatever Zara has dug her nose into. To do that we need to buy time. Keep the jackals at bay until we can get something to barter.’

‘So what’s in Istanbul?’

‘Ludmila.’

‘Are you sure that’s not throwing petrol on a lit fire?’

‘Daddy’s little princess.’

‘You don’t think it will just open up a new front?’

‘He won’t act. If he had the minerals he’d have done it already, and not had Danilov outsource the problem.’

‘Then what?’

‘We need The Company on board. You need to sway the vote in favour of action. They need to trust that we can get through this without repercussions.’

‘You want me to lie to them? You know we can’t.’

‘There is a possibility we can.’

‘I’ll get you the vote, but you better find us a way to The Promised Land.’

The cabin intercom bonged. ‘We’re in Turkish airspace,’ the pilot announced.

‘If the Americans want to shoot us down, now’s their chance.’

Nish nodded as Alex necked his drink and swallowed nervously. Nish peered out of the window for any sign of fighter jets then looked at Alex and smiled. ‘Just checking...’
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FROM BEHIND HER oversized black Dior glasses, Ludmila stared out the window with a look of sulky displeasure as the car pulled up to Alex’s business jet, engines now running, waiting for take off. Alex got out, he walked round and opened the door. ‘Get out.’ Ludmila refused to move. ‘Get the fuck out.’

‘Fuck you! Where are your manners! You’re a fucking animal!’

‘Get the fuck out of the car.’

‘No.’

‘Nish.’

‘No chance. I’d lose an arm. You deal with it.’

‘Get out of the car.’

‘It is too early. I am tired. I want sleep. I do not want to get on plane.’

‘You can sleep on the plane.’

‘I do not want to sleep on plane. I want to sleep in a bed.’

Alex leaned into the car. ‘You’re embarrassing me.’

‘You are embarrassing yourself.’

Alex stepped away from the car and drew a deep breath. He looked at Nish. Nish looked back, shook his head, and walked away with a “don’t look at me for help, your bed you lie in it”, expression.

Alex walked over to Samir. ‘We don’t have time for this Alex, you’ll miss your flight.’

‘You have an idea?’ Samir handed him a loaded syringe.

Alex took it discretely. He walked back over to the car and leant in. ‘Look at me.’

‘What?’ she scowled as she stared at him.

‘Goodnight princess, don’t have nightmares.’ He jabbed the needle into her neck, she screamed briefly before he covered her mouth as he injected the syringe contents into her. He held her momentarily before her eyes drooped and she fell unconscious. He lay her head back down and put two fingers in his mouth and let out a whistle. ‘Gary, Sooty. Baggage to load.’ He pointed at the car. Two of his men walked over from the jet, dragged Ludmila out from the back seat and carried her onto the plane. Alex handed the used syringe back to Samir. ‘You might want to restrain her for your own safety; she’s going to be more than displeased when that wears off. Don’t forget her baggage or you’ll make it even worse.’ Alex handed Ludmila’s handbag to Samir. ‘Good luck.’ Alex walked back to the car with Nish. ‘You’ll need it...’
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THE CONVOY OF black 7-Series BMW’s swept around the ornate waterfall on the forecourt of the Tsarist-era summer palace. Black-suited security guards immediately descended from the front steps to open the passenger doors and escort the unexpected visitors out of their cars. Alex and Nish walked briskly up the steps to the large double doors and through them into the ornate marble and gilt grand reception hall. The head of security greeted them. ‘Mister Green. You were not expected...’

‘He’ll see me,’ Alex replied without suggestion that a negative response would be accepted. The head of security nodded his head with deference.

‘Gentlemen, if you please.’ He gestured at the table. Alex drew a deep breath and nodded at his guard and Nish. All of them removed their pistols, de-chambered the rounds, removed the magazines, and placed them down on the table. The head of security looked at Alex expectantly. Alex looked blankly back as if the suggestion was completely out of the question. ‘I’m afraid I have to insist on this occasion.’

‘Are we unwelcome guests?’ Alex inquired sharply.

‘New security protocols. No exceptions. In the light of Danilov’s sudden absence.’

Alex removed his pistol. He looked at each of the house guards in turn. ‘I don’t need it. None of you have got the balls,’ he hissed with vitriol. He pushed the pistol into the head of security’s chest, flat, forcing him to take it. ‘You’ll take personal responsibility for that. It has sentimental value. If I don’t get it back, I know who to blame.’

The head of security swallowed nervously. He gestured towards the french doors leading out onto the back garden. ‘He is waiting on the terrace. Would you like tea or coffee?’

‘Tea.’

Alex walked off. Nish stopped as he passed. ‘Tea. Earl Grey. Not Russian.’

‘As you wish.’

‘Milk two sugars. No polonium.’ A brief smile of embarrassment from the head of security as Nish followed Alex outside escorted by Alex’s two guards.

Alex walked down to the table on the rear stone terrace overlooking the perfectly pruned feature English garden. ‘This is an unexpected visit Aleksei,’ The Sponsor said.

‘I’m sure it is,’ Alex replied. He walked over to the table. ‘I assume Danilov didn’t update you on the outcome.’

‘No, regrettably he didn’t. He seems to have disappeared.’

‘Perhaps he missed his flight. I’m sure he’ll turn up.’

‘I’m sure he will,’ The Sponsor said. ‘Please. Take a seat.’ Alex sat down at the table opposite The Sponsor. ‘Beautiful day, isn’t it?’

‘We didn’t come to talk about the weather.’

‘No, forgive me. I sometimes forget your partial British ancestry’s delight at small talk has long since been replaced by your Cossack’s greater directness.’

‘You know Mikhail, I can accept the betrayal. We’re Russians. It is our nature. What I can’t stand is the cowardice.’

‘I’m not sure I follow...’

‘If you wanted to betray me, have the balls to do it yourself, don’t send some second-rate rabble to do it. It’s an insult.’

Mikhail placed his papers on the table. ‘I can see in hindsight it was a mistake. We’re not all gifted with your tactician’s intellect Aleksei. That is why we pay you so handsomely to do our work. So. It seems we underestimated you.’

‘You. Just you. They know exactly. You tried to do it on the cheap. You always were so fucking cheap Mikhail.’

‘The economic situation. A cut too far perhaps.’ Mikhail’s eyes darted to Nish then Alex’s other men then across to the tree lines surrounding the garden. ‘Sniper?’ He asked then looked up at the sky. ‘Or something more dramatic?’

‘I’m not here to kill you.’

‘I’m relieved to hear that.’

‘You should be.’

‘So what is it? What brings you here?’

‘Questions. Many questions.’

A young woman arrived with the tea and served it. ‘Thank you my dear. That will be all.’ Alex stared at the tea. ‘No polonium. Too expensive. Even for you.’ Alex sipped his tea. ‘Your questions?’

‘Why?’

‘Radic. That was not prudent Aleksei. If you had spoken to me first, I could have prevented it, but you acted without authority. There are some things even I cannot smooth over.’

‘What’s so special about Radic? He’s a relic.’

‘There are situations inside the Kremlin even I’m not privy to. Suffice to say, it came from the highest level. I argued for you, reminded them of your contributions, but they were quite insistent.’

‘I had no hand in it. I was in Azerbaijan dealing with your Chechen problem. Did you tell them that?’

‘I did, but your colleague-’ Mikhail looked at Nish. ‘You are still accountable for. As is The Company. There can be no exceptions. You must run an orderly shop; they don’t have latitude for digression. Your next question?’

‘Can it be fixed?’

‘I understand he’s facing quite serious allegations, if they went away, he was freed at the earliest opportunity, there is some room for clemency, but I cannot see this will be possible. It is a little too public now.’

‘I see. I don’t believe it.’

‘I have no reason to lie to you Aleksei. You put me in a very difficult position. I could tell you that I would take the blame to protect you, but we both know that isn’t going to happen. It would be a lie.’

‘No, there’s more to this. If Radic was untouchable I’d have been told. This is about her, isn’t it?’

‘I can’t answer that, I’m sorry. I have told you what I was instructed to tell you.’

‘What you were instructed to tell me?’

‘Yes.’

‘So it is about her...’ Alex and Mikhail stared at each other. Alex’s eyes dotted at the half dozen of Mikhail’s security guards in earshot.

‘I would advise you to think carefully Alex. Your options here are very limited.’

‘How limited?’

‘There is a way back, the situation with Radic, perhaps you can find a way to make things right and this can be forgiven as an oversight. The greater question they are concerned about is what you may do. You need to find a way to show them you will act in their interests, not your own. Then maybe we can forget this and do business again.’

‘Is that the truth?’

‘As I stated, I have no reason to lie to you. It would merely stall the inevitable, because we both know you will always find the truth.’

‘So it is the truth.’

‘It is an unfortunate business.’

‘There is another matter. We had an agreement. The Company has fulfilled your contract, we expect it to be honoured.’

‘That will be difficult...’

‘I can’t operate without The Company; The Company needs to be funded to operate. You do understand that?’

‘I understand, but regrettably I am in no position to negotiate.’

‘That is regrettable. For you.’

‘And how?’

‘I had assumed your response would be such, so I took certain precautionary measures, so that we could find out how much you can negotiate. It’s a personal matter. Perhaps you would wish to discuss it in more privacy.’

‘Very well,’ Mikhail got up. ‘Have you see the rose garden? The blooms are quite lovely this time of year. It is said that Churchill gifted the stems to Stalin when he visited. Of course that could simply be an invented provenance to drive the price of the property up. I’d value your opinion on them.’

‘That would be lovely. I do like a good flower.’

They got up. Mikhail’s men went to follow him. ‘You will stay here. This matter does not concern you.’ Mikhail and Alex walked down the steps and across the lawn to the walled garden. Mikhail closed the gate behind him. ‘This is dangerous. You better have good reason for it.’

‘They really do have you on a short leash don’t they? What the fuck did you do to piss them off so much.’

‘Not me, not even you, or that idiot Nish.’ Mikhail put His hands in his pockets. ‘Zara.’

‘So I was right. What’s going on?’

‘I don’t know Alex. Whatever it is, he’s dealing with it personally, and his little lapdog Lavarov. Nobody else knows.’

‘What do you think it is?’

‘I don’t know. But they are not buying a missile defence system. From us or from the Americans. Besides, why would they? They got a Patriot system off the shelf from the Americans years ago. They don’t need to do all this cloak and dagger for something they have legitimate need for. It is a defensive system, it’s not embargoed. All I know is that Zara got in too close.’

‘Is she alive?’

‘Yes, last I heard. Whatever she has on them, they don’t want it leaked or her talking until whatever they are doing is done. Then, well, she may end up in a shallow grave in the desert.’

‘So why keep her alive?’

‘To see who else she told. Who will come for her.’

‘They know who will come for her.’

‘It would not be wise Alex, you will have no place to hide.’

‘Who says I want to hide? Mikhail, before you go any further, you need to know something.’

‘What?’

‘Ludmila. I took her.’

‘From where?’

‘Where she usually is. Partying with Turks.’

‘Then maybe you did me a favour, all these idiots at my disposal and I cannot stop her. I assume sex was involved.’

‘You know Ludmila.’

‘Yes, I know Ludmila. Everyone knows Ludmila. Too well. She is safe?’

‘Well, again, you know Ludmila. I’m more concerned about my men’s wellbeing than hers. It’s like trying to keep a cat on crack caged.’

‘Good luck...’

‘You know I won’t hurt her.’

‘I would like to make the same assurance that she would not hurt you, but she’d happily cut your balls off and put them in your mouth. So it would be a lie.’

‘Well, I needed leverage.’

‘We must keep up appearances, must we not? The great deception of smiling at our enemies.’

‘I just need time. You can tell them I gave you no choice.’

‘If you have to take a finger from her, do the one she uses to enter the credit card number first. Save me some money.’

‘I don’t need that much time.’

‘We should go back. Too long and it will look suspicious.’

‘You should think about getting out.’

‘And go where? Return to that Ukrainian shithole village and live in a tin roof dacha? We are all prisoners Alex. You just cannot see the walls and bars.’

Alex and Mikhail returned to the terrace. ‘Is everything okay?’ The head of security asked Mikhail.

Mikhail feigned anger and dragged him to one side. ‘You fucking idiot! I should fire you, or feed you to the fish! You let him take my fucking daughter! Why did you not keep an eye on her? You fucked me!’

‘Do you want me to take care of him?’

‘Take care of him?!? Who the fuck are you to take care of The Dragon! You could not take care of an old woman slapping you with a wet fish! There will be consequences, now I have to fix your mess!’ Mikhail stormed over to sit down at the table. ‘What is it you want from me?’

‘The weapons shipment was transferred to the Chechens prior to seizure. We’ll be keeping those to cover our expedition expenses in lieu of payment. The money recovered belongs to David Smythe. We’ll be keeping that as well. You have outstanding markers to The Company to fulfil. I expect them to be honoured. As per the terms of our contract, I expect fourteen days notice of termination.’

‘Very well. You will have fourteen days before your status is revoked. We do not want a lawsuit.’

‘The markers.’

‘What is it you need?’ Alex took out a piece of paper. He pushed it across the desk. Mikhail shook his head. ‘This is too expensive; your markers don’t cover this kind of equipment. It’s not possible.’

‘We’ll pay. We just need authority.’

‘You can afford it? I’m afraid you won’t get a credit line, given the situation.’

‘Payment on delivery.’

‘Very well.’ Mikhail’s head of security coughed. He walked over and spoke in Mikhail’s ear. Mikhail looked at Alex. ‘He says I cannot give you these things. I do not have authority.’

‘Then tell him he better come down to Libya to collect your daughter. He won’t need a very big box to bring her back in. We’ll make sure of that,’ Alex responded coldly. The head of security whispered in Mikhail’s ear again.

‘That is my problem, unfortunately.’

‘Is it now? Well, we better make it his problem as well...’ Alex took out a stack of Polaroid photos; he threw one across the table. ‘Now it’s your problem.’ Alex looked at each of the guards in turn and flicked a Polaroid at each of them. ‘And yours, and yours, and yours.’ He turned back to the head of security. ‘Now does anybody else want to fuck with me today or am I going to have to keep going all the way to the fucking Kremlin?’

The head of security nervously whispered in Mikhail’s ear then retreated to a safe distance. ‘We have a deal. You will get what you need. Payment to the usual account,’ Mikhail said. Mikhail took a large book; he filled out three or four square bills of agreement, signed them, stamped them with the official seal of the Russian President and then passed them across to Alex. ‘You have fourteen days.’

‘Fourteen days it is. Anyone from our side fucks with me, they all come back in parts. You have my word on that. Honour your agreement. Nobody will be touched. Now give me my fucking gun back...’
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ALEX’S BMW CONVOY sped through the front gate of the Russian naval base in Sevastopol. He stopped outside the officers’ quarters. A portly red-faced Russian naval officer came out to greet him. ‘Aleksei, what a delightful pleasure to see you!’

‘Hello Uncle Pavlo. You are looking in rude health.’

‘I’m getting fat!’

‘You need to get a younger wife who cannot cook. And a mistress who cannot fuck.’ Pavlo roared with laughter and bear-hugged Alex, kissing him on each cheek.

‘Come, lunch is ready. Tell me of your adventures.’

‘We can’t stay long, we have a plane to catch.’

‘Then tell of your adventures quickly. Or are you here on business?’

‘Business is always a pleasure with you Uncle. You know that. I’m here to help fund your retirement.’

‘Retirement? Pah! I would kill your aunt within seven days spent on shore. I go to sea to escape the bitch; I have no dream of retirement, only terrible, terrible, nightmares. Come.’ Alex followed Pavlo inside.

Nish got out of the car and lit a cigarette. He offered one to Sooty. ‘What do you think we’re here for?’ Sooty asked.

‘Well fortunately the nuclear missile fleet is kept up in Murmansk, so he’s not planning to start World War Three just yet.’

‘Maybe next week eh?’ Sooty said with a smirk.

‘Don’t joke. Anything is possible...’

Pavlo poured out shot glasses of vodka and sat down at the wooden table. ‘To family!’

‘To family.’ They necked the vodka shots in one.

‘So what brings you to my door?’ Pavlo asked. Alex took out the pile of agreement bills, he produced one and counter signed it then handed it to Pavlo.

‘You want an adventure Uncle, I want a boat.’

Pavlo looked at the bill and nodded. ‘You are planning some mischief I think!’ He wagged with his finger. ‘How soon?’

‘As soon as you can provision her and put to sea.’

‘Is this official?’

‘It’s a family matter.’ Pavlo’s smile evaporated, he looked serious. ‘Zara.’

‘My dear boy...’

‘Someone took her, someone very capable.’

‘Are you expecting a lot of trouble getting her back?’

‘It’s ensign flagged.’

‘You want to start a fucking war!’ Pavlo laughed. ‘Correction, you want Uncle Pavlo to start a fucking war!’

‘Just a show of force...’

‘And if the show does not work? And what of Moscow, they have agreed to it?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think this girl makes you crazy my dear boy. Now you want to drag poor Uncle Pavlo into it.’

‘Not so poor Uncle Pavlo. At that price you could buy your own submarine.’

‘Not a nuclear one. They’re a little more expensive than this I think...’ Pavlo waved the paper. ‘But fuck. The crew, they are poor boys. They haven’t been paid in three months. Fed shit for bread and piss for vodka. This would help put good bread on their tables for a long time.’

‘A good captain looks after his crew.’

‘And his family. You really love her don’t you Aleksei?’ Alex nodded. Pavlo smiled. ‘She is a lucky woman. A man who will start a fucking war to protect her, that is a rare man in this age. You will have your boat. Fuck the consequences. What is fate if we try and control it? I will take your money for my boys. Maybe after this they need find new jobs. You understand?’ Alex nodded. ‘You sure you will not stay for lunch?’

‘We’ll have lunch soon.’

‘So what fish are we hunting?’

Alex took out a scrap of paper, he wrote down the information and passed it to Pavlo. ‘You have my number.’

‘Of course, but you never answer!’

‘Stop ringing me in the middle of the night when you are drunk to tell me about your fishing trips then.’

‘We will go fishing together. Then you promise you will tell me of your adventures.’

‘I promise.’

Alex got up and hugged Pavlo. ‘God be with you Alex, if only to keep the Devil from going too far.’

‘I’ll see you soon.’

Alex departed. Pavlo sighed. ‘Too soon I fear...’

Alex returned to Nish and Max. ‘All done?’ Nish asked.

‘Done. Let’s go.’
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NISH RETURNED FROM the complimentary bar in the Turkish Airlines’ business class lounge with two glasses of lager and sat down at the table. ‘So what did Mikhail say in the rose garden? I assume you weren’t discussing horticultural matters.’

‘Something big is going down.’

‘No shit.’

‘No, I mean big-big. Even Mikhail doesn’t know.’

‘So it wasn’t Radic?’

‘He’s involved. They want him back so he’s got his grubby little Serb mittens in the pot somewhere, but it seems Zara’s involvement is their principal concern. We’ve been warned off.’

‘Have we now? And are we warned off?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I think you do. Otherwise you wouldn’t be booking an aquatic adventure at the home of the Black Sea Fleet.’

‘Maybe I want to go fishing.’

‘Must be a big fish.’

‘We’ve been given a choice. To make things right.’

‘Which involves...?’

‘Getting Radic back. Leaving Zara to sleep in the bed she’s made.’

‘The first isn’t happening. You know how long I spent pursuing him. I’m certainly not about to get him off the hook having put him on it.’

‘Which makes the choice somewhat academic.’ Nish smiled to himself and shook his head. ‘Something amusing?’

‘I give you all that shit about not going after Zara for the greater good, and now it seems you’ve got me over the same barrel. I don’t know how you do it you Machiavellian bastard.’

‘I didn’t deal the cards, I just play them.’

‘So who has the nut flush?’

Alex shrugged. ‘Right now I think everyone is mostly winging it on off-suit flyers. So if we’re not letting Radic go...’

‘Then we’re pot committed. All-in on getting Zara back. Maybe she’s got a ace or two up her sleeve.’

‘I wouldn’t doubt it. But I don’t like getting into a situation with no exit clause without knowing exactly how deep the rabbit hole goes.’

‘Sometimes you just have to go on instinct Alex. What does your instinct tell you?’

‘That we’re out of our depth. We’re about to get royally fucked from several directions at once. By the time we find out then it’ll be too late.’

‘We’ll do what we do, think on our feet. More pressing matters, how we are going to deal with Uncle Fruitcake?’

‘How we always deal with him. Flatter his ego, mind you; all those fucking conspiracy theories might actually have some substance. Maybe we should pay some attention to him this time and not just nod for effect. He might have some useful intel. But as you say, more pressing matters. You going to support this expedition on The Company vote?’

‘We’re not letting Radic out. If we’re getting hung for that, we might as well have a fucking party while we’re at it. Aye, I’ll support the vote.’
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THE TURKISH AIRLINE’S flight touched down at Tripoli Airport. The local security services were waiting for Alex and Nish as soon as they got off their plane. ‘Welcome to Libya, Mister Green. The Colonel extends you his hospitality. He requests you’ll join him for an early dinner tomorrow evening at five p.m. sharp. He will send transport to your camp.’

‘Thank The Colonel for his hospitality and extend our gratitude for accommodating us at such short notice. Tell him we’ll look forward to the meeting.’

‘We have a helicopter waiting for you to take you to your camp with our compliments.’

‘That’s very generous of you.’

‘If you’d like to follow me.’ Alex and Nish followed the security detail out of the terminal building onto the apron.

‘At least someone’s pleased to see us,’ Nish said.

‘He probably just wants the rent,’ Alex responded. They got in the back of the waiting S-Class which sped across the tarmac with an armed escort to the military secure compound, it circled around a military helicopter waiting on the pad before coming to a stop nearby. Alex and Nish got out. The soldiers unloaded their baggage from the S-Class and loaded it onto the helicopter.

‘Until tomorrow Mister Green, I wish you a pleasant flight and evening.’

‘Thank you,’ Alex replied. ‘The foreign press assume they’re a bunch of bloodthirsty head bangers, I’ve always found the Libyans very polite.’

‘I wonder what accounts for the discrepancy. I’m sure the residents of Lockerbie don’t share your opinion,’ Nish said with a smile.

‘False flag operation.’

‘Is that what he told you? Did you get the fake moon landings and J.F.K tale as well?’

‘He’s pretty convincing.’

‘He’s a fucking loon-pot.’

‘He’s also the only landlord that’ll rent to us right now. I thought you liked Libya. Spiritual home of the S.A.S and all that Regiment heritage shit you love.’

‘Aye I love Libya. As a place. I’m less certain of the sanity of the current tenants however.’

The helicopter took off and headed into the black inky sky out over the desert. Some ninety minutes later it touched down on the pad adjacent to the large military tent encampment in the middle of absolute nowhere. The soldiers unloaded Nish and Alex’s luggage, saluted them smartly, boarded the helicopter before it took off again returning to Tripoli. Alex and Nish made their way into the small village of tents where The Company was camped, rowdy drunken singing and noise from the mess tent competing with a fierce nocturnal wind picking up off the open desert plains.
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NISH AND ALEX walked into the accounts and stores tent where The Quartermaster: Merriweather, was busy working on a laptop behind a desk. ‘How are we doing?’ Alex asked.

‘At least your complimentary lift out will save charter fees,’ Merriweather replied.

‘That bad?’

‘I’m not sure you want to know.’ Alex and Nish pulled up a pair of collapsible chairs.

‘Come on Merriweather. We can’t be that broke can we?’ Nish said.

‘Have you any concept of how much cash burn it costs to maintain an operation of this size? Of course you don’t. You just gallivant around the place ordering bottles of vintage champagne, staying in five star hotels, and leaving damage repairable bills wherever you go.’ Merriweather held up the stack of faxed invoices. ‘Not to mention landing fees, jet fuel, clearances, and now nuclear-fucking-submarines.’

‘Ah, yes, I can explain that...’ Alex said scratching his head.

‘Seriously? You can explain that? The lease fee, the bribes, and let’s not get started on the sundry stores requirements. You know why nuclear submarines are operated by large petrochemical-funded states, and not private military companies? Because they cost millions of fucking dollars to run. On what operational basis could we possibly need a Russian nuclear powered attack submarine?’

‘Fishing wasn’t it Alex?’ Nish replied.

‘Yes. A Fishing trip.’

‘This is no time for humour. I’m not the one who is going to go out there to explain to that drunken rabble that you’ve spent the month’s payroll to go tuna fishing with nuclear tipped torpedoes. You are. Tell me you got something out of The Sponsor.’

‘We’re keeping the weapons, and the bonds.’

‘All of them?’

‘All of them. Don’t tell me you can’t balance the books with a hundred million.’

‘Well firstly, it’s not a hundred million. The arms shipment is still sat out there in crates under canvas tents. We don’t have any end-user certificates for them, but that’s fine because we don’t have a customer for them either.’

‘That’s not a problem, we’re seeing the big man tomorrow, we’ll get a stand at the terrorist bazaar, they’ll sell like hotcakes,’ Nish said.

‘Well, firstly, the only people there will be on our sanctions list, which means we can’t sell to them.’

‘Forget about the sanctions list. The Kremlin fucked us,’ Alex interrupted.

‘Well that’s fantastic news, but we’ll get to that. Even if we find a buyer amongst the, let’s face it, shitters of the arms buying trade, we’ll have to sell at steep discount to reflect the lack of quality of credit covenants they offer. We’ll likely have to take payment in kind, plus buy new end-user certificates at short notice premiums to ship them, all of which will cut into the margin. Then we’ll take another hit to liquidate whatever shit they pay us in quickly to cover these expenses. We’re looking at twenty-five. Thirty at most.’

‘I can live with that. We didn’t pay for them. What about the bonds?’

‘Without a Russian buyer we’re onto the black market. We’ll be lucky to see thirty cents on the dollar.’

‘Gadaffi will buy them. He’s got mountains of cash from his oil. He’ll fence them through London at full market value,’ Alex replied.

‘Well, assuming he does, we’re looking at seventy-five million total. And we still have the air support to pay off.’

‘Fuck the Azi’s. They double-crossed us.’

‘If you don’t pay them then you’ll never get air there again, word will go round then we won’t get air anywhere. They have to be paid.’

‘So what we are looking at?’ Alex asked.

“After contractual prize distributions, payroll, the rent due on this place, new operating certificates for The Company, your little submarine charter, we’ve got four weeks overheads maximum. Then we’re into the emergency fund, which according to company rules we can only spend in times of war to cover repatriation and legal expenses.’

‘And if we have to fund an expedition?’ Alex asked.

‘How big?’ Merriweather asked.

‘We need to make a plan.’ Nish shrugged.

‘Then make it a cheap plan. So if the Russians are cutting us loose then we’re out of business.’

‘Sales are working on something with the Turks,’ Alex replied.

‘Gentlemen, if you just want someone to file your receipts get a bent accountant. I’m a Quartermaster. You need to actually listen to me and take some responsibility for your budget decisions. You can’t just buy expensive shiny shit because you like big explosions. Your affection for mayhem is going to bankrupt this company.’

‘Point taken. We’ll try and buy less shiny things,’ Alex said.

‘I’ve drawn up a list of cost-cutting measures. Starting with the complimentary fuck tent.’

‘Do you want mutiny? Take the boys fuck tent then that is what you will get,’ Nish said shaking his head.

‘Have you seen the costs involved? They’re taking fucking Viagra by the bottle.’ Merriweather handed over a ledger sheet. Nish looked at it and handed it to Alex.

‘How much! Who they fucking in there, A-list porn stars?’

‘Exactly. Either you need to reduce the quality of the supplied entertainment contractors, or you need to require a contribution. I’ve worked up a scheme based on the French Health Service payment model. Unlike our crumbling British affair they charge to visit the doctors, hospitals, etcetera. I feel a notional fee would reduce excessive consumption whilst still maintaining an appreciable benefit to those inclined to indulge in moderation.’

‘Sounds fair. What else?’ Alex asked.

‘The jet.’

‘No way,’ Alex said. ‘That’s an essential tool of business. Besides scheduled airlines don’t fly into the shitholes we work in. And we can’t charter.’

‘I appreciate that. But it seems to me that it spends a rather a lot of time idle, during which time it still incurs expenses. I’ve looked into it, and there is a gap in the market to provide V.I.P transport into the sort of areas we routinely operate. We can get a substantial premium over charter rates with additional upsell on security services. I’ve run the numbers, and based on our utilisation we would potentially run at a small profit without impacting your use.’

‘I don’t have a problem with that,’ Nish said.

‘It’s my fucking jet!’ Alex protested.

‘It’s The Company’s fucking jet. Unless you want to cut me a cheque from your personal account for six-point-five million dollars a year plus excess mileage fees.’

‘What else?’ Alex sulked.

‘I’ve prepared a fully budgeted business plan with capital expenditure program for you to examine at your leisure. I believe with some fiscal prudence we can restore our operation back on a sound financial footing.’

‘That’s good to know, I’m sure the shareholders will be thrilled, when they’re not fucking away all our profits,’ Alex said.

‘So I have your agreement?’

‘Where’s the fun in running your own army when the bean counters are worse than the regulars. What do you think?’ Alex asked Nish.

‘We can always just go and rob some banks and rich people. British regulars got away with that shit for a couple of hundred years before this whole rules of engagement system stepped in.’

‘We’re a Private Military Company not a band of petty villains. If you wish to conduct nefarious criminal activities I suggest you start a new company with a different charter.’

‘You’re a bit of a cunt aren’t you,’ Nish said.

‘Yes I am, and I’m the cunt what stops you fuckwits running out of money. Try and bear that in mind before you charter any more superpower tools of war.’

‘Let’s get a drink,’ Alex said. ‘I assume that’s still paid for by The Company?’

‘We’re introducing a trust box.’

‘For fucks sake...’ Nish said sighing and shaking his head in disbelief. Alex and Nish stormed out. ‘I don’t like him anymore.’

‘Me neither. But the Oxford-educated cunt has a point. We’ve been a bit frisky on the Amex Black.’ Alex stopped Nish and pulled him off to the side of the tent. ‘Find someone for us to rob. Just keep it quiet. You, me, Sooty, couple of others. Ten points cut each. Rest goes to The Company as, I don’t know. A charitable benefactor donation.’

‘Since we’re on the Kremlin’s shit-list, there’s a few oligarchs we could tap up,’ Nish said. ‘Leave it to me.’
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ALEX AND NISH walked into the mess tent and grabbed a bottled beer each. Alex scowled at the trust box, which appeared to be full of scraps of paper with I.O.U scrawled on, and random denominations of currency from various African states that probably no longer existed. ‘Simmer down lads. We have some company business before you all get too pissed on the sherbets,’ Nish shouted over the noise. The men eventually quietened down and dragged their chairs round in a circle. ‘Firstly, a quick word from your beloved payroll clerk and Quartermaster. Please stop fucking so many whores.’ There was a huge jeer and whistles. Nish indicated them to quieten down. ‘Gentlemen, please be upstanding for our dear leader. The Dragon.’ The men rose to their seats as Alex made his way to the centre of the tent.

‘Brothers. As you may have noticed we’re in Libya. Again.’ A cheer. ‘I’m sure the gossip bitches amongst you have shared your conspiracy theories as to why, we hold no secrets from each other. So the truth is the Russians have rescinded our status effective fourteen days from today. I don’t have to spell out what that means. We are, once again, nomads set adrift in the desert with no master. We served them well. You served them well. We delivered always, and we delivered well. But in the war of politics that counts for little. War is coming, and those perpetrating that war mean to have it regardless of the truth or consequences, and they won’t let anyone stand in their way. They took my wife. They took Zara because she threatened them, and they offered me a choice. Shut-up and sit down. Be a good little dog, and we’ll give you the scraps from the table. Are we their pet? Is that who we are?’

‘No!’ Came the resounding yell back.

‘I have made my choice. They dared challenge me to take this insult, to take that which I hold most dear and cast it aside with my honour, my reputation, and my pride. To let this insult against me stand. If I let this insult go unpunished then all that we have achieved, the legend that you have forged with me is just a fiction. They must feel my fury, and it must be biblical.’ A huge resounding battle cry cheer thundered round the tent. ‘But we are a family, there are no ranks here. You fight willingly, you fight for profit, and you fight for your own futures, your own reputations. What we do here isn’t political; it isn’t for someone else’s ideals or zealotry. It is war in its purest form; we are honest men in a sea of liars. So. Your prize from the last expedition is secure. Your contracts have all been fulfilled. You will all get paid for the services you have so ably rendered. Where we go from here is personal. There is no sponsor. There may be no prize beyond honour and reputation; there may be great cost. But I cannot ask any of you to take this expedition with me under a false pretence. You do so voluntarily. You contribute what you can if you believe, as I believe, that this company has been wronged, and that those that have wronged us must be made to feel our wrath. Otherwise who are we? This company bears the standard of The Dragon only insofar as that standard is feared by our enemies. If you stay, then stay because you believe that’s worth something. Those of you who do not, no blame. We will part as friends. You can collect what you are owed by The Quartermaster and leave in the morning, and you will go with my friendship, respect, and best wishes for your future.’

Sooty raised his glass to Alex. ‘Death and honour.’ The rest of the troop raised their glasses.

‘Death and honour.’

Alex made his way through the crowd and exited the tent.

‘Right ladies.’ Nish took out a piece of paper and read from it. ‘As per The Company charter, in order to sanction an expedition then consensus agreement must be reached to enable the expedition to proceed. On the basis of the personal nature of this expedition, it is requested that you waive all or part of your prize from the previous expedition to cover the expenses required to persecute this expedition to its natural conclusion. Any contribution will be entirely voluntary, but most gratefully accepted. All those not wishing to join this expedition may make themselves known this evening to The Quartermaster, settle their personal expenses account, and receive full and final payment prior to roll call. All those wishing to join the expedition must present themselves for the vote no later than two hours prior to roll call, and be present and correct for duty at roll call. Any questions?’

‘Yeah. What the fuck is going on?’ a voice from the back asked.

‘Were you asleep?’

‘No, but I’m too pissed to understand a word the boss said.’

‘Right, for the hard of understanding, the Welsh, and the retarded. Here is the abbreviated SitRep. The boss’s squeeze has been kidnapped and held against her will by persons currently unknown. The boss wishes to persecute an expedition to recover his missus and bring hell and damnation to those responsible. Our principal paymasters, the Russians, have declined the boss’s wishes and told him to fuck right off. As a consequence, The Company has no fucking money left after you bunch of shitters blew it all on expensed hookers in the fuck tent. The boss would gratefully accept any man so choosing to help in the recovery of his missus, and any financial contribution you would like to make to ensure we have more than a fucking potato gun to fire at whoever is responsible. Anyone who doesn’t give a shit is free to fuck right off and go and join some other outfit of cunts. Is that clear?’

“Aye. That makes sense.’

‘Right then. Ballot papers collectable from Sooty. Anyone leaving, pack your shit, anyone staying then do the right thing by the boss and empty your wee piggy banks so we can get his bloody wife back. Now have at the last of the sherbets before The Quartermaster starts charging for them.’ There was a huge cheer and Nish departed, picking up a bottle of vodka on the way out. He braced against the wind and made his way to Alex’s tent. ‘Knock knock. Care for a nightcap?’

Alex nodded. ‘Wind’s picking up. Looks like we’re in for a wild night.’

‘We best get pissed then eh?’ Nish poured their vodkas.

‘This is the hardest part, knowing it’s out of your control.’

Nish smiled and handed Alex his vodka. ‘Democracy is a terrible thing. I’d take a dictatorship every time.’

They sat down on the pair of old chairs. ‘Back in the desert. We’ve sunk some drink in this old tent over the years haven’t we?’

‘We have that.’

‘What do you think?’

Nish shrugged. ‘They’re mercenaries. They go where the money is. When there’s no money, they go somewhere else. They like you for as long as you keep getting them paid. The fuck tent, free beers, Gucci kit, that’s just perks to get them to come to you, and not take some cushy job looking after Arab royals. A few are just here for the adventure, a few just to say they fought in The Dragon’s wake. But most of them? Money grubbing cunts the lot of them.’

‘And us?’ Alex asked. ‘What are we?’

‘When did you last draw a pay check out The Company account, come to think of it, when did you last not make good the shortfall out of your own pocket? What are we? The mugs. Idealists. Crazy adventurers who thought we could have our own better version of The Regiment. I don’t know Alex, what are we...’

‘Seems fitting it ends here, where it started.’

‘It’s not over until the fat lady sings. So what will you do, when they all fuck off?’

Alex shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Whatever I can with whatever I’ve got.’

‘Well, you’ve got a fucking big submarine.’

‘For two weeks. Then the whole Russian Navy will start chasing us around like we’re Sean Connery.’

‘I would like to go to Montana...’

‘Why, are there Mormons there?’ They both had a fit of hysterical laughter. ‘You’re seriously going to marry those Latvian whore twins?’

‘Aye, fuck it. Why not? Can’t go much worse than the last marriage.’

‘It went better than mine.’

Nish nodded. ‘We’ll get her back Alex. Even if it’s just you and me throwing rocks and sticks at some cunts. I’ll be with you to the bitter-fucking end.’

They toasted their glasses. ‘You’re a good friend Harry.’

‘I’m your only fucking friend. You’ve killed every other cunt,’ Harry said with a deep laugh. He looked round over his shoulder for imaginary eavesdroppers. ‘I tell you what though, Merriweather is the next to get merc’d in his sleeping bag. Put that in your fucking business plan you bean-counting cunt. Nasdrovya.’

‘Nasdrovya.’

‘Fucking French Health Service co-pay fuck tent. Good luck with that one eh?’ Nish said and downed his shot.
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ALEX WOKE LATE with a splitting headache, instantly regretting the excessive vodka consumption of the previous evening. The early morning breeze flapped at the canvas tent door incessantly. He checked his watch, rubbed the dryness from his eyes and reached over for a field canteen to lubricate his dehydrated state. Finding a pair of aviators, he got up and made his way to the door and glanced through at the eerily quiet camp beyond. He caught sight of Nish walking over and returned to a seat by his desk and collapsed into it. Nish poked his head through the tent door. ‘You up?’

Alex gestured him in. ‘Did I miss it?’

‘We all did.’ Nish sat on the spare seat. Alex frowned. ‘Good news, bad news, fuck it news?’

‘Bad news. How many?’

‘Twelve.’

‘That’s not so bad.’

‘No, twelve stayed. The rest fucked off. Twelve includes you and me. So one-hundred and ten down.’

‘I see...Fuck it news?’

‘They didn’t even stay for the vote. According to The Ninja, Merriweather persuaded them you were unlikely to honour payment so he fucked off with them taking the shipment and bonds with him. Along with anything that was worth more than scrap value.’

‘Merriweather? The architect of the pay for play fuck tent and trust box...? Didn’t think he had it in him.’

‘Stalking horse.’

‘So he took everything. The Landies?’

‘Come and see for yourself.’

‘So what was the good news?’

‘Well, it has solved the excessive cost of the fuck tent, payroll is manageable, and we’ll save a bob or four on transport costs since we can now fit everyone who’s left on the corporate jet.’

‘That’s something. Who stayed?’

‘The usual suspects. The Ninja, Sooty, Flat Eric, Two-Stroke, Mike the Saffa, Gary Glitterballs, Pablo, Hamid Khazi, Mister Patel and Cupcake.’

‘The dirty dozen then. Fuck. Thought that speech would have got at least a few...’

‘Inspiring as it was, that shit only works in Hollywood movies. In the real world people don’t give a fuck, they just want to get paid. Afghanistan is open for business, Iraq next. Everyone’s hiring.’

‘I suppose we got out cheap. I ran the numbers, even with what Merriweather took we were still short unless at least half The Company threw their prize money into the pot.’ Alex got up and walked out of the tent. He surveyed the desolate camp, now stripped bare of anything of value. ‘We got anything left?’

‘They left Ludmila. Took all the whores, left her. Samir stayed, but that goes without saying.’ Nish walked over to join Alex. ‘We should have shanked Merriweather when we had the chance. He hasn’t left Libya yet. Since he didn’t carry out a vote, according to the charter we’d be well within our rights to recover company funds and property.’

Alex shook his head. ‘Let him have it. Like I said, we got out at a discount. You took care of everything?’

‘All passwords and cypher keys changed. I took the precaution of moving the reserves into new numbered accounts. He’s taken the ledgers, client list, suppliers, but we have archives.’

‘You think he’s going to set up shop?’

‘Without Guild membership? Good luck with that.’

‘Well, our Russian charter will be vacant in thirteen days, he might fancy his chances.’

‘He wouldn’t last a week. He’s a fucking numbers jockey not a lord of war.’

‘We’ll he’s royally fucked us. Word is going to spread like wildfire that we’ve lost all our manpower. It’ll be open season as soon as the charter expires.’

‘Let them come,’ Nish replied.

‘You think he’ll go to Gadaffi?’

‘He hasn’t got much choice; he’s not getting out of the country otherwise. He arrived on your ticket remember?’

‘So how do we sell it?’

‘Don’t. Chechnya is done; we don’t need a full company. It’s the twelve you have that built this company’s reputation not the century of me-too’s. The more pressing problem is how we’re going to resolve getting Zara back. I’m not saying it can’t be done, but we’re going to need every bit of your creative tactical planning to turn twelve into one-twenty.’

‘What’s our cash position?’

‘Merriweather cleaned out the petty cash and float plus the current account. The reserve will cover the outstanding invoices that I know of, including your submarine extravaganza, beyond that we’re having a whip round in the mess tent for pocket change to get a minibus taxi back to Tripoli.’

‘That bad? Can we fire-sale the six-oh-four?’

‘We could, but we need to clear the hanger fees, fuel and service before it’ll get released.’

‘I can put that on my black card. Tools?’

‘Just what the boys had stuffed under their pillows to ward off the midnight buggerer. They cleaned out the armoury.’

‘Do you have any good news?’

Nish shrugged. ‘It’s a good opportunity. We always move faster when we’re small. Chance to get back to basics. More special ops and less big logistical campaigns. It’s where we started and how we got profitable. Maybe with the changing of the winds it is time to downsize, be more of a niche player.’

Alex headed into the mess tent where the remaining ten loyal members of The Company were waiting, looking less than cheerful. Alex pulled up a chair and sank into it.

A few minutes of awkward silence passed.

‘Sorry boss. We tried to stop them, but the fuckers tied us up,’ Sooty said with clear embarrassment.

‘It’s not your fault Sooty.’

‘It’s not yours either Alex. Those ungrateful bastards. See how fucking far they get with that bean-counter,’ Gary Glitterballs said sullenly.

‘I don’t know what to tell you. We’ve all been together long enough to know what this turn of events will bring, word will get out and they will come.’

‘We’ll start digging a mass grave for them now then,’ Two-Stroke said. ‘Fuck them Alex. We don’t need deadweight. We’ll get your missus back. You just tell us who’s getting it.’

‘It’s times like this you know who your friends are. We’ll figure it out. Together. Like we always do.’

‘Death and Glory Alex,’ Mike the Saffa said.

‘Death and Glory!’ they all cheered.

‘Fuck off...Breakfast and shower. Bunch of fucking toolsets,’ Nish said to a quiet chuckle in response.

‘Bit of housekeeping first. New Quartermaster. Mister Patel, I believe you at least studied some level of mathematics during your educational years in Delhi.’

‘What? Because I’m Indian I must be smart? That’s racist. Just because a lot of accountants and doctors come from India doesn’t mean we are all smart.’

‘Well you said it my friend...’ Hamid Khazi replied.

‘You’re a good negotiator Mister Patel, and we need to try and keep our supplier costs down on account of how broke-ass our company is, thanks to Merriweather.’

‘Oh so now it’s because I’m a good negotiator? You assume we all sell carpets at the bazaar and can make good deals. I never bought or sold anything in my life. Mrs Patel does all the family finances. She is a chartered fiduciary to a major conglomerate.’

‘Does she want to be Quartermaster?’ Nish asked.

‘I believe not. She’s filed for divorce. She’s left me for a doctor.’

‘Bad luck,’ Hamid said.

‘Volunteer then?’

‘I’ll do it.’ Everyone looked at Sooty. He shrugged. ‘I did a bit of trading on the Camden market between jobs.’

‘What sort of trading?’ Mister Patel asked.

‘Recreational pharmaceuticals mostly. It’s a didgy business, can’t be that much different than this.’

‘You inspire me with confidence,’ Mister Patel said with clear sarcasm. He turned to Alex. ‘I would like to be paid cash directly.’

‘Sooty will do the books. I will sign them off. You’ll all get paid.’

‘I thought we were broke?’ Gary asked.

‘We are.’

‘Nobody said anything about being paid. Fuck that, I made a right show of being here for the loyalty. Don’t pollute my big gesture with offers of payment,’ Gary said with a sulk.

‘You can always give it to charity,’ Nish suggested.

‘I wish my ex-wife would register as a charity, at least then I’d get a tax deduction,’ Mister Patel said.

‘When did you last pay tax?’ Hamid Khazi asked.

‘Let’s move on. Cupcake, you are still the only one of us who can cater, so you’ll take care of provisions. Two-Stroke on armoury and mech. Mike Saffa on tech and comms. Hamid you’re intelligence-’

‘That is a contradiction...’ Mister Patel said.

‘From the man whose wife pays for everything...’ Hamid replied.

‘Glitterballs, transport and logistics. Everyone else just find something useful to do from Nish. Order of business. Glitterballs, take whoever is spare, and go and recover our Landies before Merriweather has chance to find and strip the E.C.U transponders. Cupcake hitch a ride, get whatever Nish can spare from the kitty and get us three days’ provisions. Try and keep the cost down. Hamid, go with and see what you can get off the locals as to where we stand. Everyone else make a bare-bones list of what we need to get operational again and give it to Nish. Sooty get it billed up, best price possible and we’ll do what we can as we can. Samir, we can’t leave Mila here being so short manned or she’ll be on some Arab’s sex auction before the day is out. Go into town with them and book into a hotel discretely. Keep her quiet for the next couple of days.’

‘That will be easier said than done. I’m almost out of sedatives.’

‘Improvise. Any other business?’

‘Yeah. One thing. You gonna let Merriweather get away with this shit? He took our share too,’ Gary complained.

‘Well, we can’t do a lot about that right now. As soon as we’ve got out of crisis mode then Nish and I will do what we can to get you made whole again. That’s the best I can offer.’

‘That’s not the point. The boys and me, we stayed for you to get Zara back. We were putting our shares into the campaign fund. There was no vote Alex, he broke The Company rules doing what he did. You are well within your rights at The Guild to do something about it.’

The rest murmured their agreement. ‘I appreciate the support, but we don’t have the time or treasure to expend resources. Hamid, ask around town; see if you can find out how many are planning to stick with Merriweather after the disbursements. If we’re up against a full century of our former comrades in arms then collection will be more trouble than it’s worth. Let’s be pragmatic and fight the battles we can win. Merriweather can sit on the pot until we’re in better shape to show our displeasure.’

‘I want it on the record, we’re owed. If we don’t get paid we want some retribution delivered,’ Gary said.

‘You’ll get it. No bad deed goes unpunished. You know that by now. Time is our enemy, everything is moving around us. Let’s get ahead of it again. Get a taxi booked and get to work. Ninja, you’re with Nish and me. We’ve got to figure out a way to both avoid paying The Colonel his rent and avoid ending up on the hook to do one of his mentalist plans. We’ll convene at twenty-three hundred for brief on progress.’ Alex and Nish departed the tent and headed over to the Quartermaster’s tent. ‘How long do you think we have?’

‘If they come, they’ll come tonight before we have chance to retool,’ Nish replied.

‘Have we got anything left we can use?’ Alex asked Sooty.

Sooty shrugged. ‘If you want to start the A-Team music we can break out the field manual. Will do fuck-all good if they drop a bomb on us though.’

‘Have we even got a field manual?’ Alex asked.

Sooty walked over to a crate. ‘British, American, Russian, French, Italian.’

‘What does the French one say for repelling a nocturnal camp ambush?’ Nish asked.

Sooty opened the book and flicked through its pages. ‘My French is a bit rusty, but it appears to say, surrender immediately and run away.’

‘What about the Italian?’

‘Surrender before they arrive.’

‘Russian?’

‘Kill their parents, brothers, neighbours and dogs.’

‘We’ll go with the British then,’ Alex and Nish said in unison. ‘Give the French and Italian books to the boys to use for shit-paper.’

‘Listen Sooty, Gadaffi is sending a chopper to pick us up tonight, but I want the boys to hang around and pick us up. I’m not game for a return lift off the Colonel in case Merriweather has cut a deal already and we find ourselves being ejected at altitude in the darkness over the desert on the way back.’

‘Understood.’

‘Do what you can with the camp defences. Go medieval on the job if you have to. Punji sticks smeared in your shit. I don’t care. Just help us survive the night.’

‘Is it that bad?’ Sooty asked looking at Nish and Alex. ‘He’s not got the minerals, surely?’

‘I thought that before he upped and fucked off with all our kit and money before a vote. It seems Mister Merriweather is full of surprises,’ Nish said.

‘Me and the boys had a whip round, it’s not much, but the arms fair is tomorrow. Should be enough to at least get a few carbines and things that go bang. Maybe not a nuclear submarine, but better than nothing.’

‘I appreciate it Sooty.’

‘Fuck it eh? In for the lols. Fucking Libya. No money. Stuck in the desert. It’s like being back in The Regiment, but without the fucking paperwork and shit tea bags.’
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THE CONVOY ARRIVED at Colonel Gadaffi’s palatial compound in the early evening. The ornate Bedouin inspired tent, surrounded by camels and a host of attractive female military uniformed guards adding spectacle to the theatre of the exotic gardens. Nish and Alex emerged from their car and were gestured towards the tent where they were both duly searched for weapons by a pair of well-endowed, but somewhat fierce looking, female guards who seemed to take an exceptionally thorough approach to checking for concealed weapons around the front of the visitors’ undergarments.

‘If you wank it any harder it will go off in your hand,’ Nish said to a returned scowl. Satisfied Nish had nothing more threatening than a growing erection, they were escorted into the large tent where The Colonel sat court amidst, what can only be described as, a Disney Arabian Nights’ theatrical set of looted gold, precious gems, and ancient artefacts — that may or may not have been original. The pair were jostled to the plush satin and fur lined oversized seats in front of Gadaffis’ day bed where he sat flanked by half a dozen of his most attractive armed harem, complete with ceremonially polished AK47’s, and a pair of diamond collared leopards lazily eying-up Nish and Alex as a potential suppertime treat.

‘Hello Muammar, you look well,’ Alex said with all the informality befitting meeting “The Most Supreme Excellent Dear Leader and Father of the Libyan People”, or whatever title he had currently bestowed himself that week. Gadaffi just waved a nonchalant hand gesture and grunted briefly, staring at them. Fanning himself with the exotic plume of whatever dead animal his fly swatter had been sourced from. He started mumbling.

‘Thank you for your visit, and your punctuality. I wish to express regret at the cowardly and deceitful actions of your men in their betrayal, I can only imagine the diseased whores and beggars wombs these ungrateful vermin have sprung from did not endow them with any useful nutrients to provide higher-level brain function in life.’

‘That’s...very insightful. Muammar. Thank you for that,’ Alex said with a polite nod.

‘I understand that such pigs’ testicles are a product of the degenerative society they have sprung from, and all great leaders are cursed to be served by fools, beggars, and those with the breath tainted by the smell of the dog’s penis they so readily suck without question.’

‘I agree,’ Nish said.

‘I am assured by Allah that nothing good will come of it, and Allah is willing to punish such treachery of his beloved friends. You have but to ask and he will personally see all their genitals are removed and fed to them so they may be reminded that men who do not serve loyally have no right to be called men.’

‘That’s a very kind offer from Allah Muammar, but I am sure you understand that for those loyal men who remain, who they stole from, justice must be delivered personally so they can avenge themselves against those that have sought to steal from them,’ Alex said.

‘Allah the almighty understands, all good fathers teach their children to kill for themselves, and he will afford you this wish that your men may personally undertake the will of Allah to punish thieves, liars, deviants and the international Jewry.’

‘It is appreciated,’ Alex said.

‘To the matter of this visit, I trust you will recover your strength on an expedited basis as I have a most urgent need of your assistance in a matter that concerns me gravely, and which I wish you to fulfil in return for my generous hospitality.’

‘We are at your service.’

‘I have on many occasions shared with you the knowledge blessed to me by Allah the Almighty of the band of thieves, liars, and deviants that call themselves The Permanent Members of the United Nations Security Council, and my knowledge of the Security Council’s desire to treat all other nations as children. It has come to my attention that their fiendish and wicked plan knows no decency and now they seek to remove our good friend Saddam from his rightful position of power as the leader of the free and sovereign nation of Iraq, using nothing more than false pretences and falsified evidence at their kangaroo court of the United Nations. To convince their controlled puppet media as to the justification for an illegal and immoral war. I am convinced of my revelations as to the level and depth of their more than fifty years’ plan, conceived by the international Jewry, the British Royal Family, and the so-called New World Order. It is merely the long-awaited strike to dispossess the Arab and African peoples from their rightful lands, and seek to possess the wealth that Allah has granted them. It is not surprising to me or others that the Zionists are the architects in this attempted seizure and theft of Arabs and Africans rightful homes, but merely the realisation of their longstanding ambition along with their fake Arab puppets in the House of Saud, to take that which belongs to us by force. Is it not so that they control us all, merely with their threat of nuclear Armageddon, whilst preventing anyone but they from possessing such things, simply so they can bully, coerce, and extort us into funding their lavish and deviant excesses?’

‘Yes,’ Alex said.

‘It seems that way,’ Nish said and nodded.

‘They have called me, his Excellency, a state sponsor of terrorism! A libel which their puppet Jewry media has repeated endlessly to distract from the truth that they are the real terrorists! Both to their own oppressed peoples, and to the free Arabs and African Nations. Those who have opposed them are crushed; those that call out the lies are slandered as fools. And now we see here, you, my dear friends, are not safe from the devious plot of this fiendish Jew-led cabal! I ask you not to act in my interest, or the interest of Saddam, even the interest of Arabs and free African Nations, but in the interests of all mankind! For the forty-eight members of the United Nations who are bullied and coerced into feeding the stuffed pig of imperialist capitalist greed under fear of nuclear extermination! It is but a pinprick, but the smallest grains of sand when come together make an impassable desert. It is written. You must go to Saddam, you must stop this wickedness, praise be to Allah that in our hour of need he has brought forth the righteous and willing to defend against such wanton thievery!’

‘Allahu Akbar!’ Nish yelled — for no real reason, setting the whole room off in a chain of Allahu Akbar-ing.

‘Allahu Akbar. You are clearly more wise than all of us to see these people for who they are dear Muammar, we praise your wisdom and intellect to see through these schemes and show us the truth. History will record your greatness,’ Alex said.

‘Alas it is true, but I must be martyred first! For revealing their awful schemes the Jewry and the international cabal of the British Royal Family, banksters and deviants will move against me next! Mark my words as Allah is my witness! They will find cause in their sham court of the United Nations to act against me and dispossess me of my rightful place as beloved father of the Libyan and free African peoples. Watch, as with Saddam, how they will manufacture lie after lie telling tales of my cruelty, my deviancy, and my madness to discredit me before they strike at us and violate all international and moral law in the name of their false democracy! Here now, you are both my witness that these thieves and Jews will murder me to steal the Libyan wealth! You are witness! And you must avenge this crime, here...’ Gadaffi picked up an ornate folder and started scribbling on the pad of paper in Arabic. ‘I grant to you one-hundred million dollars each to avenge my death and kill those that have killed me, one-hundred million dollars you can take to any bank and they pay it! In addition you can take my finest camels, my horses, the women of my harem! All will be granted to you with Allah’s blessing to carry out this wish on my behalf! For they must know they may kill me, but I will strike them down from beyond the grave! Then they will understand they cannot kill my spirit and my legacy!’ Gadaffi scribbled his signature on the paper and threw it towards them. One of his aides picked it up, stamped it and handed it to Alex.

‘We will honour your wishes Muammar, but praise be to Allah this terrible premonition of you death does not come to pass,’ Alex said.

‘It will happen, we cannot stop them! They have dominion over our planet in the name of democracy, but they will bring tyranny. You are my witness! You. You! Now go. May you leave my house with Allah’s blessings and deep affection that you may prevail against all enemies and carry out this mission of upmost importance.’ The aide gestured the pair to leave. Gadaffi returned his attention to reading his book. The pair walked out of the tent.

‘Did he just give us a hundred million dollars each?’ Nish asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Alex shrugged, looking confused.

The aide coughed. ‘The banks open at ten a.m. where they will be glad to honour your note.’

‘Which bank?’ Alex asked.

‘Any bank,’ the aide replied. ‘His Excellency extends his full hospitality to you as his most loyal servants and brothers, he asks that I ensure whatever needs you have will be met during your stay in Libya.’

‘There is something. The arms bazaar tomorrow, we need invitations.’

‘Of course, it will be arranged. Anything else?’

Alex looked at Nish. ‘Security at our camp. What with all these agents of Jewry, we’re a bit concerned.’

‘It will be taken care of by His Excellency’s personal guard.’

‘That’s fine for now. We’ll let you know if we think of anything else,’ Alex said.

‘Very good. I will summon your car and escort guard for your camp.’

Alex walked along to the end of the red carpet to wait for the car with Nish. ‘Did any of that make sense?’ Alex asked.

‘Something something the Jews,’ Nish replied.

‘That’s what I got. Usual then...’

‘Yep. What a fruitcake.’

‘Hundred million though.’

‘For what?’

‘I don’t know. Kill the President of the U.S.A and the Royal Family I assumed.’

‘No Jews then?’

‘I think they’re all Jews to Muammar.’

‘He does seem a bit of an anti-Semite.’

‘Nah. I didn’t get that impression at all...’

The cars arrived a few minutes later escorted by two military trucks complete with a full company of the Colonel’s female guards, all clad in immaculate sand coloured uniforms with red berets. ‘Jesus. You’ve got to hand it to the guy, that’s quite a regiment of beauties he’s got there...’
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HAVING RETURNED TO the desert encampment, the Colonel’s guards took up sentry posts outside the tents and prowled around the perimeter like the world’s deadliest catwalk models. Further out at the edge of the camp, Alex inspected Sooty and the boys’ rudimentary attempts at reinforcing the camp’s defences with whatever trash and rubbish that they had to hand. Not entirely technically impressive, they seemed, in Alex’s opinion, to have merely made a questionable environmental degradation to the local habitat.

‘So these birds then,’ Sooty asked. ‘Are they seriously expected to protect us?’

‘No, they’re just ceremonial. Purely for show. Everyone knows they’re Gadaffi’s personal guard, you’d have to be deranged to so much as look at them the wrong way let alone offer a firefight,’ Nish replied.

‘Do you reckon they are any good?’

‘All virgins by account, apart from Muammar’s interactions. I wouldn’t go there...’

‘I meant in the military capacity.’

‘No idea. Well Sooty, ten out of ten for enthusiasm, but you’ve made a right shit-show of these defences. You wouldn’t keep the Army Cadets out with that lot, let alone a hundred of our ex horde. Still, doubt they’ll come now. We best get an early night.’ Alex headed back to the camp. ‘Any word from the Tripoli expedition?’

‘No, do you think they’ve pissed off as well?’ Sooty asked.

‘I hope not, Gadaffi had a few choice words to say about the desertion. They should be thankful I’m not feeling in an especially biblical hell and damnation mood.’

‘So what did he say?’ Sooty asked.

‘Usual rant about Jewish conspiracies, bankers, The Royal Family. Nothing new. Although he did mention Saddam, and suggested we were implicated in whatever is going on.’

‘Do you think that was credible or just the usual paranoia?’ Sooty asked.

‘I think he might be on the money on this one. What we’ve got to do with it, I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll find out. Sleep with your knives under your pillow in any case. It’s going to be a long wait for dawn.’

Alex retired to his tent early, Nish and Sooty elected to join him and passed the time in the corner with a quiet game of poker. At a little past one a.m. there was a shrill wolf-whistle call from one of the posted sentries.

‘Go and see,’ Alex said. Nish nodded at Sooty. Sooty got up and put his head out of the tent.

‘Vehicle convoy approaching,’ Flat Eric yelled across.

‘Ours?’ Sooty asked.

‘I don’t know.’

Sooty returned to the tent. ‘Vehicle convoy. Not sure if ours.’

Alex and Nish looked at each other. They picked up their side arms and headed outside the tent. They watched as five Land Rover Defenders drew short of the defensive perimeter line and stopped. The lead Land Rover pulled forward ahead of the others slightly. The headlights turned off on all of them. Devreaux got out from the front passenger seat of the lead Land Rover. ‘We come in peace brothers, will you treat with us?’

‘Friendlies,’ Alex yelled across. ‘Let them in.’ Alex walked towards the group, turning to Nish with a surprised look. ‘That was unexpected.’

‘News is travelling fast,’ Nish replied.

The rest of the occupants of the Land Rovers got out. Sousa, Laurent, and most surprisingly for Alex: Charles Vane. Their escorts got out after them and formed an outward facing perimeter as the quartet made their way across the D.I.Y camp fortifications to where Alex, Nish, and Sooty met them.

‘We heard you boys could use some company,’ Devreaux said in his usual lazy Louisiana heavy drawl, a boyish grin revealing perfect white dentistry. ‘Good to see you brother,’ Devreaux gave Alex a warm embracing backslapping hug.

‘We weren’t expecting you.’

‘Well, we’re in town for the arms fair, all kind of rumours flying around the bars of Benghazi so we figured we’d come and hear it for ourselves.’

‘Is this a pleasure visit, or are you here on Guild business? I see you brought friends...’ Alex nodded suspiciously at Vane.

‘Oh don’t mind Charlie. We brought you supper. If I’d known you had company I’d have brought wine,’ Devreaux said grinning and gesturing at the guards.

‘Courtesy of The Colonel, I don’t think they drink.’

‘Shame. They sure do look fine in those uniforms. I do love a pretty girl with an AK.’ Devreaux turned back to his entourage. ‘Boys, bring the dinner and refreshments. Shall we retire to the mess tent?’ Alex gestured towards the tent. ‘Love what you’ve done with the place, very post-apocalyptic chic. Those big spikes really will fuck the zombies up.’

‘Not much else, seems Sooty here failed woodwork.’

‘Look fierce though eh?’

The group made their way into the tent. ‘So what do we owe the pleasure?’ Alex asked.

‘Just Guild brethren looking up some dear old friends.’

‘Nothing to do with our Quartermaster’s recent departure?’

‘Let’s eat and drink first, we’ve got plenty of time to talk shop after some chow. Been a long time brother, let’s at least catch-up before we get down to it.’

Dinner was served; the lack of small talk and uncomfortable silence wasn’t lost on Devreaux. ‘So. I hear you nailed The Butcher. Bravo on a job well done. Another big name for the trophy cabinet.’

‘We’ve still got his head if you want to mount it,’ Nish said.

‘I think we’ve got some room left on the wall between a few other famous faces,’ Devreaux said with a knowing smile. ‘You boys have been quite busy.’

Alex didn’t give anything away, still eyeing up Vane suspiciously. ‘What about you Vane, how’s Group Thirteen doing without Nish’s steadying hand?’

‘We do what we can to preserve his legacy,’ Vane replied. ‘The way things seem to be going in your outfit I’ve been expecting him to be coming back looking for a job. Judging by the spartan facilities here, it seems the rumour mill is true — for once.’

‘We’re just having a spring clean,’ Alex replied.

‘Little late in the season...’

‘All right Charles...that’s enough fishing for now,’ Devreaux said with a smile.

‘So this isn’t a social call.’

‘Consider it a courtesy call Alex. Word’s reached The Guild your Russian charter is being rescinded in the next fourteen days. First time in its history over how many centuries? You had to expect we’d sit up and take notice.’

‘Time’s are changing Gabe. The Guild’s gravitas is not what it once was. Kings are replaced by politicians, and privateering is becoming a corporate affair.’

‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Devreaux said. ‘The writing has been on the wall; we’ve all sensed it. Three millennia The Mercenaries’ Guild has served generations of kings, tyrants, and leaders. All come and gone, and yet we endured. Just the prostitutes, the thieves, and us. Now our very survival is under threat. That’s why we’re here.’

‘What about you Charles? You here as a Guild brother, or an opportunist gathering intelligence for a client,’ Alex asked Vane.

‘You shouldn’t need to ask Alex. I know we’ve had our differences, conflicts of interest, but my commitment to everything this Guild stands for is absolute. My client is a contract, not my master. I do not serve at his pleasure.’

‘The fate that has become you Alex threatens us all,’ Souza said. ‘The very world in which we operate is being torn apart, and the rules we operate by are no longer being respected, because we are no longer valued. They see us as a relic from the era of private armies funded by kings of the old world, and has no place in their New World Order of shareholder value driven conflicts.’

Alex drew a deep breath. ‘So...’

‘The Guild must work together if we are to survive this threat, only if we stand together can we remind those that would seek to cast us aside of our true power,’ Devreaux said. ‘We’re here as your brothers. Merriweather is acting against you, contrary to The Guild’s objectives. If he challenges you, he challenges all of us. We’re here to ensure you survive the night so we can restore your capability, and you can put your house back in order.’

‘As you’ve learned, we no longer have a house. We are but nomads in the desert.’

‘We’re calling a special meeting of the full permanent nine members of The Guild as soon as it can be arranged, in the mean time I have enough votes at this table to authorise special measures to protect your position.’

‘What are you offering?’ Alex asked.

‘The Swiss Guard will honour their arrangement to provide immunity to you and your remaining men, you’ll all be granted diplomatic privilege under the reformation agreement. Souza assures me that his king still values our services, and your home, all our homes there will be protected.’

‘That’s reassuring.’

‘In terms of The Company, I can authorise a drawdown of fifty million Swiss Francs from the insurance fund to cover your immediate situation. You’ll be indemnified up to the full one billion once we have a full vote at the next meeting. What your brothers choose to contribute to your cause is between you all. The Guild will grant any actions taken by any member in support of another member immunity from judicial review. Charles?’

Vane leant forward. ‘I came personally, because I want you to know this came from me. I had nothing to do with it. I wasn’t aware of it. I wasn’t involved in it. I want your assurance there will be no reprisals against me, my family, or my company for what happened to Zara. I give you my word on oath as a Guild brethren this was not done by my hand or with my knowledge.’

‘You have my word. There will be no repercussions,’ Alex replied.

‘Smythe took Zara. This I believe you know already. Client privilege requires I cannot disclose the reasons why without special sanction by full council vote, but since there has been a clear breach of oath, and conflict of interest, I will assist in her safe recovery. I can tell you she is alive, and she is well, to my last knowledge of her status.’

‘You know where she is?’

‘I do, at least where she was held when the information was current. Smythe has his suspicions of my loyalty; I’m not privy to everything he is doing. I believe I’m about the share the fate from Smythe that Mikhail visited on you. I should warn you, the facility is managed on behalf of The Agency. If you go, you need to leave no trace.’

‘What’s your current capability Alex?’ Devreaux asked.

‘You are looking at it. We sent eight others that remained into Tripoli to try and recover our transport and some supplies, but there has been no word.’

‘You don’t need to worry. We sent them over to our camp to collect some contributions to your efforts,’ Laurent said.

‘Merci Laurent.’

‘So you have ten of your best guys. We’ve got you covered for tactical gear and small arms. Anything else you’ll need to pick up at the arms bazaar tomorrow,’ Devreaux said.

‘Gadaffi got us an invite. He gave us a credit note for a hundred million each, some camels and the women. He wasn’t clear what it was for, beyond fulfilling a contract to kill whoever assassinates him. Which could be problematic given the likely candidates.’

‘Well you tuck that away for a rainy day. You won’t have to cash it in until the old boy goes, and he probably won’t remember he gave it you he’s got so much moolah sloshing around this sandpit. Did you get any useful nuggets of intel from him you’d care to share with your brethren?’ Devreaux asked.

‘The one you all likely know, they’re moving against Saddam.’

‘The calm before the storm. Everything will change; the big Yankee contractors will sweep in and take all the work. Which leaves us...’ Devreaux looked at each of them in turn. ‘We’ll cross that bridge. Let’s focus on the matter in hand, the safe return of our brethren’s dearly betrothed however so estranged.’

Vane handed over a sealed manila folder. ‘This is everything we have. Satellite photos, co-ordinates, staffing rotas, principals, room plans.’ Alex took the envelope.

‘Merriweather has opened up shop. He’ll be punting your merchandise at the bazaar tomorrow, and looking to pick up clients. Just so you know,’ Devreaux added.

‘Who saw that coming,’ Alex said looking Nish.

‘He won’t last in this business, he doesn’t have the capital base of the big corporate outfits, and he doesn’t have the connections Guild membership affords. He’ll find himself without a seat.’

‘Don’t underestimate him, I did. It was costly. Assuming we get through this, where does it leave us?’

‘The Company we can re-capitalise. Loans, insurance pay outs — that we can deal with. The situation for the Russia House appears to be more complicated. The Guild would be loathed to lose such a powerful seat at the table, and it would leave a sizeable power vacuum given their sphere of influence. It is to be expected that if you cannot re-ingratiate yourself with a new sponsor then a new challenger to your seat may appear, and it is unlikely you’d hold the permanent position without such a major power. If we could find an alternate, someone from the far-east, you’d retain associated membership but...’

‘Quite a fall from grace...’

‘Alternatively we could broker a peaceful transition of leadership, and arrange your retirement in Switzerland. Perhaps the prudent option so everyone can save face when the dust settles from this current chain of events. Something to consider. But that’s for the future, let us focus on the here and the now, and ensure the safe return of your dearly beloved.’



‘YOU CERTAINLY WERE BLESSED with a Dragon’s luck,’ Nish said as he entered Alex’s field tent. Alex looked up from the documents Vane had given him.

‘They’re just protecting their own interests. We’re only powerful as a group. If one falls it threatens all.’

‘Well, fifty million Swiss. That keeps us in the fight a little longer.’

‘Stay the executioner’s blade another day.’

‘It won’t come to that.’

‘I’ll be the first to lose the Russia House in history, that’s not a legacy.’

‘Political winds change quickly in the Kremlin. They’ll soon have another problem they want you to solve. You have the blessing of The Guild, even pirate pants himself Mister Vane is co-operating,’ Nish said.

‘Do you believe him?’

‘He’s mercurial. And he has an axe to grind against you, but he got the big seat already, and that was a long time ago. I think he’s afraid of the coming storm as much as everyone else is.’

‘Perhaps. Smythe’s grasp over Group Thirteen runs very deep, as we both found to our cost. Its loyalty to The Guild over such influence cannot be assured.’

‘So where are we headed?’

‘Tunisia,’ Alex said as he tossed the folder across to Nish.

Nish studied it briefly. ‘What’s your plan?’

‘We’re going to make a statement.’

‘Of what?’ Nish asked.

‘Of intent.’ A fierce glow radiated from Alex’s eyes. ‘If our enemies think we are done, we will give them a timely reminder of exactly how capable we still are, however so wounded.’

Nish smiled and pointed at Alex. ‘And that is why the Kremlin will not evict you from our house.’
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TECHNICALLY IT WAS the Libyan International Security Trade Show, but everyone who attended knew it better as the Terrorist Arms Bazaar; given the lack of any sort of bona-fide defence supplier with a stall, a clientele of every sanctioned and illegal arms buyer on the planet, and a Libyan export desk that comprised of two men stamping any end-user certificate put in front of them in return for a suitcase full of cash. There wasn’t much in the way of corporate glossy brochures or pretty stand girls, just rusting crates of Cold War era armaments and war-battered heavy arms sold to the highest bidder in a variety of currencies from straightforward cash, to conflict diamonds, or political favours.

Alex’s entourage arrived, causing quite a stir by the escort of Gadaffi’s personal guard, a public display to all the guests in Libya that Alex was the most favoured V.I.P of all attendees, and whatever thought they had of taking advantage of his current predicament, undertaking such actions on Libyan soil would not be tolerated. The stamp of regime approval on Alex’s company ensured all those in need of such things quickly flocked to avail themselves of an audience with The Dragon to attempt procurement of his services, which were now so clearly, and quickly, re-financed that the rumours around the hotel bars of Tripoli had clearly been incorrect. The head to toe Special Forces operator wares that his dirty dozen now sported reinforced the show of strength. The most Gucci of P.M.C kit, all being fully specced U.S made authentic M4 carbines with full bells and whistles — kit that was simply too hard to come by for most of the bazaar’s clientele, who were forced to make do with the readily available, if less gun porn-ish, AK47 staple.

Alex brushed off most of the approaches quickly, aware few could afford the fees hiring a full Guild member entailed, and any work of interest was brokered not amidst the tat bazaar of the sand pit’s arms fair, but at state security level with presidential seal’s of approval. Even down on their luck as they were, with a fresh capital injection Alex wasn’t quite ready to sully his company’s impeccable reputation by picking up the trash. He stopped briefly to renew his acquaintance with the current reigning warlord of Somalia, before heading straight to the behind the velvet ropes V.I.P enclosure where only the big boys could afford to play.

‘Fifty isn’t going to last long in here,’ Nish remarked.

‘You’d be surprised, this stuff is all the retired garbage, it’s about one step away from the crusher. Don’t be fooled by the shiny, the paint is probably still wet.’ Alex made his way to the hanger that had caught his interest where under the shade sat a Mig-29 Fulcrum Fighter Bomber, and a Hind Mi-24 gunship, both in full desert camo paint, predictably still glossy and not quite dry. Sat behind the desk, a couple of smart-suited bum-fluff-moustached businessmen, flanked by bored looking translators. Their eyes lit up at the prospect of the first financially capable client opportunity of the day, when Alex’s entourage (complete with red-beret’d guard of honour) trooped in. The businessmen immediately jumped to their feet.

‘Mister Green, it is an honour!’

‘Gentlemen,’ Alex replied dryly.

‘So, what can we help you with? Are you looking for something in particular?’

Alex drew breath and walked around the Mig and the Hind, he walked over and inspected the dollies in a line, each racked with freshly painted, but rusting underneath, ordinance. ‘What’s the package?’ he asked nodding at the dollies.

‘Full suite of High-Explosives, fragmentation clusters, and, purely for testing purposes subject to the current restrictions on sale, napalm incendiary. Do you have a specific tactical scenario in mind?’

‘I want to blow some shit up with a big a fireball as possible as cheaply as possible,’ Alex replied very matter of fact.

‘The model we have on offer here is, a classic example, while her airframe does have some recorded incidents she is still certified airworthy.’

‘By whom?’ Alex asked.

‘The Air Ministry of Ukraine.’

‘You have the maintenance books?’

‘Of course.’ He gestured to his desk. Alex walked over and clicked his fingers at Two-Stroke: his Russian mechanic. Two-Stroke checked through the logs, removed the air certificate and handed it to Alex. Alex took out his satellite phone and punched in a speed dial code. He spoke briefly in Russian. A short pause then a long exchange before he read out the aircraft serial number. Another long conversation before he thanked them and hung up.

‘It’s faked. They issued it, but this hasn’t seen an inspection since the last pilot threw it off the runway at Donetsk Air Force Base into the long grass and broke its back.’

‘It is a crash-repaired airframe, but it has been fully repaired to factory standard.’

‘That doesn’t fill me with confidence...’

‘I’m sure you’ll appreciate, the twenty-nine is a rare opportunity on the private sale market.’

‘If it doesn’t fly straight, and the frame snaps in half as soon as you put the ordinance on the pylons, it’s an expensive hanger ornament.’

‘For a collector, or show perhaps?’

‘This is an arms fair, do you see any collectors round here? Is this your first time?’

‘We are trying to establish a new-’

Alex cut him off. ‘Let me give you some advice. These customers are not the people you sell a clocked car to. They’re the sorts of people who tend to make warranty claims on every living relative you have. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, I appreciate the...’ He trailed off.

‘What the fuck are you two doing here?’ Alex raised his hands in disbelief. ‘You see those guys out there? The ones with the boxes full of R.P.Gs, AK’s, all that tat?’

‘Yes.’

‘They’re the ones making easy money, that shit doesn’t break. It’s not complicated, and there is a constant demand for it. Bigger is not more profitable. You thought you could pick up two pieces of scrap metal from a junkyard in Ukraine, paint it up with your air-fix hobby brush then turn it round and retire to the Caymans. That’s not how this business works, that’s how you get killed before your thirtieth birthday.’

The pair looked at each other nervously. ‘So you’re not interested...’ he said with obvious disappointment.

Alex looked at the plane and shook his head. ‘What do you think?’ he asked Two-Stroke.

‘It’ll fly like a banana, it’s pissing fuel everywhere, it’s seen more action than a Phuket whorehouse, the best thing you could do is fly the fucking thing into the target loaded with fuel.’

‘And the Hind?’

‘The last time it flew was in Afghanistan. It looks like a farmer kept a family of chickens in it.’

‘Okay sit down. You’ll want to sit down.’ Alex gestured at the sellers to return to their seats. Alex stood in front of the table. ‘Luckily for you I have some Ukrainian pilots stupid enough to fly these things, and I only need them to last one sortie before I break them. So I’m going to give you parts value, don’t say anything yet; I can see that in your head you’ve already spent all the money on cocaine and hookers. I’m going to give you parts value, plus a sum that will allow you to rethink your whole stupid venture and invest in something that will not make you instantly rich, but will allow you to sleep in your bed without getting your throats’ slit. I’ll throw in enough for a couple of Ferraris so you can get laid by impressing gullible young women with tales of how you went to Libya and sold a fighter jet and a helicopter gunship to the sort of people who’d cut your fucking ears off and wear them for comedy effect at Halloween. I’m going to have four of these young ladies escort you back to your hotel, pack your bags and put you on the first plane back to whatever mindlessly dull town you originated from where you likely cooked up this hare-brained scheme while no doubt high as fucking kites on hashish watching terrible 1980’s action films. Do we have a deal? Don’t say no, because trust me I’m going to take the fucking jet off you idiots regardless of payment, and if you don’t like it you can go and explain to Colonel Gadaffi how you bullshitted your way in here before he feeds you to his pet fucking lions. Okay?’

‘Yes, we have a deal,’ the lead salesman stammered.

Nish looked at his accomplice. ‘What’s your name son?’

‘Brad Sir.’

Nish nodded down under the table. ‘Did you piss yourself Brad? Or is that AvGas from sitting in the jet?’

‘I pissed myself Sir.’

‘That’s the right answer.’

‘Get me a book value on this heap of junk Sooty. Do you even have a pro-forma prepared?’

‘No, I thought we’d get a lawyer.’

‘A lawyer?’ Alex shook his head in disbelief. ‘What is this business coming to...’ Sooty handed Alex a piece of paper with the amount written on it. Alex nodded. ‘You have a numbered account?’

‘We have Western Union.’

‘Really? Do you want to explain to the F.B.I, the A.T.F and the I.R.S why a military company in Libya is wiring you money to your checking account?’ Alex took The Company chequebook from Sooty and made out a bill of sale and signed it. Sooty handed him a pro-forma invoice. ‘Sign it here, here, and here.’ The salesman signed the form, his hand shaking. ‘Where did you get the ‘terps?’

‘Craigslist.’

‘Here’s your money. Your escort will take you to the bank where you can draw the amount in U.S Dollars. I suggest you take a flight to the Cayman Islands and deposit it there. If I read about you two idiots getting picked up at J.F.K with suitcases full of money, I will not be happy. Now get out of here before anyone realises you sold this scrap collection and are worth enough to kidnap and bury in the desert.’

‘Thank you for your business, would you like our card?’

‘No I would not.’

The pair quickly grabbed their briefcases before being quickly hurried away by four of Alex’s entourage guard to a waiting Libyan military jeep.

‘How much?’ Nish asked.

‘One point five for the Mig, five-hundred for the Hind.’

‘You robbed them.’

‘We’ll flip the Mig for fifteen to twenty and the Hind for five to someone down in Africa that wants UNICEF to feed their country’s kids after they commit some sort of genocide atrocity. Easy fifteen to twenty million in the bank less broker’s fees.’

‘Are they airworthy?’ Nish asked.

‘Of course they are. Get us some pilots and get the ordinance on the pylons before any of these bandits try and plane-jack us.’
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AMIN GAZED OUT from behind the bars of a window on the upper floor of the fort. He looked down at the ice cubes in his tumbler of scotch as they vibrated softly before returning to staring outside as the distant bass thump of rotors broke the desert silence. His protégé entered the room. ‘He is coming...’ Amin said in a near whisper.

‘What?’

‘He is coming,’ Amin said louder.

‘Who? Who is coming?’

Amin stared out of the window with a resigned fateful look. ‘The Devil.’ Amin drank his scotch, returned to his desk and sank into his chair. He picked up a photo of his wife and daughter then stared at it.

The protégé went down the stairs, calling his men to action; he exited through fortress’s large wooden main door and looked up into the sky, shielding his eyes against the relentless glare from the sun. The thump grew louder until like a hurricane a vortex of rotor wash ripped the sand from around him as the hulking mass of a Hind helicopter gunship passed overhead before looping around in a circle. The fortress guards rushed out as the Hind made a wide circular arc around to shed speed before lining up towards the fort. The Tunisian conscripts spilled from their posts in blind panic and ran to cover as the Hind dipped its nose and fired a salvo of rockets into the perimeter walls’ main gate. The rockets impacted around the huge rusting iron trellis before the walls collapsed into rubble and the gates blew inwards off their hinges, landing with a sickening screech of tortured metal. As the dust settled, the conscripts dropped their rifles and fled in all directions out into the desert. The Hind moved to a hover before gently landing some two hundred metres from the fort. The rotors slowed to an idle as the turbine engines wound down, all fell silent and the cargo doors opened. The protégé raised his hand to shield against the overhead glare and made out a dozen shadowy black silhouette figures emerging through the distant heat haze, spread out into a line as they beat a slow deliberate march towards the prison.

‘What shall we do?’ the other security officers asked.

‘Call for reinforcements. Call everyone. Call anyone!’

The figures continued forwards. The protégé took out his pistol, and with a shaking hand, checked it was loaded. He walked forwards to the wreckage at the gate to confront the attackers, he made it halfway across the courtyard, level with the wooden poles, before a pair of high velocity rounds impacted, one on each knee, cutting him down to the floor. He tried to focus and aim his pistol as the twelve figures emerged through the smoke and burning wreckage of the gate and continued towards him. He aimed his pistol at the blurred outline of the centre-most figure. ‘Stop!’ he ordered. He tried to pull the trigger, but was already too weak. Alex grabbed the pistol from his hand and wrenched it outwards, crushing his wrist back on itself before he plunged a knife into the protégé’s neck. He gagged as Alex withdrew the blade before lifting his chin up to look at him. ‘Who are you?’

‘The last person you ever should have fucked with,’ Alex seethed before stabbing the blade clean through the top of his skull down to the hilt, discarding the lifeless corpse, blade still protruding as a warning to all of what was to come.

Alex continued on to the fort, looking up at the front central window, already knowing the location of his target. Escorted by his men, one by one each of the Tunisian security service members were swiftly executed before they could even respond.

Inside his office, Amin sat silently, listening to the tortured screams, the muffled struggles, the cracks of pistol shots, and then the heavy boots on the stairs. Then silence. He didn’t look up. The door creaked open slowly. Amin stared at the picture. ‘Do what you are here to do,’ Amin muttered.

‘No. You don’t get to leave so easily,’ Alex said with a chilling menace. A deep breath drawn, he slammed the door shut hard enough that the impact against the frame knocked the pictures off the walls. He walked over to the desk and stared down at Amin. ‘Your silence is incriminating.’

‘To protest would be pointless, there is no lie I can tell, to which the truth is not already known to you. That you are here makes it so very clear.’

Alex’s eyes dotted around the office. ‘This is all you are,’ he said. ‘Your life. This is it. Here in this room.’

‘Not all.’

Alex looked down at the photo he was holding. ‘Ah, yes. Not all...’ he said with a knowing smile. Amin finally looked up at Alex. Alex held out his hand for the picture, reluctantly Amin handed it him, knowing to protest was pointless, as Alex would simply take anything he desired with impunity. Alex looked at it. ‘It is a riddle. How something so ugly can have such a beautiful family.’

‘Is it not a riddle we share?’

‘No. We’re not the same.’

‘Aren’t we?’

‘You chose this. I did not. You created the situation. I merely reacted to it. We are not the same. You are the crime, I am the punishment.’

‘I would ask for mercy, for them. They have no part in this.’

Alex handed him the picture back. He walked over and opened the filing cabinet. He pulled out a stack of files, dropped them on the desk. He flipped through them casually. ‘What about them?’ Alex pulled off the photos from the files one by one and tossed them across the desk to Amin. ‘Did you show them mercy?’

‘They were not innocent.’

‘Who gave you the power to judge what is innocence and what is guilt?’

‘The same people who give you such power I imagine. We are all just tools of others.’

‘I’m not the one asking for mercy though, you are. You took these people, from their homes, their families. And you broke them in every way it is possible to break all that is decent and beautiful and pure. Some of them may have been guilty, but of what? A belief in their god, a belief in freedom, a belief in the right not to be ruled by tyranny? Terrorists or liberators? It’s all just a question of perspective. And the innocent? Simply enemies of a regime. Broken because they disagreed. You don’t have a shred of mercy in you.’ Alex drew a deep breath. ‘It hurts so much, doesn’t it? Not knowing. Not knowing. What has he done to them? Where are they? Will I ever see them again? Why? So many questions...and no answers. Now you’ll feel my pain.’ Alex headed for the door. He stopped and looked half over his shoulder. ‘My wrath is yet to come.’ Alex exited Amin’s room into the corridor. Nish looked at him. ‘Take him outside. Give him the full legionnaire’s experience.’ Alex walked away.

Alex made his way slowly down the stairs; he reached the bottom and walked down the corridor.

The pitiful wretches that were once human cowered in the shadows of their cells; fearful of what devilry the wind had blown in. Alex looked at each of them as he walked down. He stopped on his heels, sensing he had reached the place, he didn’t want to look, wary of what he might find inside, at once wanting an answer, but afraid of what it may be, and if he could tolerate the agony it would unleash. He pushed the door open and peered around it towards the bed to find an empty space. He walked in slowly, lowered himself to sit on the bed. Alex picked up the rough wool blanket and stared at it before lifting it up to his nose and inhaling deeply. Amidst the stench of decay his attuned nostrils picked up the most delicate remnants of a floral bouquet he recognised only too well, he gave his lungs a second wind as he pulled every last trace of it trying to prevent it escaping into the ether. He held it in, savouring the memories it evoked, the emotional connection. His eyes closed, mere hints of tears rolled from his lashes onto his cheeks. ‘My love...’ his eyes opened and he looked up. ‘Where are you?’

He got up again and placed the blanket over his shoulder. He walked over to the wall and scanned the old sandstone carvings made by so many inmates, reading its history with every inscription until a fresh mark caught his eye.

Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’

We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield


He reached his finger and traced each word delicately, admiring the precision of the calligraphy on such a harsh canvas, imagining the care and time taken to fill the void with such a laborious task. He knew the verse well, from Tennyson’s Ulysses, he remembered reciting it to the person who carved it. He looked around the cell, memorising every inch of it, imagining the time spent there, waiting for the tormentor to come. At once hating the entrapment, but strangely comforted for the sanctuary from the pain and suffering endured outside it. He slowly, reluctantly, exited into the corridor. His head turned to the right, drawn to the door at the end of the corridor, knowing where it led, drawing him in to bear witness to the truth of its horror. To know and to feel what she had felt. He walked in and stared at the empty table in the middle. The chair. The buckets. The electric clamps. The table set by the wall full of knives and cutting tools. The blood stained so deep into the stone it could never be washed away. The wretched stink of fear, of misery, of pain, of suffering and pleading. The thick low ceiling ensuring no prayers to anything above would ever be heard. He walked over and slumped into the chair. Stared ahead, imagined the stoic resolve to maintain dignity, chipped away by the sense of hopelessness, that no end would come, no escape was possible. He sat silently, soul soaked in all the spirits of the lives that had been ended so brutally, so casually, and without remorse. The knowing that those left behind would never learn of what happened here.

‘Alex.’ He heard a distant voice say. ‘Alex.’ Nish’s voice echoed.

‘She was here. She was here...’

‘We’ve searched everywhere. There’s no records. He’s probably burned them.’

Alex nodded, still seemingly lost. Nish walked over and put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him, Alex instinctively reached up and squeezed it, hanging onto it as a child to its parent. ‘I can’t bear it Nish.’ Tears welled in Alex’s eyes. ‘If she’s...I don’t know that I can stand to know.’ Alex’s tears broke in an emotional flood.

‘Hey come on. Shhh.’ Nish hugged Alex as he wrapped his arms around him, tears welled in his own eyes as he saw the most effective tool of destruction he’d ever trained reduced to a tattered and emotionally lost helpless little boy at the mere prospect of losing that which all he had become was anchored on. ‘It’s going to be okay. You need to be strong for her. She needs The Dragon. She needs it.’ Nish held the tears back, sensing the raging emotional torment his young protégé, the man who was as close to a son as he ever had, hung on to the slimmest of hopes with a thread. For Nish knew, as Alex knew only too well, in the dark places of the world they existed there were no happy endings, and there were no heroes deaths to be celebrated, only the beaten and abused shattered remnants of the once proud laid bare to the fragile skin and bone that they were left with when dispossessed of their souls. Alex pulled himself together. ‘Come on now. You can’t let the boys see you in this mess. If they catch us hugging like this they’ll think we’ve caught the gay.’ Alex wiped his eyes on his sleeve. ‘Come on get up.’ Nish dragged Alex back to his feet. ‘You okay?’

Alex nodded and wiped his nose. ‘Yeah, just too real. Too fucking real.’

‘Aye well. We’ve got a job to do, you’ll thank me for this later, I need to get you back in gear.’ Nish delivered an almighty punch into Alex’s midriff completely winding him. A second blow smashed into his face knocking him clean off his feet. ‘Come on you big pussy, don’t fucking sit snivelling on the fucking floor! Let’s fucking go!’ Nish went to kick him. Something instinctive triggered and Alex, quick as lightning, grabbed Nish’s leg and pulled him off balance before twisting him and knocking him over. Nish countered with a second punch and Alex, face now red with rage, responded with a pair of jabs.

‘That’s it you fucking cunt, let’s see you fucking fight!’ Alex stopped before landing his final punch, full of anger and fury. ‘Now you’re ready,’ Nish said.

Alex handed Nish the blanket, he got to his knees, wiped his bloodied nose and made his way out of the cellblock. Nish got up, patted himself down and followed. He stopped and unlocked the cells as he went. He reached upstairs. ‘Get them all out of there Sooty. Our quarrel isn’t with those poor beggars. Let them go.’ Sooty summoned a pair of helpers and went to empty the cells.

Nish exited the fort. Alex was marching to Amin’s position, now tied to a wooden pole facing the prison. Alex stopped short. He stared at Amin, resisting the immediate temptation to rip him apart with his bare teeth. Nish caught up with Alex, who was staring at Amin with the rage of a man possessed. ‘Bring them in,’ Alex spat.

Nish took out his radio. ‘Bring in the package.’

Amin tried to turn his head to see what was coming, before turning his attention to the line of emancipated skeletons now lining outside the prison, waiting dispassionately for The Rat’s humiliation, sensing that justice was about to be served and they could then at least leave with some sense of their dignity restored.

Alex didn’t break his demonic stare from The Rat for a second. A chilling stare that even The Rat shuddered to meet, knowing what a man with such a look could be capable of. He looked over his shoulder again before finally his nightmare was realised as Alex’s men dragged his wife and young daughter past him. Whatever rudimentary torture Amin had practiced, Alex was the dark master of psychologically breaking people.

In a pre-orchestrated theatre of power, Alex’s men tied Amin’s daughter and his wife to the vacant poles in Amin’s view, but far enough apart he could only see one within his field of vision at a time, forcing him to choose his final emotional allegiance, forsaking the other.

‘Please, I’m begging you. She’s just a child!’ The Rat pleaded.

‘We’re all children...’ Alex’s cold reply came. The men finished tying them up and then retreated, his wife and daughter looked at Amin for some hope, but Amin knew, as his own victims had known, there was none to be had that his captor was not prepared to cede. ‘The Rat!’ Alex spat. ‘Your audience! I wonder how many will choose to stay and watch you burn, even if they burn with you.’

‘Please, I’m begging you!’ It was the Rat’s turn to break down in tears, as confronted with the emotional reality of what he was about to lose, all his past sins were visited upon him, he lifted his head up to the sky and started praying in Arabic.

‘Allah isn’t listening Rat.’ Alex walked over and told him in Arabic. ‘I am the Angel of Death and he is not listening.’

‘Please! I beg you.’

‘You have a choice, I can torment you with their passing until sundown, or you can all leave together. You can ease their passage into the afterlife by betraying those you are about to leave behind, or you can honour them with your deafening silence, drowned out by the screams of your family.’

‘What do you want?’

‘Where is she?’

‘She is alive. They took her. I promise you, they took her alive, I did not know, as soon as I knew then she was not touched. I swear on my daughter’s head, she was touched by no man’s hand!’

‘What did you do, before you knew. What did you do?’

‘Please...’

‘Did you cut her? Electric? Did you rape her?’

‘No, nothing! Just some waterboarding. Only a few minutes. Twice. Then she gives us your name and everything is stopped. Please! For my family. It is the truth.’

‘Who took her?’

‘Smythe took her, David Smythe.’

‘When?’

‘Yesterday. Last evening.’

‘Where did he take her?’

‘I do not know, I swear! He came in helicopter and took her. On my daughter’s life it is the truth. Spare her. Have you no shame?’

‘No, I really haven’t. I have pity. I pity the human race is capable of the things we do, that places like this exist, and a system that produces people like me. Do you know what it means to be Russian? It is to suffer the slavery of a society that places no value on human life outside your own family, and sometimes none within it. If you had seen the things I have seen, what you do here is really nothing. I pity us all, so I have no shame because this is not a world for beautiful things like your wife and daughter, it is a world made ugly by men like you and me and all that we do in their name because we don’t stand up for others who can’t stand. Shame? What use is shame in the face of such overwhelming disdain for the sanctity of human life? Their lives must be taken, it is written to atone for all the lives you have broken. They must be sacrificed so your pain is welded to your soul for all eternity in this dying moment, that you ever revisit this world you find some kindness to others, and never inflict what you are about to feel on another living being.’

Amin’s face fell with shock. ‘My god...’ he exclaimed. ‘You really are the Angel of Death, I would not believe it if I did not look into your eyes and see it. I have seen it so many times in that room, I felt your presence on my shoulder so many times, and I know I now feel it here...how is it even possible...’

Alex retreated. He turned around and faced Amin’s prisoners. ‘Those of you who committed to a life of violence then witness this. This is violence. This is the face of death. Repent with the rest of your lives that you have been given back for a second chance, bear witness to this day that The Dragon burned The Rat in the fires of hell and damnation for all the evil he has perpetrated here. Think on your sins. Judgement will be done. Those who want to watch him burn then stay, the rest are free to go.’ Alex turned round and walked away. Nish and the rest of his men fell in behind as they retreated towards the helicopter. Of the captives, some fled. Some fell to their knees, bowed and prayed to Allah. Some simply stared at The Rat, perhaps thankful at a quick release from the memory of what had been done to them. Amin felt a sense of calm wash over him that he was powerless to act. That no mortal thing could stand in the way of such an immense spectre of nature. Perhaps it was an illusion, sunstroke set in within ten minutes on the legionnaires’ pole, hallucinations were quick to follow — it mattered little. He stared at his daughter, thankful she had no concept of the fate that awaited her, innocent of all that the world could make her, that she would never live to be old enough to be disappointed in her father after what he’d done to her, or feel ashamed of the work he had carried out in duty to the state. He cared only that she had been spared the worst that this Angel of Death could have brought to bear.

The rotors whirred into life as the team boarded the Hind; it lifted off and hovered briefly before dipping its nose and accelerating over the fortress, kicking up sand in a maelstrom around Amin. Seconds later, the sonorous roar of jet engines drowned out the rotor blades. The Mig-29 dipped low as a pair of free-fall bombs left their pylons and gliding in a gentle path towards the compound. They exploded in a line, a huge plume of bright orange towering flames engulfing the fortress as the napalm ignited sucking air in to feed its flames higher into a column of thick black smoke. The Mig made a wide lazy arc turn before lining up for a second pass, the secondary pylons released their payload, the bombs drifted down before detonating into the fortress building, the high explosive ordinance shattering the old building in all directions, reducing it to nothing more than rubble and memories, a graveyard monument to all the lives that had suffered within its walls as it was finally purged from existence by the wrath of The Dragon’s flames.
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ALEX DIPPED HIS hands into a bowl and splashed cold water on his face to wash off the baked-in sand and sweat before patting it dry with a clean towel. Nish entered the tent and handed Alex a piece of paper. He took it, walked over and collapsed into his chair, splashed two shots of vodka into glasses and pushed one over towards Nish. Nish took the glass and sat down before necking the shot in one. Alex scanned through the list and sighed with frustration. ‘How’s he always one step ahead of us?’

‘Because he knows our situation. He’s just bleeding us dry playing cat and mouse.’

‘We can’t afford to play this game Harry,’ Alex replied holding up the paper then dropping it on the table. He downed his vodka shot and refilled it.

‘Maybe we don’t have to.’

‘I’m more than ready to listen if you have a plan B.’

‘Hunter.’

‘What about him? He dead yet?’

‘Take more than cancer to kill that old scoundrel. He mentioned they were willing to make a trade.’

‘A trade? That’s a bad precedent to be setting. They crossed the line. If we give them what they want then what’s to stop them doing it again whenever they feel like it? Once they know you’ll fold...’

‘We can deal with reprisals when we’re in better shape. As I see it the most prudent course of action is to recover Zara as quickly and painlessly as possible.’

‘And cheaply.’ Alex nodded at the expense report on the desk.

‘And cheaply. Prudence suggests a trade may prove the most economical solution in the short term.’

‘What is it they want?’

‘Zara had some dirt on them. A tape and some intelligence. We can assume it was highly incriminating to those involved in whatever they are involved in.’

‘Who has it?’

‘Hunter thinks Zara sent it to Bishop for safekeeping.’

‘And where is Bishop?’

‘Gone to ground. But we have a lead, which is clearly more than they have or they’d already have him, and Zara would be surplus to requirements.’

‘And three feet under.’

‘Our best card is to get Bishop and what they want before they do, that is our leverage.’

‘Are we sure they’ll deal?’

‘We can find out.’

‘Who offered the trade?’

‘Gilad ben-David.’

‘What the fuck are Mossad doing involved?’

‘He was the one who started the missile defence system cover story.’

‘They’re going to a lot of trouble to get something better than Patriot. What the fuck are they buying, Reagan’s Star Wars program? That old nut-job Gadaffi might be onto something for once. You think we can get him? If he’s out of The Agency’s reach what’s to say we can fare any better?’

‘The Agency doesn’t have The Guild’s contacts. I suspect he’s outside their sphere of influence. He could well be in ours. There’s only one way to find out.’

Alex picked up his glass. He walked over to the entrance of the tent and peered out at the busy scene beyond as his small group of remaining mercenaries busily unpacked fresh supplies. ‘I’m not sure how wise it is to be taking a trip to The Holy Land to see the head of Mossad right now, given our landlord’s views on Judaism. It could be seen in the wrong light.’

‘I’m sure we can find a neutral host.’

Alex stared out thoughtfully. ‘Speak to Devreaux. See if the Jordanians will act as peacemaker. We can go to Amman.’

‘I’ll make the call.’

‘Why do I get the feeling we’ve been played for fools.’

‘In what respect?’

‘Smythe knew we wouldn’t co-operate if asked. If Vane couldn’t take care of it, and The Agency couldn’t take care of it then as you said, Bishop must be on our turf somewhere. They’re going to an awful lot of trouble to force our hand. Just what the hell is in that intel that’d have them go to this much trouble?’ Alex turned back to Nish. ‘Make the arrangements. Keep it quiet. I don’t want word getting out we’re cutting any kind of deal over Zara, or that show of force in Tunisia was a waste of resources.’

‘How do you want to play it?’

‘Need to know only. Have Sooty tell everyone we’re chasing down a source. We’ll take the corporate jet.’ Alex returned inside the tent and sat down.

‘I’ll take care of it.’

‘Anything else?’

‘You okay?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘What went down at the fort.’

Alex stared blankly at Nish. ‘It had to be done. Besides, she was better off out of it. He was a paedophile.’ Nish frowned. ‘At the end, he didn’t look at his wife once. She looked at him like she knew. He stared at his daughter the whole time.’

Nish shrugged. ‘She was his child, that’s what a father would do.’

‘No, not that way. He was abusing her. I just know it from that look.’

‘Sorry business altogether. What’s done is done. As you say, it had to be done. You needed to send a strong message, For Zara’s sake. For all our sakes. If they ever get the idea you aren’t the very worst thing that can happen to them then you’re in trouble. You remember what I told you?’

‘You have to be prepared to do the thing even your most feared enemy would flinch at. That’s how you beat evil.’

‘Don’t try and second-guess your decisions after the event Alex. We’re doing god’s work here. We can moralise all we like over the sanctity of children and women’s lives, but truth be told the enemy we face would wipe us all to extinction for a seven points stock gain. What’s coming will spare none but the righteous.’

‘Are we righteous?’

‘No, we’re merely the messengers.’ Nish recharged the glasses and toasted. ‘Peace be upon you.’

‘Peace be on us all.’

‘Amen.’

They downed their shots. Nish got up and left Alex, who seemed to be lost in his own thoughts.
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SOMETHING IS TROUBLING YOU. I can tell,’ Devreaux said softly as the 604 settled into a high altitude cruise. Alex broke his stare from out of the window and looked at Devreaux. ‘I can always tell,’ he said with a comforting smile.

‘Sometimes, sometimes I think I go too far.’

‘How far is too far?’

‘Is there a line?’

‘Where? Between life and death? Between good and evil? Right and wrong? Left and right?’

‘Why am I cursed to do this Gabriel? Of all of us why must I carry the darkest of tasks?’

‘Because you have the shoulders to bear it. I don’t know Alex. It’s how you were made. This isn’t like you.’

‘Even the coldest of winters occasionally feels the warmth of the sun and covets the summer.’

‘Every winter becomes a summer eventually. The coldness will pass, the warmth will come. Have faith. We have a long way to go to reach those golden meadows. You must endure.’

‘How do you endure?’

Devreaux smiled and looked out the window. ‘I find comfort in the greater plan for us all. That every day, every life is merely the smallest part in a greater journey. That someday when we’ve found the limit to what the human spirit will endure and we finally break the cycle then we’ll reach The Promised Land. We’ll cast aside the shadows and all will be made as it was intended to be.’ Devreaux turned to Alex again.

‘It is a nice dream. I know why everyone calls you Preacher...’

‘You can make it our reality. We all can. We just have to keep the faith.’

‘I had never doubted it until I felt the torment of those souls in that place. So much suffering it overwhelmed me. Like being smothered in a blanket.’

‘She is safe Alex. Of that I am certain.’ Devreaux stared out at the desert below. ‘But there is a darkness coming, I feel it all around us like a rising tide. The forces we have kept in check for so long are finally overwhelming us, and chaos is again rising from order. This is the start of it. The great war of our time.’

‘Iraq?’

‘That’s just the opening battle, they’re unleashing enemies they cannot possibly comprehend. Their hubris and the false comfort of military superiority are about to be found deeply wanting. Their enemy has found its voice. Islam is a powerful and virulent agent to spread discourse and will shake the foundations of everyone in its path. Of all the great books, it is the one that carries the most powerful call to its followers. The King of the East will finally return to face the King of the West on the field of battle, and then, at the end of all of this, the fate of humanity on this planet will be resolved for all time.’

‘What will we do? What are we to do?’

‘The time for keeping order and balance in chaos is drawing to an end. Now we must ensure the righteous prevail. They believe this is a battle between their beliefs, but it runs so much deeper than that.’ Devreaux looked at Alex. ‘The Guild must come together now. We can no longer help them. The era of Kingdoms of God who called on our services for over two millennia is drawing to a close, as was foreseen, to be replaced by much darker forces that worship at altars of commerce and greed. In their blindness to the truth around them the poor and the righteous will be destroyed, and so The Guild must stand for those who are cast aside. Have faith. There is a plan for all of us.’ Alex’s doubt melted away, he closed his eyes and felt a calmness wash over him. Devreaux smiled as he sensed his message had served its purpose. ‘Faith is a beautiful thing Alex. It makes us all that we are...’
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THE SINGLE STOREY concrete, wood, steel and glass villa was set amidst a peaceful and tranquil garden of exotic flowers, birds sang from the trees as bees busily flitted from flower to flower. As Alex stepped out of the back of the Mercedes he sensed the calm holiness enshrined within the compound walls. He followed Devreaux and Nish towards the house where a pair of black Armani suited guards greeted them. No weapons had been brought to the meeting out of respect for the host, but none were needed. Jordan was not a place The Guild members ever feared to tread, but a sanctuary where their centuries of service was still highly respected.

The head of the Jordanian General Intelligence Directorate greeted his guests, kissing them on each cheek. ‘Welcome to my home my friends, it is good to see you.’

‘Thank you for arranging your hospitality for us at such short notice Hani, we are as always in your debt,’ Devreaux said with a gracious smile.

‘Please. There is no debt to be paid. You are soldiers of Allah; all of Jordan is your home. The king sends his apologies, foreign commitments prevent him from meeting with you during your visit, but he hopes you will return soon and let him grace you with his hospitality.’

‘We are at the king’s service, Hani,’ Devreaux replied

‘And the king is at yours, as am I.’ Hani gestured for one of the house servants to serve tea from an ornate silver pot. She poured the tea into the silver decorated glasses, served Russian and Arabic style, not the more customary English. As was custom they drank tea before business. ‘So it saddens my heart this is not merely a social call.’

‘I’m sure you are aware of brother Alex’s current predicaments.’

‘I would be of no service to my king as the head of his Intelligence Directorate if I was not aware of such events with catastrophic political significance, not just for The Guild but for us all. Tell me my friends, before our Zionist guest arrives. What troubles have brought your involvement into this?’

‘We were hoping you could tell us,’ Alex said.

‘I can share with you what I know, gladly. But I fear even I am blinded to what goes on outside the lands we have sight over. I must admit, I am curious as to what the Russian’s involvement in this political theatre is. Saddam does not threaten them, far from it; he has been a valued client to their arms traders for many years. We know they care little for the harshness of his regime’s social policy.’

‘I wish I could give you an insight Hani,’ Alex said. ‘The inner workings of the Kremlin have become more clandestine of late, shared only within the St Petersburg power circle. Whatever motivations they have for involvement, I’m not privy to them, and neither is the Russia House.’

‘Then we must wait and see what is revealed. In matters of intelligence, patience is the ultimate tool.’

‘And what of Jordan’s involvement?’

‘Of course I knew you would ask. And of course you knew I would tell you for we have no secrets amongst the oldest of alliances and most blessed by Allah’s favour. Jordan finds herself caught as usual in her desire to maintain peace and harmony between the objects of others with less worthy desires. Saddam, maybe he threatens us, who can tell the mind of such a man, however it is not a justification to bring war to his people who are equally victimised. The king shares this view, but is forced by pragmatism to choose a side, as we all are. The Americans have been very generous to the Jordanian people. The king likes his F16’s and he likes his M4’s, given the choice he will side with those who wish to co-exist.’

‘That’s a little broad, we were hoping for a little more detail.’

‘No doubt Gilad will arrive to spin you a delightful tale of missile defence systems, the security of Israel, and other such fanciful fabrications and fictions. But you know these not to be true, they have the same Patriot system we have. There is never a problem to buy defensive systems, only offensive. So the question you must ask yourselves, what could possibly be bought that the Americans would not supply openly, using money that could not be traced other than to those that can easily be disposed of? Who has need of such things? What purpose do they serve? Why is so much secrecy involved?’

‘Do you have answers to those questions?’ Alex asked.

‘I have speculations. In my business speculations are usually the only answers. It is the business Zara, your beloved wife, peace be upon her, knows to her cost where answers can be more costly than speculations.’

‘Let us indulge in speculation then. Give us the benefit of your wisdom Hani, assume we are just humble soldiers and folks of simple thinking.’

Hani smiled wryly. ‘You flatter me very well Gabriel, as always. We both know you are anything but mere humble foot soldiers, and your thinking is far greater than mine or anyone in this business.’

‘Now who is the flatterer,’ Devreaux replied.

‘It does no harm to ensure you overlook my minor transgressions in the pursuit of Jordan’s protection.’

‘We always turn a blind eye to those true of heart.’

‘So I will share with you these speculations, since you flatter my ego so well, I will satisfy your curiosity as to our thinking. It seems to me that these new kings suffer more from public opinion deficit than the old kings suffered from lack of oversight. The actions of such kings is determined not by fealty to God, but to their subjects whims to judge them, via their puppet media interpretations, as to carrying out actions that are in their best interests. As many wars that serve no purpose, this is a mere war of economics. America has been too indulgent. The king has fed his children until all the chickens are in the pot and there are no more eggs to be had. Now she looks, where she always looks, to the wealth of the Arabs to sate her need to keep feeding her fat children. The children of Iraq will be starved so the children of Washington can stuff their faces. Such blatant lootery of sovereign wealth was much easier when the king simply announced a dislike for his second cousin and went to war to raid his treasury. The court of public opinion is driven by entirely selfish whims. As the King of the West’s men have grown fatter, they have lost their taste for war and now desire only to fight under the most threatened of circumstances. A threat so dire as to unsettle the comforted existences far from the battlefield must be created to justify, to the court of public opinion, that the King of the West is merely acting in the interests of keeping his fat children from being consumed by the wolves, and they will grant him all the means of war he desires. Politics may have changed my dear friends, human nature has not.’

‘So they’re framing Saddam for war in Iraq?’

‘Iraq holds vast reserves of oil wealth. He has made the mistake of believing that the west was incapable of waging the wars of old, and dared to thumb his nose at them in Kuwait. They have seethed for many years to exact their price for this slight by the silly Arab in the hat. Now the son is in office, and he is a retarded idiot. He simply sees an opportunity to use a former enemy to make him seem less of an idiot. The enemy poses no threat, he is already broken, but he sits atop his treasury and this puppet man-child has but to topple him off it and all his problems will seemingly be solved.’

‘So what is it, what are they buying?’ Alex asked.

‘Truthfully I cannot tell you. But I believe it is the thing big enough that if they merely whisper it everyone fears it, sadly for them, the court of international opinion demands some degree of evidence. I believe they are buying evidence, so after the event they can hold it up and say. Here, we have saved you all. Now pay us.’ Hani drank his tea. ‘But it is merely speculation. This plan seems to be so tightly held all we hear is whispers. Not in my career, my father’s career or my father’s father’s career in the service of this Directorate has such an event of magnitude been planned without us learning of it. If I knew for certainty the truth of it, I would gladly tell you that you might stop it. But alas, like the rest of us, Jordan is a mere passenger on this voyage into uncharted seas of madness at the hands of the most powerful man in the world, who happens to be an idiot of unprecedented stupidity in matters of state. I can think of a few past kings of old, but their excuse was generally syphilis or dementia, this appears to merely be resulting from poor breeding and drug abuse.’

Hani’s attaché walked over and spoke in his ear. Hani nodded. ‘You may show him in.’ The attaché departed again. ‘Our guest has arrived. We must now all guard our tongues, or the Zionist’s ears will surely betray us with them. I have no dislike in my heart for the men of the book, but this is not such a man, and his control over The Holy Land is an insult to Allah. But like my king, he is my neighbour and I must show hospitality, even though I would gladly shit on his lawn.’ Hani stood up and walked over with a smile. ‘Gilad, it is always a pleasure to see you. You are most welcome.’

Gilad shook Hani’s hand. ‘Hani.’

‘Please be seated. You will drink tea.’

‘No, I’ll pass thank you.’

‘Come, I insist. To not drink tea in my house is an insult to my hospitality. If you make this insult I’ll be forced to have the Air Force bomb a few villages of settlers in response.’ Gilad looked disdainfully at Hani. Hani smiled at his other guests. ‘Sadly Gilad does not appreciate my humour, he, like most of his kind, believe all Arabs to be murderous barbarians who eat Jewish babies and drink their daughters’ blood.’

‘Shall we get down to business?’ Gilad asked.

‘Nice to see you too Gilad,’ Devreaux said somewhat sarcastically.

‘I don’t have time for small talk.’ Gilad looked at Alex. ‘Your response has been noted Aleksei.’

‘I’m glad you and your friends got the message Gilad. I wanted to make it clear so there was no ambiguity.’

‘The message was clear. You’ll forgive my somewhat brusque mood, only it seems your guests Hani are tenants of a particularly disagreeable landlord. You’ll understand if I don’t drink your tea when I find it repugnant to sit at the table with the men who, not two days previously, took the hospitality of a man who would gladly see Israel removed from the map, and its people cast into the sea to drown like rats.’

‘To be fair he did mention you more than once,’ Alex replied. ‘But if he had sent me to kill you, you could hardly blame him. It’s not like you haven’t sent plenty of assassins the other way.’

‘With good cause.’

‘He’s acting, he believes, in the interest of the Libyan people and the Arabs. You act, in the interest of Israelis and the Zionists.’

‘I act for the Jewish people.’

‘That is an argument we are not here to discuss Gentlemen, in acting as facilitator and arbitrator I would ask you keep matters to that which concern your present business, we are not here to preside over religious and political brawls,’ Hani interjected.

‘I assume you know why we are here. I spoke to Hunter,’ Nish said. ‘Mentioned your name.’

‘In what capacity?’

‘In the abduction of the British Secret Intelligence Service employee Zara Scott capacity.’

‘And what interest is that to the Russians?’

‘None.’

‘Then what are we here to discuss?’

‘It is of interest to me. Personally. And you know damn well why Gilad so don’t play me for a fool,’ Alex said with a scowl.

‘I heard you were estranged. When was the last time you saw her?’

‘I’m sure you could tell me the time, date, and location.’

‘I’m sure I could. So that begs the question, why the sudden renewal in interest? The guarantees that were given to The Guild long since expired along with your separation.’

‘She’s still my wife. I expect those guarantees to be upheld. We’re not divorced, nor will we ever be.’

‘The good Catholic couple. That’s very convenient for Ms. Scott, should I say Mrs Green. Or is it just Zara Dragunova? Hard to know sometimes. She gets to operate in our world with a cast-iron guarantee of impunity backed by your Guild’s charter, which was written at a time when wives didn’t act as spies.’

‘Come now Gilad, when have wives not acted as spies for The Guild? They’re the best intelligence agents the world has ever seen,’ Devreaux replied.

‘Spies for The Guild we could tolerate, but for a state actor — that is clearly outside the spirit of The Guild’s charter, and I’ll make my protest known through our seat at the next meeting.’

‘You do that. In the meantime, without a vote mandate to clarify the intent, the charter stands and my actions are lawful.’

‘Your actions may be lawful Aleksei, but I hear they are becoming quite expensive.’

‘Which leads us to this meeting,’ Devreaux interjected before the argument escalated further. ‘We’re not interested in getting into a pissing contest between arms dealers. We clearly have a conflict of interests between related parties that needs to be resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. A certain transgression has taking place and, rightly or wrongly, Alex feels he has been aggrieved. Now we can go through the ifs, buts, intents, and evidence all you like at a tribunal and apportion blame for this sorry mess, but that ain’t gonna get the chicken out the fire now is it? We’ve had a little bit of an opportunity to blow off some steam. Alex got to blow some shit up to save face, now’s the time to be pragmatic and come to the table and work out this situation to everyone’s satisfaction,’ Devreaux said.

‘It is Aleksei who interjected himself into the swift resolution of this problem. I made it quite clear to Hunter our interest was not with Zara, but the information she had passed to Bishop for safekeeping. Return the information and give The Guild’s guarantee the content will not be acted on or made public, and Zara will be returned. She is merely an insurance policy against any more...’ Gilad looked at Alex. ‘Accidents.’

‘What say you Alex? Are you prepared to parley?’ Devreaux asked.

‘I am, if Gilad gives his personal assurance, and that of his house at The Guild, that Zara has not been harmed in any way. And I do mean any way. Anything less than five star treatment and regardless of return of your information I shall be forced to act against all parties I deem to have had a hand in it.’

‘I would feel more concerned if you weren’t scrabbling about like a beggar in the desert,’ Gilad replied dismissively.

‘You don’t concern yourself Gilad. If we decide to burn your house down I’ve got a very willing sponsor.’

‘Let’s not go there...’ Devreaux said. ‘It would be better if you counsel your associates to not antagonise my brethren any further, whilst as the leader of the council of nine I’ll give certain assurances as to the manner of his conduct under the charter, there is a limit to restrain such a power if provoked.’

‘I’ll tell them. I’m not sure they are listening any more. As far as they are concerned you’re just a bunch of outdated freemasons with guns. They don’t give a shit about your history. You don’t have a publicly traded stock ticker, you are as good as dinosaurs to these guys.’

‘But you do know our capability, so be mindful of who you choose to get into bed with Gilad. You are custodians of your lands, it would not be the first time you were dispossessed of them if you are found to be abusing your tenancy,’ Devreaux cautioned.

‘Is that a threat?’

‘No. Just a friendly reminder from your landlord that it’s leasehold, not freehold. That’s God’s house son. You’re just renting it.’

‘I’ll pass the message on. So do we have a deal? It would better if we clarified the situation here so I can ensure Zara is kept in a condition that you find agreeable.’

‘One question,’ Alex asked.

‘What is it?’

‘Why can’t you get Bishop? You’ve got The Agency, Six, Mossad, Smythe, god knows who else. Why don’t you have him?’

‘Because he’s on your house’s ground not ours. And the last time we tried a burglary it ended with the Cuban Missile Crisis and narrowly averting World War Three. With minds occupied towards the Middle-East nobody wants the Kremlin kicking Germany’s back door in whilst we’re away.’

‘So where is he?’ Alex asked.

‘Do we have a deal?’ Gilad replied.

Hani took an ornate written contract out from a leather binder, he passed it over to the table to Alex and handed him a Mont Blanc fountain pen. ‘I’ve taken the liberty of providing a suitable agreement on neutral terms. We will act as mediators in the event of a dispute.’ Alex read through it before signing it. He passed it across to Gilad. Gilad read it and counter-signed it. He passed it to Devreaux who signed it on behalf of The Guild and passed it to Hani who signed it as mediator. ‘You’ll all be given copies before you leave,’ Hani said.

‘We have a deal,’ Alex said.

‘Bishop is in Cuba. He’s paid off the Castro regime for protection. Once you have the information from him then contact Hani and we’ll arrange the trade.’

Gilad got up. Alex got up. Gilad buttoned his jacket. ‘I won’t shake the hand of the man who sits at Gadaffi’s table discussing the extermination of my people. You may have friends here Alex. I am not one of them.’ Gilad turned to Hani. ‘Good day to you Hani.’

‘Peace be upon you brother Gilad...’ Hani said, somewhat reluctantly but politely, as Gilad stormed for the door. They waited until he departed and sat down again. ‘Let us drink tea, and remove this bitter taste from our mouths so we can part with sweeter words,’ Hani said with a smile.
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DEVREAUX WALKED ALEX to the waiting jet, its engines now spooled up, ready and waiting for take off. ‘I’ll contact our people in Cuba and let them know you’re coming. Do you think Bishop will co-operate?’

‘If what Hunter said was right, he’s already burned his bridges with The Agency so he’s clearly not afraid to take a confrontational stand. I don’t think there is much we can threaten him with. Hunter’s contact says he has a daughter. We’ll bring her into play to see if we can leverage some emotion out of him.’

‘And if that doesn’t work?’

‘Then we’ll need to force his hand. He thinks he is safe in Cuba. While the Russia House charter still stands then let’s use that leverage to expel him from his exile. If he’s forced to confront those he betrayed from a less safe haven, he may see the prudence in giving up his insurance policy.’

‘I’ll deal with it personally. One thing.’

‘What?’

‘I’m assuming you sensed we’ve rustled ben-David’s jimmies. You need to tread carefully. Mossad can be very unpredictable when provoked. You don’t need your enemies’ list growing any stronger.’

‘Hopefully getting this deal done will placate them. Our interests only conflict so far as the safe return of Zara. After that I will happily remove myself from involvement in the equation and they can be about their business.’

‘I’ll make some diplomatic overtures. I think he misunderstands the nature of your relationship with Gadaffi. He needs to know it was an any port in the storm situation and not an indication of new allegiances.’

‘I’ll leave that to you. We’ll call you when we land.’

Alex and Nish got on the plane leaving Devreaux to return to his waiting car. The door closed and the jet headed down the taxiway at Amman’s air force base towards the runway before accelerating to speed then climbing off into the night sky. Devreaux watched the jet depart before getting in his car.

‘The pilot’s asked for a flight plan,’ Nish said as he returned from the cockpit.

‘Tell him to head for the Azores to refuel,’ Alex replied as he took out a large map. ‘We need to figure out the best way in to burgle the house undetected. After nine-eleven they’ve got the borders wired up tighter than your wallet. Anything coming out of the Middle-East isn’t getting near the place.’

‘I can call Trevor.’

‘Do we have to?’

‘Can you think of anyone better?’

‘Several. But none likely to answer our calls right now.’

‘Guess it’ll have to be Trevor then.’

‘When you think things can’t get any worse...’ Nish returned to the cockpit to update the pilots of the routing whilst Alex pored over the map. Nish returned with a bottle of vodka and poured two glasses. Alex shook his head. ‘Where are they not going to be looking?’

‘The D.E.A have the south border pretty well locked up these days. Miami will be awash with Navy. Canada is a complete non-starter. French Quebec with a phone call from Laurent can be done,’ Nish replied.

‘Puts us a long way from California, we don’t have time to be trekking around the wilderness getting over borders.’

‘Where’s the last Spanish port of call for cruise ships returning from the Caribbean circuit to Fort Lauderdale?’

‘Dominican Republic. Lax landing restrictions. Questionable embarkation checks, short hop back to Florida.’

‘Grab some obnoxious aloha shirts and big hats. Few thousand annoying tourists. We’ll blend right in.’

‘How do we get onto the boat? And we’ll need some wives to make it look legit.’

‘You leave that to me,’ Nish said.
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ARE YOU SURE THIS IS THE PLACE?’ Alex asked looking out of the window at the rusting trailer abandoned in the midst of a junkyard debris field.

‘Certainly is.’ Alex got out of the car. He watched as a comical amount of tumbleweed blew past. They walked over to the trailer and Nish knocked on the door. ‘Trevor. Are you in? It’s Nish.’ There was no response. ‘Trevor!’ Nish barked. The door flung open and Trevor stood in the opening wild-faced with a shotgun pointing straight at Nish.

‘Who are you with? D.E.A? N.S.A? F.B.I? The Agency? The Russians? The Viet-Cong?’

‘I’m not with anyone Trevor. Calm your tits. Just me and Alex.’

‘Hmmm.’ Trevor grunted suspiciously eyeing them up and down then staring at the car. ‘That looks like an F.B.I car. Are you sure you aren’t Feds?’

‘Yes I’m sure. It’s a Hertz rental. Check the tags.’

‘Why are you dressed like a pair of Hawaiian Tropic promotion boys?’

‘We had to get into the country incognito.’

‘And that outfit worked? Our border security clearly is utterly fucked. No wonder bin Laden has the place crawling with Saudi jihadists.’

‘So how are you Trevor?’

‘How the fuck do you think I am?’ Trevor yelled. ‘They’re all after me. I know too much.’

‘About what?’

‘Viet-fucking-nam. The ‘Nam baby. I know everything. Air fucking America. All that good shit. I was there, I saw it all...’

‘You were four years old when Saigon fell Trevor. How the fuck did you see it?’ Alex said shaking his head.

‘That’s what they want you to think. Or I want you to think. You got to cover your tracks. What do you fuckers want? Coke? Crystal Meth? A little bit of the opiates perhaps?’

‘We need your help.’

‘In what capacity?’

‘There is a girl we need to locate and recover.’

‘I see. Who is she working for?’

‘The Firestation.’

‘Hmm. That a new Agency program?’

‘No Trevor. It’s a bar in Mountain View.’

‘Sounds like an Agency program to me. They want you to think it’s a bar. The fucking Hell’s Angels? All Agency.’

‘Have you taken your medication?’ Nish asked.

‘Not since they switched it. I know what they’re doing. The moon landings. It’s still the motherfucking moon landings.’

‘Can we come in?’ Nish asked.

‘Are you wired?’

‘No, are you?’

‘Course I’m fucking wired! I’m going to congressional oversight with all this shit. You better come in.’ Alex and Nish followed Trevor into the trailer. About as messy as you’d expect from a deranged schizophrenic with drug, alcohol and pornography dependency issues. ‘Sit down. Wait! Not there! I booby-trapped that one. Let me just disconnect the C4.’ Trevor reached round and flicked a switch. ‘Now you’re good.’ Alex and Nish sat down. ‘You want a beer? No. Good. I haven’t got any. Budweiser is now run by The Agency. They’re experimenting with mind-control hallucinogenic formulas based on G.M modified wheat. The shit supplied by the aliens they host in Area 51. Testing it on the American people before they deploy it to China.’

‘It seems to be working...’ Alex said winking at Nish.

‘You can’t trust anything.’

‘You sure you’re okay Trevor?’ Nish asked. ‘You seem a little more out there than usual.’

Trevor scratched his head. ‘I’m fine. I just need to get drunk again. If I get sober the voices come back. The ones from the Numbers Station the Soviets beamed into my subconscious after I was shot down over Hanoi. So why are you here?’

‘There’s an Agency guy’s daughter up in Mountain View, we need your help to grab her.’

‘Agency guy? Course you need my help. Why wouldn’t you?’

‘He’s gone rogue. He has some intelligence we need.’

‘They’ve all gone fucking rogue. Ever since Nixon. The whole place is run by The Illuminati and New World Order. Stolen dossier you say. J.F.K? The moon thing? The Death Star? What?’

‘Probably W.M.D. Saddam,’ Alex said.

‘Of course. It had to be. I told you that shit was coming. Everyone said I was crazy. Just watch I said. Soon as G.W gets in office dad’s gonna be on the phone. Go fuck Saddam. You know they did The Towers right? That was aaaall them. Fucking us up like they always do. I know, and they’ll kill me for it. Why do you think I’m here?’

‘Because you’re barred from Chateau Marmont.’

‘Nobody said sacrificing goats in the room was against hotel policy. I stand by my religious discrimination claim. I’m filing suit.’

‘Can you help us?’

‘Of course I can help you. I want payment in Chinese Yuan. The dollar is finished. Beijing will run Washington by Christmas. I’ll be prepared. Will you? I learned Mandarin in a fucking week!’



HAVING PLIED Trevor with enough pizza, alcohol, and drugs to get him as close to functioning as a normal human being as was possible with Trevor, Nish and Alex sat on the old plastic patio chairs outside Trevor’s trailer to listen to his plan. Trevor took a long yard broom pole and snapped the brush off.

‘Right. Here’s the plan. Are you listening? You better listen good because I’m only going to go through this once. We don’t have time for autism here.’

‘We’re listening,’ Nish said.

‘Good.’ Trevor started drawing all manner of indecipherable hieroglyphics into the sand. Alex frowned and looked at them then Nish. Nish just shook his head and made a loopy gesture with his finger next to his head. ‘I saw that. Don’t demean my superior spatial awareness skills with your petty juvenile attempts to make jokes about my intellect, which is clearly beyond your earth-being comprehension.’

‘No worries Trevor,’ Nish said and coughed.

‘Hmmm.’ Trevor grunted. He finished up and then pointed. ‘Do you understand?’

They looked at it. ‘Is that fucking elvish?’ Alex asked.

‘No it’s not fucking elvish. How do you not see? I thought you were sentient beings. You don’t read your own language? Are you imposters? Did The Agency clone you and replace you with assassins? Are you fucking cyborgs?’

‘No Trevor, just we’re a bit rusty on the, you know, sentient being linguistics front. We’ve been on the ahem, earthling’s world, a long time,’ Nish said trying to placate Trevor.

‘You’ve become assimilated. Don’t become one of them.’

‘We’ll try not to,’ Nish replied.

‘It’s the fornication. Oestrogen. They’ve adapted it. That’s how they get you. Changes your whole fucking being. You’ve been fornicating, that’s why you can’t read it. I can. I masturbate. With a glove. The special kind.’

‘Right. Why don’t you explain it to us,’ Alex said.

‘Very well. All these Cali bitches want to be movie stars. Every fucking last one of them. Even the fat ugly ones. They put those in the comedies. Unless they can’t act then it’s the speciality porno. Actresses. Correction. Moovee stars. That’s all it’s about. Celebrity. Flash flash. Paparazzi. Get fucked by an Alister. That’s how you get her.’

‘By making her a movie star?’ Alex asked and frowned.

‘No! Look here!’ He pointed at the gibberish plan in the sand. ‘You don’t make her famous. The Agency will know. What you do, you let her think she’s going to be famous. You lure her in with false promises of a movie production. Fake movie. Like the Iranian gig. Movie Producer. Movie. Movie Star. She’ll go anywhere do anything. No coercion required. Clean.’

‘That’s actually not a bad fucking plan Trevor. I’m impressed,’ Nish said with a nod.

‘Of course it’s not a bad fucking plan. It’s my plan.’

‘So how do we do it?’ Alex asked with a sigh, now clearly regretting Trevor’s involvement entirely.

Trevor pointed at Nish. ‘Producer.’ He pointed at Alex. ‘Hollywood Studio Guy.’ He pointed at himself. ‘Director.’ He nodded. ‘Scouting for talent. You’ll be perfect for our role. Etcetera. We just need a Hollywood crib, some expensive French champagne and some business cards.’

‘Will that work?’ Alex asked.

‘Of course it’ll work. That’s what Hollywood is. That’s all Hollywood is. Bullshit.’

‘Well, we better get you a decent suit then.’

‘What’s wrong with this?’

‘You don’t look much like a Hollywood director in a blood and sick stained wife-beater shirt, jeans soaked in your own piss and biker boots Trevor. A haircut to tame the rapist on a frenzy look wouldn’t go amiss,’ Alex suggested.

‘Don’t you know anything? You know how much those Rodeo Drive types pay to look like this? I’m avant-garde. I’m an actress’s wet dream for an Oscar made real.’

‘Yes, but she’s more likely to be impressed with something more...executive,’ Alex suggested.

‘Hmmm. Corporate. You think she wants the American girl next door roles not the edgy raped by her father and fled to Paris to be seduced by a deaf painter Oscar winning shit. I can live with that. Nothing edgy.’

‘Exactly,’ Alex said and nodded.

‘So where are we taking her?’ Trevor asked.

‘Libya.’

‘Perfect! Held hostage by the Islamic terrorist fanatics. I can sell that. I can probably fuck her as well. Get her looking suitably distressed.’

‘I thought fornication was the path to assimilation?’ Nish asked.

‘It’s okay. I have an antidote I’m working on. I can test it on her. Take one for the team. I didn’t mention it earlier because I ran into some complications with the F.D.A after a couple of test candidates caught Ebola from some cross-contamination. Thought you might be the girl’s lawyers. No more questions. I’ll get the script.’ Trevor discarded the stick and headed into the trailer.

Alex and Nish looked at each other. ‘He’s getting worse you know. Why the fuck did I let you talk me into this?’ Alex said.

‘He’ll be better, once he gets into the part. Trust me. Trevor can sell this bullshit better than anyone.’

Trevor returned with a printed movie script. ‘Here we go. I’ve got the perfect one.’

‘What’s that?’ Alex asked.

‘My movie script.’

‘You wrote a movie?’ Nish asked.

‘I have written many movies. What do you think I do out here in the desert all day?’

‘Masturbate.’

‘Few amendments, change the Chinese for Libyans, take out the alien invasion, delete the spastic kid in the wheelchair being pushed off a cliff: that was just an attempt at New Wave French surrealism. What about zombies?’

‘I don’t care.’

‘Maybe a few zombies, make it look legit. Add a couple of fucking scenes. AAA title done and dusted. I’m getting full rights to this?’

‘There’s no actual movie Trevor, you know that,’ Alex said.

‘Of course there isn’t. So you won’t mind me having the rights then, to your fake movie.’

‘Whatever makes you happy Trevor...’

‘Right. Let’s go.’ Trevor walked towards the car followed by Nish and Alex.

‘Do you not want to lock up?’ Nish asked.

‘No need. The trailer’s set to self-destruct as soon as we reach a thousand yards. Leave no evidence.’ They got into the Chevy and headed down towards the main road. ‘Wait!’ Trevor yelled. Alex stopped. Trevor turned round, a second or two later there was a huge explosion and orange fireball as his trailer exploded. He turned round and nodded. ‘Go!’ They continued out of Bakersfield as Trevor sat murmuring to himself and scribbling out amendments to his script.




34


TREVOR JOINED ALEX and Nish on the balcony. ‘So you know what the plan is? Alex asked.

‘Yep. We’re gonna work her whole bear scientist angle into act two then I’m gonna fuck her in the hot tub.’

‘I meant for getting her to Libya.’

‘Yep. Go to the fake lawyers, sign the fake contracts with the fake agent, buy her some nice shit in Rodeo Drive, then I fuck her again. Maybe in the ass. Then get the plane to Istanbul, then get the plane to Libya where the production assistant will take us out to the location for the first shoot.’

‘Got it. Just go easy on the fucking,’ Alex said.

‘That’s fine. She gets raped by a bear in act one. But she loves the bear so forgives him and teaches him sign language. That’s like Gorillas in the Mist. Pure Oscar winning shit. Apart from the bear fucking. That’s just gratuitous bestiality for the director’s cut. You’ve got to get the rape in there somehow or there’s no chance for awards.’

‘You’re a very fucked-up individual, you know that Trevor,’ Alex said with a sigh.

‘Yes,’ Trevor replied deadpan.

‘Yes you are, or yes you know?’

‘Yes and yes. So are you money-pigs done now? We’ve got creative avenues to explore in the cinematic realm, and I’m just dying to get balls deep into those sweet ass cheeks.’

‘We’ll leave you to it. Just try not to get arrested for doing some weird shit before you get to Libya Trevor. This is important,’ Alex said.

‘She loves me. I’m her ticket to the fucking red carpet boys. She will suck my dick like a Harley sucks gas from its tank.’

‘Just get a written consent eh? This is still fucking California,’ Nish said.

‘She won’t remember a thing. Don’t worry. I supply this shit to all the top directors and producers. Complete amnesia. Hundred per cent success rate. Not a single sexual assault or rape allegation since the day I formulated it. I say I formulated it, but it was The Agency. I just stole it from their lab. That’s the shit F.E.M.A will give everyone when the time comes to liberate the planet for the one per cent and euthanize us all.’

Alex and Nish headed through to the lounge where Megan was excitedly reading through the script. ‘What do you think?’ Nish asked.

‘Oh this is just so amazing! Trevor is so talented I can see why he got so many awards! I’m so lucky to have the opportunity to work with him. This is the best thing that happened to me! I love you guys!’ Megan got up and excitedly hugged and kissed them both.

‘Just a word of caution, he’s a little out there sometimes. Don’t let him drink bleach with his vodka. Or snort any kind of cleaning powders. Directors, you know...’ Nish said drawing a deep breath.

‘Oh ya I get it totally. They get fucked-up right? They’re just so fucking sick! Awesome. Everyone is going to be so jealous.’

‘Well. Good luck with the writing and we’ll see you on set in Libya,’ Alex said.

‘I can’t wait!’ She hugged and kissed them again. They headed outside to the waiting car. ‘Do you think he’s got this?’ Alex asked.

‘I think he was made for that job,’ Nish replied.

‘He knows he’s not making a film right? Just method acting.’

‘I wouldn’t worry, I doubt there’s a market for a California scientist who gets fucked by a bear and teaches it sign language in the Libyan Desert, even in Hollywood.’
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A MEMBER OF the fake film crew finished tying Megan to the chair in the tent, flanked by a pair of fake Libyan terrorists holding AK47’s. Trevor paced around squaring up imaginary shots with his fingers as they set up the camera.

‘Okay Megan. Here’s how it is. You’ve been kidnapped by Islamic fundamentalists. They are holding you for ransom. You need to plead with your wealthy C.I.A Agent father to pay a hundred and twenty million dollars or you are going to be violently raped then cut up into small pieces and posted to him. You need to be terrified. Absolutely terrified and convince him if he doesn’t give us the fucking money we’re going to fuck you and murder you. Is that clear? You’re going for the Oscar on this one baby so give it all you’ve got,’ Trevor said.

‘Okay. Should I mention the bears? I think I’d be worried that they’re going to hurt the bears as well, and he needs to like speak to the president and get like some marines n’ shit to come here and get them. Maybe those SEAL type dudes.’

‘No. Don’t mention the fucking bears. This is all about you. We don’t want to reveal the bears at this point. Exposition. Remember?’ Trevor explained.

‘Oh okay, I get it. You want the bears to come and rescue me for like a surprise because like my dad gets killed and shit.’

‘That’s it. You’ve got it. You’re a natural baby.’

‘Okay.’

‘Quiet on set. You do the whole Islamic nut-job Alan’s Snackbar routine. Then Megan makes her emotional appeal. Raw. Fear. Make daddy believe it baby.’ Trevor settled down in his director’s chair. ‘And action!’ The fake terrorists recited all manner of Islamic threats and gibberish cribbed from various online propaganda sites before nudging Megan. Quivering lip, tears for the win, she gave it all she had.

‘Daddy, I have been captured by The Islamic Al Nusra Martyrs Brigade and am being held in Libya. If you do not pay the one hundred and twenty million dollars ransom they have promised to savagely rape me, beat me, and cruelly torture me before beheading me and returning my body parts to you. I know you love me, and would do anything to keep me safe, please do as they ask. I’m so afraid. I want to go home. I miss you. Tell mom I’m sorry I didn’t speak to her for so many years, please send the money.’ Megan burst into tears as the fake terrorist held up a piece of paper with the contact phone number.

‘And... Cut! Excellent work. Very authentic. That’s a wrap people.’

‘Cool!’ Megan wiped off the fake tears from her face and headed out of the tent.

‘Well?’ Trevor asked Nish and Alex.

‘That’ll do it Trevor. Well done,’ Alex said. ‘Get it edited with the usual Islamic murder the infidels music and send it to The Frenchmen. Make sure it gets to Bishop.’ Alex departed.

‘Nice work Trevor. You’ve got a talent for this. You should think about making a real movie,’ Nish said.

‘Nish, can I have a quiet word?’ Trevor asked.

‘Sure,’ Nish replied. They headed out of the tent.

‘Megan and I have developed something of a rapport, and I believe with our creative vision this movie has a real chance of success. Could you talk to Alex about the budget? I’d really like to get those bears here and work on those next scenes.’

‘Trevor. There are no bears. There’s no movie.’

‘Yes. Yes. I know we said that. But now we’re here, we’ve got the talent here. We just need the fucking bears.’

‘Trevor. We’re a Private Military Company. Not a movie studio. We can’t start importing fucking bears into the desert to shoot a fake film.’

‘Can I least go and ask Gadaffi? He’s quite into his exotic animals. I think this is a project he could get behind. It would really put Libya on the map, creatively.’

‘If you want to go and see Gadaffi about making a film about Islamic terrorists poaching bears in the Libyan Desert, you crack on son. Just do me a favour? Don’t mention my name or Alex’s.’

‘So that means I’ve got full rights?’

‘It’s all yours Trevor. We’ve got what we need.’

‘And the girl?’

‘She’s free to do what she wants.’

‘Great. Thank you. This has been an inspired, truly inspired, time of my life.’ Trevor shook Nish’s hand and went off in search of Megan. Nish shook his head and headed off to Alex’s tent.

‘So what now?’ Nish asked.

‘Once Bishop has the tape, we go and pay him a visit and offer to get Megan back for him in return for the intel and a sizeable reward to cover our costs.’

‘You think he’ll buy it?’

‘Trevor did a pretty convincing job on the ransom tape. Not sure we’d have done any better even if it were genuine. What’s he up to?’

‘He’s gone to ask Colonel Gadaffi for some bears and money to make his film.’

‘Well, he’s probably the one person insane enough to think it’s a good story.’
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THE ESCORTED LIMOUSINE pulled into the heavily guarded luxury beachfront villa compound on the outskirts of Havana. Alex and Nish exited from the back of the car, they stopped at the door to be frisked by a pair of Cuban Army regulars before the door was opened and the housemaid let them in. The villa, previously occupied by a Colombian drug baron/revolutionary freedom fighter, was decorated in a style befitting those heavy of bank balance and light of taste. They made their way through the hallway littered with expensive but fake object’ d’art and into the main salon where Bishop was lounging on one of the opposed oversized ostrich leather sofas sipping on a mojito. ‘Well look what the cat dragged in.’ Alex and Nish walked over. ‘Why am I suddenly concerned my house isn’t carrying enough fire insurance?’

‘Don’t worry, we’re not here to burn it down,’ Alex replied.

‘You better sit down then. Mojito?’ He flicked his head at the waiting housemaid. ‘Two mojitos for our guests.’ Alex and Nish sat on the sofa opposite. ‘It doesn’t take a C.I.A Analyst to figure out what you two ass-clowns are here about, now does it?’

‘Former C.I.A Analyst...’ Nish corrected.

‘Not through choice...’ Bishop sipped on his drink.

‘You seem to have come through the ordeal with flying colours Bishop. Amazing what an Agency pension stretches to these days,’ Alex said.

‘You know how it is. You’ve got to take what you’re offered. Never look a gift horse in the mouth.’ The maid returned with the drinks and set them down on the table. ‘So let’s have it, the pitch.’

‘Your daughter Megan. She seems to have got herself in some hot water.’

‘I get burned then shortly thereafter someone grabs Megan and demands the exact sum that went missing as a ransom. Isn’t that an astonishing coincidence? It’s almost like those towel heads from Al-Nusra had some help. And I presume you just so happen to know a guy who knows a guy and can help me get her back. For a price.’

‘We have connections in Libya. We can facilitate her safe return, for a small consideration,’ Alex replied.

‘Which would be?’

‘Thirty per cent of the ask to cover our expenses, plus the dossier of intelligence you were given for safe keeping by Zara Scott.’

‘What a deal! Do you boys take coupons?’ Bishop said sarcastically.

‘I sense you aren’t taking our offer seriously.’

‘Well why the fuck would I? Did you two fucksticks seriously expect me to buy this horseshit? Come on, I was with the Central Intelligence Agency, not the Ministry of Dumb Motherfuckers.’

‘That’s actually a thing...’ Nish said.

‘Colour me surprised. Is that where you two shitheads trained?’

‘Are we missing something here?’ Alex asked.

‘Uhuh. At what point did you think hiring Trevor, of all the fucking people, was a good idea to facilitate this two-bit shakedown? You boys so short of green that’s the best you can hire these days? If that’s the case it’s not so much Alex the scary dragon, as Alex the fucking pigeon.’

‘We don’t follow...’ Nish said with a confused expression.

‘Take a goddamn look! You clearly didn’t before you threw this amateur-night bullshit in The Frenchman’s mailbox, now did you?’ Bishop picked up the remote control and turned the large flat screen television on then played the tape. Alex and Nish sat back and watched. The ransom video played back finishing with rousing kill the infidels’ music before fading to black. They both looked at Bishop blankly. ‘Keep watching...the best part is yet to come, quite literally.’ They turned their attention back to the video, the black cut to static and chopped into the overwritten video that had been underneath. The scene changed to a home sex-tape of Megan tied to the bed in the Malibu villa with a man in a giant bear costume on top of her riding her from behind.

‘Fuck me like a bear! Fuck me like a bear! That’s it Trevor you dirty fucking animal! Fuck me like a bear!’ Megan panted out between strokes. Trevor growled. Bishop sighed and shook his head. He paused the tape and stared at Nish and Alex who simply face-palmed.

‘I told him to use a clean tape,’ Nish muttered under his breath.

‘What the fuck is this? Some kind of joke? You can’t be serious with this shit can you? A fucking five-year-old could do better than this. I’m insulted. So you, and you, and Trevor the bear can go fuck yourselves.’

‘I think you forget who you’re talking to here Bishop,’ Alex said with a threatening tone.

‘Based on the evidence presented, the three stooges.’

‘You might want to change your tone, regardless of Trevor’s monumental fucking-up of the plan, we still have your little girl.’

‘Well I’m just shocked as shit to learn that it wasn’t Al Nusra who upped and offed her from Mountain View to the Libyan fucking desert.’

‘You should have kept your mouth shut and taken the deal Bishop. The price just went up. We’ll take the full one-twenty million and the intel or you’ll get Megan back in small enough pieces to send US Mail,’ Alex said.

‘You have fun cutting that little bitch up y’hear? Send me the video of that and I might actually pay something for it.’

Alex frowned. ‘That’s not very paternal...’

‘She ain’t my little girl. Jesus you boys are behind the curve, where the fuck do you get your intel from?’

‘Why don’t you enlighten us.’

‘Megan ain’t my daughter. I was posted to some shithole in the deep south back when to keep an eye on our south of the border friends’ pharmaceutical importation operations. I picked up Megan’s mom working the poles in some two-bit dive. The very epitome of white redneck single mom trailer trash, she was merely a minor amusement in an otherwise exceptionally dull posting. Only problem is she had this little Lolita of a fourteen-year-old daughter. And well, given her mother’s frequent fondness for going off the rails on crystal meth, I foolishly gave in to temptation and smashed that little ass for all it was worth until I left. Only Megan’s a little smarter than I gave her credit for, and turns up at my motel as I was packing up to leave, making all manner of threats to report me to the local sheriff for under-age sexual exploitation and abuse if I don’t agree to take her to California. Not the sort of scandal I needed, and for various reasons, not least my enjoyment of smashing her perky ass, I foolishly agreed. Cut together a decent cover story that she was my little girl so people didn’t start getting all hung up on the under-age aspects of our relationship. She’s been bleeding me for cash ever since. So if you boys want to rid me of that, I ain’t got nothing but love for you.’

‘Fourteen? You should be ashamed of yourself,’ Alex said.

‘Don’t judge. I’m not the one sending out home porno of her being fucked by a schizoid dressed as a bear.’

‘Well that changes things then, doesn’t it?’ Alex said with a sigh knocking back his mojito.

‘Well yeah, I guess it fucking does now, don’t it? If that’ll be all, it’s nearly my siesta time and I’ve got some local senoritas booked in for a back rub.’

‘I’m going to give you an opportunity here Bishop, to do the right thing by Zara. You implicated her in your little heist and got her burned by Six and The Agency,’ Alex said.

‘Now hold your horses there. You can’t pin that shit on me. We were both investigating that case, and we both equally got burned. They merely used that whole joint-enterprise bullshit to cover our disappearance. I got lucky and managed to avoid capture. Zara, well, I’m sorry for her troubles. I took the cash after it was clear what was going down.’

‘Zara gave you that dossier for safekeeping. As an insurance policy. She got taken; you clearly landed on your feet. You need to let us trade her for it. She’d have done the same for you.’

‘Would she? I’m not so sure. I think Zara’s the sort of chick who puts the job before everything. You should share my opinion,’ Bishop said looking at Alex. ‘How long since you’ve shared the marital bed?’

‘She’d have done the right thing, regardless of the job she’d not leave you hung out to dry.’

‘Well, I’m not Zara. I’m sorry the way things went down for her. Shit happens. As I see it we were both equally fucked. Now I need that dossier as an insurance policy as much as she does. If it’s her, or me, I’m gonna look out for number one. That’s just how it is.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’

‘What is it you Russian fucks like to say Alex? I’m sorry that you are sorry. But I’m a Boston boy at heart so I just don’t really give a fuck about any of you.’

‘I could have been a good friend to you Bishop, in your current predicament.’

‘I don’t need friends like you Green. Friends like you put me in exile in Cuba sleeping with a Glock under my pillow. I won’t lose any sleep if you cross me off your Christmas card list.’

‘So that’s your final word?’

‘Hundred and twenty million greenbacks goes a long way in Cuba. I figure I’ll just be fine enjoying my retirement right here. At least I’ve got plenty of decent cigars and senoritas.’

‘You do seem quite comfortable.’

‘Believe me I am.’

‘Well, since you won’t act reasonably, I guess we’ll need to make you a little less comfortable.’ Alex took out his phone. He spoke briefly in Russian then put it down. ‘How does an unheated cell in a Russian gulag sound Bishop? No cigars and senoritas, just a long time in the cold to reflect on the deal you could have made.’



THE DOORS OPENED and the Cuban Foreign Minister entered accompanied by a man in suit. ‘The Cuban Foreign Minister I believe you know, the representative of the F.S.B to Cuba, perhaps not.’

The minister walked over and handed Bishop a set of signed deportation papers. ‘Mister Bishop the President of the People’s Republic of Cuba regrets to inform you that your asylum in Cuba has been rejected and gives you formal notice that you have twenty-four hours to leave the island. You will be held under house arrest and escorted to the airport in the morning where my associate in the Russian Foreign Ministry has kindly arranged a flight for you. Have a pleasant day.’

The minister departed. The F.S.B representative smiled and nodded his head slightly at Alex deferentially. ‘Aleksei, if there is anything else, we’re at your service.’

‘Thank you. I’ll let you know if the outcome changes after Mister Bishop has had time to reflect on his choices,’ Alex said looking at Bishop with a smile.

‘We’ll await your instructions at the Russian embassy. Good afternoon Gentlemen.’ The F.S.B representative departed.

‘You motherfucker...’ Bishop said shaking his head placing his drink on the table as Alex sipped his. ‘I should have poisoned that shit while I had the chance. So if you could do all that, why this charade with Trevor and his bullshit hostage tape?’

Alex looked at Nish, clearly irked. Nish shrugged. ‘We didn’t want you to feel like you were getting fucked over. We share a common enemy, you just have something we need.’

‘So, I assume if I co-operate then my sudden immigration issues will magically disappear.’

‘Everything is possible. For our friends. For our enemies? Not so much,’ Alex replied.

‘So what’s it going to cost me? To stay in Cuba? You’re not having the money. I’m owed that. My security here comes at a cost. Without that cash I’m screwed and might as well take my chances in the gulag. You guys are free to operate; you can just go and rob a bank or take some oligarch’s daughter hostage. I’m a prisoner on this island despite the exceptionally gilded cage. I set foot outside Cuba and The Agency will have me lifted and put in a Tunisian torture room before you can say how much for the carpet.’

‘Tunisia might be off The Agency’s holiday brochure for the next few seasons, the resort there is closed for repairs,’ Nish said.

‘I’ll make you a deal. You can keep the cash. I have other priorities right now. Trevor will keep Megan occupied with whatever bullshit film project he’s doing, they seem to be well suited. You’ll get your asylum back. I want the dossier so I can get Zara. Then everyone gets what they want.’

‘And what about my insurance policy? Without that intel I’ve got nothing.’

‘You better find a good friend then hadn’t you Bishop, because as you are now aware, your hosts aren’t so easily bought off.’

‘You want me to betray my country to the goddamn Russians.’

‘When the time comes you can decide who best serves your interests. If you want protection Bishop, you need to be something worth protecting. It’s regrettable we couldn’t find a more amicable trade to make, your belligerence in the matter was...foolish.’

Bishop shook his head. ‘Who’s the idiot getting fucked in the bear suit now I guess. I underestimated you Green.’

‘People usually do. It can be an expensive lesson.’

‘What assurances do I have?’

‘My word. Beyond that, none.’

‘I guess you leave me no choice do you...’

‘Not really.’

‘How’s this work then?’

‘You give me the dossier. I’ll get you a seven-day stay of execution with the Cuban Foreign Minister. If the dossier is genuine, and not some garbage you knocked up, and we get Zara back then you’ll get your status restored.’

‘That simple huh?’

‘That simple.’

Bishop shook his head. ‘Why is it always the little guy that gets fucked?’

‘Because he’s the little guy,’ Alex said.

‘So how does the little guy get to be the big guy?’

‘He doesn’t.’

‘I could have taken their side, back then, sold Zara out. I didn’t. I backed the wrong team and look where it’s got me.’

‘A wealthy retirement in Cuba...’

‘At the mercy of the Kremlin’s attack dog.’

‘You’ll find the Kremlin a little more generous a benefactor than the U.S taxpayer was.’

‘But a lot more unpredictable.’

‘Do we have a deal Bishop?’

‘You have a deal. Wait here. I’ll get the dossier.’

Bishop got up and left the room. Alex looked at Nish. ‘What?’

‘Why did we fuck about with Trevor if you had a much better plan B up your sleeve?’

‘I wanted to keep it in-house. Now the F.S.B Cuba Station Chief is on the phone to the Kremlin telling the boss we’ve got Bishop here in Cuba. It’ll make things more complicated getting our place at court returned when I have to answer why I used what he gave me for my benefit and not theirs.’

‘Well Trevor royally fucked that plan up.’

‘He most certainly did.’

Bishop returned with a silver case, put it down on the table and pushed it across to them. ‘Combination is nine-one-one.’

‘Fitting.’

‘I thought so. Six-Six-Six and it discharges sulphuric acid into the contents and seals it electronically.’

‘Do I want to know what’s in here?’

‘I don’t know. You looking to retire to Cuba as well?’ Bishop said holding his mojito up as a sarcastic toast before downing it. Alex shrugged. ‘I might consider it.’

‘Well do me a favour. Don’t buy a neighbouring property. You are the last person on earth I want over for a barbeque.’

‘Oh Bishop. You’ll hurt my feelings.’

‘You’ll get over it...’ Alex and Nish got up. ‘Tell Zara I said hi, and sorry how it went down.’

‘You can tell her yourself,’ Alex replied. Bishop frowned. ‘You stole that money in her name as well. You’re not the only one in this enterprise who needs to fund their retirement privately. Make sure you keep her sixty million safe. If she has trouble collecting her share, she knows a very resourceful debt collector.’

‘You duplicitous motherfucker. We had a deal.’

‘And we still have a deal. Your unfinished business with Zara is another thing altogether. Enjoy your siesta Mister Bishop, for your sake let’s hope we don’t meet again.’

Alex and Nish departed. Bishop shook his head and buried it in the palms of his hands quietly cursing his endless run of bad luck. He picked his mojito glass up, realised it was empty and launched it through the window in a pique of anger.
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GILAD TOSSED THE newspaper across the table with a look of disdain. ‘I suppose you think this is a joke do you?’

‘I don’t follow...’ Alex said with a frown.

‘Gadaffi’s sudden interest in the Libyan film industry. Zionist terrorists running amok in Libya committing acts of bestiality against wild bears. Bears. In fucking Libya. The fucking desert.’ Gilad was apoplectic with rage. Hani did his best to suppress his own mirth, dabbing his mouth politely with a handkerchief.

‘Ah that. We had nothing to do with that,’ Alex said as Nish felt a sudden need to clear his throat with a cough.

‘Oh really? You had nothing to do with that. I suppose it’s just a wild fucking coincidence that your winter camp in the Libyan desert is overrun with bears recently important from Siberia.’

Alex frowned. ‘Is it? I wasn’t aware, in case you didn’t realise, we were in Cuba chasing down your information leaks to get my bloody wife back.’

‘So you have no explanation for this?’ Gilad opened his briefcase and took out several satellite surveillance photographs of Alex’s camp and tossed them across the desk. Alex flicked through them, and frowned at all the red circles around (what appeared to be) large black bears with a analyst red pen notes: “are those – bears?!?” He passed it across Nish who stopped then passed one photo back with the grainy, but still recognisable, outline of Trevor giving the satellite the middle finger. ‘I’ll ask again, is this some idea of a sick joke? You just doing this to make a point? Because it’s a pretty dangerous joke. This is how wars start.’

‘Oh come on Gilad. A paranoid schizophrenic making some B-film porno about marauding bears in the desert? You don’t expect anyone to take that seriously,’ Alex said incredulous.

‘I don’t give a fuck about the bears. What I do give a fuck about is the very clear anti-Semitic narrative. I mean the title: “The Goy with the Bear Tattoo”. The ever-so punchy catch line: “Watch the International Jewry wiped from the face of Planet Earth as the bears learn to fight alongside their righteous Arab and African brothers to return The Holy Land to its rightful owners, the blessed sons of Allah.” That’s nothing more than Gadaffi propaganda dressed up with a load of bullshit for simpletons.’

‘He does appear to have made some editorial changes since we learned of the project,’ Nish replied. ‘To be fair Gilad, it did start out as a straightforward Islamic fundamentalist terrorists kidnap an American zoologist in the Libyan Desert action flick. But it seems to have undergone some narrative change since we removed our involvement.’

‘And what was your involvement in this clearly provocative insult to the State of Israel?’

‘It’s Trevor. There really is no explaining it,’ Nish said.

‘Try. I’ve got a bunch of F16’s warming up their engines as we speak ready to wipe your film set off the planet if I don’t get a very good explanation right now of how this abomination was born, and what you intend to do to kill it.’

‘Trevor was subcontracted to make a hostage tape involving Bishop’s daughter-’

‘Well she’s not actually his daughter as it happens, but that’s another story-’

‘And, Trevor being Trevor went a little off tangent after the job was done, and may have persuaded Gadaffi to fund the...cinematic abomination. As you put it. Without our involvement, authority, or knowledge.’

‘You need to put your house in order Alex, or we’ll do it for you.’

‘Look, I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.’

‘A coincidence? Your former subcontractor is filming an anti-Zionist propaganda film, and there just happens to be a bunch of wild Russian bears, not known for their nativity of the Libyan Desert, running around your camp. You do understand I’m the head of Mossad, and we are in the intelligence business.’

‘I understand, but these satellite images are highly ambiguous.’ Alex shrugged. ‘We’re Russians. We’ve been away from home a long time, the boys get homesick. They like hunting bears. We couldn’t go to the woods, so we brought the bears to them.’

‘So you’re bear hunting? In the desert. One question. Where is the sport in hunting bears in the desert? It’s not like there is a lot of trees for them to hide behind.’

Alex shrugged. ‘Nobody said it was fair on the bears...’

‘I don’t know which is worse, the script of this propaganda bullshit or the fiction you’re now feeding me to cover it up.’

‘Gentlemen, as much as I would like to indulge you further in discussions over this... whatever this is-’ Hani waved nonchalantly, ‘We are here to advance the more pressing matter which we agreed to arbitrate.’ Gilad sat fuming on the sofa glaring at Alex. ‘I believe Alex was successful in recovering the documents. We’ve facilitated this meeting so that Gilad may verify their authenticity, and provide proof of life as requested by Alex in return. Subject to everyone’s satisfaction that all is in order then we will move to arrange an exchange. Is everyone in agreement?’

‘You’ve not heard the last of this Alex, mark my words, you tell your associate Trevor that Mossad will be paying him a visit to discuss reworking his script.’

‘I’m sure he’ll value your contribution to his project. Shall we move on now? If you’re expecting me to apologise for something I’m not involved in Gilad, you’ll have a long fucking wait. And before you go riding off on your high horse I suggest you remember you’re implicated in the abduction of my wife. So I don’t give a flying fuck how offended you are about Trevor’s stupid bear film. You send your F16’s; the wreckage will fetch a decent price at the scrap market. And the pilots will earn a handsome bounty from The Man In The Cave who’ll make a video with them you’ll find far more distressing to the Israelis than anything Trevor can come up with...’

‘You are swimming in very treacherous waters these days Aleksei. Let’s get on with this, I have better things to do than treat with the agents of terrorists and despots.’

‘I would have thought that was Mossad’s core trade,’ Nish said sharply.

‘A little civility if you please Gentlemen, kindly remember you are guests in my house.’

‘My apologies Hani, Gilad is so easily provoked.’

‘I’ll show you provoked...’

‘Enough!’ roared Hani. He snapped to his feet. ‘This childish bickering is tiresome and pointless. Have you nothing better to do with your time than fret over such trivialities? Do not waste my time with your petty nonsense! Now conclude your business!’

Slightly taken aback, the room fell into an uncomfortable silence. Clearly chastised, Gilad’s tone dropped to a mutter. ‘You have the dossier for verification.’

‘I do. Do you have the proof of life?’

‘I do. Then let us begin.’

‘Nish.’ Nish took the silver case and placed it on the table. He entered in the digital code 911 and removed both the dossier and videotape from the case.

‘And you vouch for the originality from the source?’ Gilad asked.

‘I do.’

‘And are you aware of any copies you or any others hold in their possession?’

‘I’m aware of none.’

‘Very well.’ Nish slid the dossier across to Gilad. He opened it and flicked through the pages checking them. Hani, being a spymaster, could not resist reading over Gilad’s shoulder. ‘Hani, if you please, your present brief is to arbitrate not involve. If you wish to gather intelligence do so without impeaching the neutrality of this meeting.’

Hani smiled at being caught. ‘Merely curious as to how such a clash of monumental power has come to pass. For my own curiosity, nothing more.’ Gilad closed the folder and passed it back to Alex. ‘Are you satisfied as to the authenticity of the dossier?’

‘I am satisfied.’

‘And the tape?’

‘You have a player?’

‘There is a video player available. To prevent tampering with the value of the contents it enables playback only. Does that satisfy you Alex?’

‘It does.’

‘Then you may proceed.’ Gilad took the tape. Hani’s aide showed him over to the corner where the player and T.V were set so he could view it without revealing its contents to the others. He set it to play. Hani smiled graciously at Alex, with a glint in his eye suggested mischief was called for. ‘I hear Trevor’s film is to be shown in competition at the Dubai Film Festival...’

‘Hani... Tut tut. I don’t think we need to put any more petrol on that particular political bonfire, do you?’ Alex said with a raised eyebrow.

‘Forgive me. I could not resist a little snipe at my friend in the corner’s lack of perspective in the matter. I am curious. Do the bears not get hot, in the desert?’

‘Apparently that’s why the Islamic, sorry, Jewish terrorists were skinning them.’

‘Who came up with this ridiculous notion?’

‘Megan, the star, has an interest in PETA, the animal rights organisation. Let’s just assume Trevor accommodated her creative input out of carnal desire,’ Nish replied.

‘I like it. You have been happy enough to produce endless films castigating all Muslims as wild-eyed psychotic terrorists Gilad, will you not afford us poor Arabs at least one return shot at your expense?’

‘I will not.’

‘So much for equality in the media. It seems everyone is the villain but they...’ Gilad returned with the tape. ‘Are you satisfied my friend?’

‘I am satisfied.’

‘And so. Your proof side of the bargain to fulfil. Proof of life?’

Gilad took a cassette out of his briefcase and tossed it across at Alex. Alex took it. ‘It’s just a straightforward hostage tape. No bears.’

‘Wasn’t directed by Trevor then I presume,’ Nish said. Alex took the cassette and went over to the player. He put the headphones on and played it. Zara was sat against a white wall. Alex felt a cold shiver run up his spine. She held up a newspaper dated from the previous day.

‘My name is Zara Scott. I can confirm I am in good health and have not been mistreated. If the terms of the offer are accepted I will be returned unharmed.’ The video cut to black. Alex rewound the tape and paused it, staring at Zara.

‘Is everything as you expect Alex?’ Hani asked over his shoulder. Alex stared at Zara, heart beating out of his chest. He suppressed his emotional reaction as best he could before he answered. ‘Yes.’ He stared for another thirty seconds, memorising Zara’s face before reluctantly removing the tape. He took it and handed it back to Gilad.

‘Then you are both satisfied and we can proceed to the arrangements for the exchange.’

‘The principal has requested certain conditions for the exchange to be met. In light of the recent accident in Tunisia he would prefer to ensure no further accidents take place before, during, or after the exchange.’

‘What does the principal propose?’ Hani asked.

Gilad removed a sealed envelope and passed it across the desk. ‘These are the co-ordinates for the exchange, to take place in international waters at the stated time. The principal will allow you seventy-two hours to make suitable logistic arrangements. You are requested to present the information in person, with no more than two of your men to accompany you — unarmed.’

‘And what concession does the principal offer for our security if we are to treat in such a fashion?’ Alex asked.

‘None.’

‘That is hardly equitable,’ Alex said. There was a long uncomfortable silence.

‘Your reputation for devilment precedes you Aleksei, you cannot expect any more favourable terms than this,’ Gilad replied.

‘Hani?’ Alex asked.

‘It does seem unreasonable for Alex, who is acting in good faith in my opinion, to present such an opportunity to a known adversary to take advantage of his vulnerability. I do not consider this an honourable display of intentions from the principal.’

‘Your objection is noted Hani, but there will be no negotiation.’

‘Why? Is he that afraid of me?’

‘No. He wants to see.’

‘To see what?’

‘How far you are willing to go for her, he wants to see if you’ll really risk your life for hers.’

‘It’s all just a game to him, isn’t it?’

‘That’s all this is to anyone Alex. The great game. That is what we play, for this round these are the rules of the game. It is your choice if you wish to play.’

Alex looked at Hani. He glanced across at Nish. Nish shook his head. They all knew it was a trap. ‘I wish you to send a message to the principal,’ Hani interjected.

‘I will.’

‘You tell him that Mister Green’s friendship is greatly valued to my king, and to the people of Jordan. Regardless of his political influence with those who feel they have Jordan at their service, if some terrible tragedy were to beset Mister Green, Ms. Scott, or any of their associates during the conclusion of a deal we are bound to arbitrate, not only would we take this as a personal insult to our honour, but also an act against those we hold dear. Jordan will be bound to avenge such actions, and your principal and his associates would find themselves and their business operations most unwelcome in these lands, and those of our allies in the region. You will make this clear.’

‘I will give him your message.’

Alex looked at Hani and nodded his gratitude; he turned his attention to Gilad. He smiled softly. ‘There is honour amongst Arabs. They can be the noblest of people, and the most hospitable. If you saw past your quarrels with them you would understand better that the closest of friends make the bitterest of enemies. Very well. You may tell your principal I will agree to his conditions. I will come as a man of peace, it will for him to determine if I leave as such. Peace be upon you brother Gilad. Now fuck off out of my dear friend’s house and be about your master’s business. My friend may be too gracious a host to throw you out on the street where you belong, but I share no such polite virtue.’

Gilad took the tape and put it back in his case. He got up, clearly annoyed. ‘I’d have let you keep that. But your lack of manners continues to be your undoing.’

‘And your involvement with Smythe will continue to be yours, Gilad.’ Gilad stormed out. ‘My apologies Hani, I do not mean to cause such offence in your home.’

‘No apologies required my dear. You are right; I am too gracious to throw even the most wretched of snakes into the street. I’m grateful for my friends who remove such things from my home. Alex, I urge caution. The duplicity of the Zionist is clear to me, as it is to all. Smythe did not impose such conditions for his fear of you, but merely to defang The Dragon so he could pierce it more easily.’

‘This fact I am aware of.’

‘And yet you will still proceed?’

‘I must Hani, Allah wills me to do it with all his force. Tell me what you would not do for your love?’

‘I would burn the world to ashes.’

‘Then you have some understanding.’

‘Then may Allah watch over you my dear, and bless you with his protection.’

‘Insha’Allah.’

‘Insha’Allah.’ Hani smiled.

‘What amuses you Hani?’

‘You are good Muslim Alex, and a good Jew, and a good Christian. You are a good Arab, a good Russian, and a fine Englishman. But tell me Alex my dear, in your heart, who do you really want to be?’

‘A good husband. Nothing more.’

‘You know the secret to being a good husband?’

‘No Hani, enlighten me as to your secret.’

‘Always let her make the decisions, let her tell you what you must decide, and then decide it, but always only what she chooses. This is the secret to a good marriage.’

‘Does it work for you?’ Alex asked.

Hani looked behind him at his wife playing with their children in the garden. ‘The evidence is before your eyes.’

‘You are blessed Hani.’

‘And may you be so blessed also dear friend. I will pray for you and Zara’s safe return. Allah be with you.’

‘Has he got a fishing boat?’ Alex asked.

‘No, but I do believe my second cousin in Tangiers has.’

‘Tell me Hani, why does your second cousin choose the life of a simple fisherman in Tangiers instead of a spy within your prestigious directorate?’

‘What are spies, if not fisherman? Perhaps he is not a fisherman at all, or perhaps he is and finds a great many secrets in his nets...’ Hani said raising an eyebrow. ‘Who is to say...’
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WITH THE RESTRICTIONS in place on the exchange, Alex had elected to leave Nish in charge of The Company during his absence, to ensure in the event of betrayal Nish would be left to command those loyal to him to avenge him. He took his most trusted bodyguards and assassins, The Ninja and Hamid, to accompany him to the exchange. They reached the quayside at the fishing port in Tangiers, and made their way down to where a wooden-hulled trawler was moored up at a jetty being attended to by a small crew. As the trio approached, one of the crew alerted the captain, who appeared from the wheelhouse and made his way over to the gangway. ‘Greetings brothers. I am Hani’s cousin, Asad. We are at your service.’

‘Alex. This is Masato and Hamid. Is everything prepared?’

‘We are ready to sail. You have the location?’ The trio stepped aboard. Alex handed Asad an envelope containing the co-ordinates. ‘Follow me please,’ Asad said. Alex followed Asad into the wheelhouse and over to the chart table. Asad took the co-ordinates and traced them with a set of navigation rulers onto the map to a point in the Atlantic off the North African coast.

‘Can we make it in time?’ Alex asked.

‘She is an old girl, but she is fast and reliable. We will make good time. If you will excuse me one moment.’ Asad headed out and ordered his men to cast off. They untied the mooring ropes as Asad returned to the wheelhouse. The old diesel engine reluctantly sparked into life with a plume of black smoke before settling into a lumpy idle. Asad smiled at Alex. ‘Do not worry, she has survived the worse wrath of Allah on the seas, but she is blessed to weather the highest of tides.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Do you catch much?’ Alex asked, nodding at the nets on the deck.

‘If Allah wills it,’ Asad replied with a knowing smile. ‘It will be a long voyage overnight to the location. There are beds in the cabins down below for you and your men.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We will prepare a meal for you.’

Alex headed down below with the Ninja and Hamid to their cabins as the boat bounced over the waves at the breakwater. They found the small cabins where loose pipe cots carried canvas-webbed beds. They claimed a bed each before returning to the combined crew galley / mess quarters and taking a seat at the table. Alex looked at his watch then at his men. They glanced a smile. As the last of the light fell to darkness, one of Asad’s crew came and prepared a meal for them of curried fish with rice and flatbreads. After his dinner Alex went up to the wheelhouse where Asad was steering the boat. He gave Alex a beaming smile.

‘I know what you are thinking, what is an Arab doing so far from home?’

‘Seems an unusual career choice.’

‘Since a boy I dreamed only of the sea. My brothers and cousins, they loved to ride horses in the desert and all such traditional things, but all I wanted was to go to sea. I had never even seen it. Only imagined it in my dreams, and from the books I have read.’

‘What books?’

‘Moby Dick. But my favourite, Treasure Island. I would have so very much liked to have been a great pirate captain. Command a tall ship, sails billowing in the wind as we chased down wealthy merchants.’

‘You should go down to the Gulf of Aden, not so sure you’ll have much luck with a tall ship chasing down modern cargo freighters, but piracy is still thriving.’

‘It is not so interesting. No, it would have to be the Caribbean. Searching for buried treasure on exotic islands, and drinking in taverns with buxom wenches as they are called, are they not?’

‘I believe so,’ Alex said with a smile.

‘What a life of adventure. I was born at the wrong time. Imagine it, an Arabian pirate captain. Saracen swords and Shemaghs flying in the wind, we would terrify even the British Royal Navy. But alas, all I have is my fishing boat. Perhaps in another life.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘And what of you my friend? What time would you have wished to be born?’

Alex looked out the window and gazed at the open sea. ‘The time when generals commanded great armies, sat astride mighty horses, with shields and standard bearers, swords held aloft in the defence of mighty kingdoms. Great battle lines drawn across huge valleys. A time when you knew who your enemy was, and people fought openly, and with honour. But...’ Alex sighed. ‘I fear like your dreams of romantic pirate adventures, the reality was not as we imagine it to be.’

‘But they are nice fantasies. Are they not?’

‘A little escape from reality now and again does us all good.’

‘I think we understand one another. Tell me brother, why did this man take your woman?’

‘Well my friend, to that I have no real answer. Politics is as mysterious as what lies out there in the darkness of the ocean. I think we’re all just little fishing boats bobbing around carried by the currents, hoping desperately our engines take us where we want to go.’

‘And where do you want to go?’

‘The same place as you, to paradise. A place of peace and serenity, where the troubles of this world are a distant thing.’

‘What do you imagine it to be? I have often thought about it, but I cannot envision it.’

‘Each man’s paradise is their own. For me, I imagine a peaceful valley, great towering waterfalls cascading down granite rocks covered with flowers and green ivy. At the bottom, a soft river runs through rock pools where deer and other animals roam peacefully without fear of being hunted, and atop it all, a beautiful white castle with towering spires, silk banners dancing gently on a warm breeze, and my beloved at my side.’

‘That, my brother, is paradise. I should like to visit you there someday. Perhaps on a golden ship.’

‘I think you know what your paradise is Asad, in our hearts I think we all do.’

‘A mighty oak built ship, with golden threaded sails, sailing on a turquoise sea, dolphins chasing at the bow.’

‘Then you do know.’

‘It is but a dream. Maybe if I am a good Muslim, and faithful, Allah wills it.’

‘It is written.’

‘Is everything written?’

‘Not all things, but for some, everything is written.’

‘You should get some rest. You can leave me to think about my golden boat.’ Asad smiled.

Alex smiled and patted Asad on the shoulder. ‘This one’s not so bad. To a captain who loves the sea, all boats are golden.’ Alex went back below. He returned to his cabin where he found The Ninja meditating. On Alex’s arrival his eyes snapped open. ‘What is troubling your mind Masato-san?’

‘I sense great peril ahead, Alexsan. This voyage is not blessed to end peacefully.’

‘What is it you sense?’

‘The boat. It knows it will not return to port. It fears for its crew, it has kept them safe through many dangers, and now it feels powerless.’

‘The boat told you that?’

‘This boat has great spirituality Alexsan. The wood it is constructed from is a living energy even thought it was long since felled from the forest.’

Alex sat down on his bunk. ‘I will admit, the ways of the Samurai remain a mystery to me, I understand a little of Bushido, that your oneness with the forces of nature embody you with a spirit that allows you to become great warriors, but tell me friend, is it really the boat telling you these things, or merely your own fears?’

‘What is the boat, but a messenger for such things? Does it matter who sent the message, or the medium through which the message is sent, or that the message is clearly understood, and acted on properly? You have sought my counsel on this matter, and it has been given, Alexsan.’

‘The message is understood. The boat need not fear, his soul is prepared.’

‘And what of yours?’

‘And what did the boat tell you about my fate?’

‘It does not see you, and nor do I. Your spirit is shrouded in mystery that no-one can see past.’

‘No, there is one.’

‘Zara. That is only because you choose to let her in, but she has yet to fully comprehend the secrets that she has revealed.’

‘Get some rest. Tomorrow will be a trial for all of us.’

‘As you wish.’ The Ninja closed his eyes again. Alex settled into his bunk, imagining Asad’s golden boat and shutting out the distraction from the clattering diesel engine to replace it with the soft flutter of gold-threaded canvas on a light breeze, he smiled softly to himself. ‘It is a good paradise you have Asad. I wish it for you with all my heart.’
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THE TOWERING WHITE HULL of the 180 metre long superyacht shimmered in the sun as the little fishing trawler bobbed towards it, old blue paint flaking off its tired wooden hull. Asad suddenly felt slightly ashamed of his meagre vessel by comparison to the multi-hundred million dollar floating palace. Alex, stood slightly behind Asad, sensed his envy and patted him on the shoulder. ‘Your boat has a soul, that one does not. It speaks to Masato.’

Asad looked at Alex with surprise, then at Masato (The Ninja). Masato bowed politely.

‘What does it say?’ Asad asked.

‘You are a good captain, and it looks out for you. Perhaps it is your golden boat, and you simply don’t see it. Peace be upon you brother Asad. May Allah bless your journey, wherever it may take you.’

‘Thank you brother Alex, peace be upon you.’

Alex left the wheelhouse. Masato bowed to Asad and then followed Alex up to the front of the deck. They stared out at Charles Vane: stood waiting on the lower stern deck of the superyacht. Alex’s eyes dotted round the multiple private military contractors patrolling the decks. ‘It is well guarded, is it not?’ Masato said.

‘It’ll still sink as easily as any other boat, no matter how many guns he puts aboard her.’ They watched as the crew of the superyacht put her V.I.P tender into the water. Vane boarded it with a pair of armed guards and the tender’s crew before it sped across to where the fishing boat had anchored some thousand metres away. It reached the boat and a member of Asad’s crew tossed a line aboard to haul the tender in. Vane stepped aboard, his eyes met Alex’s.

‘Alex.’

‘Charles.’ They shook hands. ‘My captain: Asad, is a fan of one of your ancestors. Asad!’ Asad emerged from the wheelhouse and walked over. ‘Come and meet Charles Vane, Junior. I believe you may have read of his ancestor’s exploits.’

‘The Charles Vane?’ Asad asked.

‘One and the same,’ Vane replied.

‘My captain would like to have been a pirate,’ Alex said with a smile.

‘We don’t like to think of him as a pirate, more of a freelance mariner of opportunity.’

‘It’s a great honour,’ Assad said, he wiped his oily hand on a rag and offered it. Vane shook it.

‘Likewise. I like your boat. It has honesty about it. Which is more than can be said for that monstrosity.’ Vane nodded across at the superyacht.

‘All the same I would gladly swap,’ Asad replied.

‘If my great-great-great grandfather was around, he’d take it for you. Stick to your fishing boat Asad. Fishing is a noble profession, arms dealing is not.’ Vane turned his attention back to Alex. ‘I must speak with you before we board. You are in grave danger Alex. Smythe has no intention of honouring this bargain.’

‘You imagine this is news to me?’

‘No, I imagine it is not, but I am troubled by it none the less.’

Alex walked to the end of the boat with Vane. ‘Is she on board?’

‘She is. And she is in good health as far as I can tell, you don’t have to worry over Smythe in that regard, she’s the wrong sex, and I’d slit the throat of any of my men who dared to take such an imposition.’

‘Then he has what we came for.’

‘He doesn’t intend to let you leave.’

‘And he imagines he can stop me?’

‘Don’t be fooled by the gin palace. I saw them load some serious hardware on board. He used his new men for it. Won’t let me near it, clearly I’ve lost his trust.’

‘New men?’

‘Merriweather. He sold the arms and bonds he took from you to Smythe at a favourable price. I believe he intends to betray both of us today.’

‘And what are you are proposing?’

‘We are brothers of The Guild, we cannot let such treachery stand, nor can we engage in open warfare so out-gunned. But when you get back on this boat with her, I believe he means to sink it.’

Alex nodded. ‘Leave it to me. I have a surprise for Smythe too. I’ll let you know when the time comes.’

‘I’m sorry Alex, I should have stopped this madness earlier, I was blind to it.’

‘We all were. All that matters is what we do now. You’ve honoured your pledge Charles. We remain brothers.’

‘We should return. He’s already suspicious.’

‘Very well,’ Alex said. He made his way back towards the tender where Hamid was waiting with the dossier case alongside Masato. ‘It seems your boat was right Masato-san. Be on your guard, our brother is with us.’ Alex nodded at Vane subtly. Masato bowed. Alex went to step off the fishing boat and stopped, he looked back at Asad. Asad smiled back. Alex climbed down into the tender followed by Masato and Hamid. The tender pushed off from the fishing boat and made its way back to Smythe’s superyacht.
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FOLLOW ME,’ Vane said and led them up the stairs to the rear dining deck. Surrounded by a perimeter of S.M.G toting uniformed contractors, the table was laid out for lunch, at its head sat, wearing a pair of bleached chinos, blue oxford shirt, under a straw boater and reading the Financial Times, David Smythe. ‘Your guests have arrived,’ Vane hissed. Smythe folded the newspaper in half and put it down on the table.

‘Thank you Charles,’ Smythe said in a perfect Oxford-educated Queen’s English — brimmed with a self-assured arrogance. He didn’t acknowledge Alex, but got up from the table and walked over to the perimeter rail and stared out at the fishing boat. ‘I do hope you haven’t brought aboard any fleas from that wretched vessel,’ Smythe said before turning to look at Alex. ‘Really have fallen on hard times haven’t you old boy, scratching for coins out in the desert, and conveyed by what appears to be the jalopy of the seas. What a sad spectacle to see such a knight of majesty reduced to a mere beggar in rags.’ Alex didn’t respond. He stared coldly at Smythe without a shred of emotion. ‘Well sit down won’t you? I suppose the least we can do is offer you a spot of luncheon. I don’t imagine the catering quality aboard your pleasure vessel would quite be up to par with my Michelin-star chef’s culinary output.’ Alex walked over and sat down at the opposite head of the table to Smythe. Masato and Hamid remained standing, flanked either side of Alex’s seat. Vane walked over and perched on a bar stool watching over proceedings. ‘So how have you been Aleksandr?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Ah yes, the Russian has long-since taken over from the Englishman. No time for pithy small talk or trivial icebreakers about the weather now eh?’

‘No, I’m just curious Smythe. Do you care how I’ve been, or do you merely want to know if all your Machiavellian plotting against me has had the desired effect?’

‘Oh now Alex darling, don’t be so precious. You imagine all your trials and tribulations are at my behest, or indeed I have time for such petty squabbles? People to see, things to do. You may imagine me sitting aboard my mighty ship plotting through the night on how to bring about your downfall, but you are of no such account to be worthy of more than a fleeting moment of my time.’

‘Hmmm.’

‘Not convinced eh? Oh the paranoia of the mercenary. What does your all-seeing visionary Samurai have to say on the matter? What fascinating stories has he read in the tea leaves this morning, do share.’

‘Masato wishes you good health David-san,’ Masato replied with a bow.

‘He does, does he? That’s wonderful news. And what of his little playmate, Hamid?’

‘Peace be upon you,’ Hamid replied with a gracious bow of the head.

‘And upon you Hamid, and upon you. Isn’t this all jolly civilised? We could almost all be friends.’

‘Apart from the minor detail of you taking my wife hostage,’ Alex sneered.

‘Ah yes... I wondered when we’d get to the proverbial elephant in the room.’ The ship’s stewards served lunch, which David started on, but Alex declined, pushing it away. ‘You rejecting my hospitality? Isn’t that considered terribly rude in the Arab circles you like to mingle?’

‘You’re not an Arab. I can offend you as much as I want.’

‘Ha. Like some sort of modern Lawrence of Arabia aren’t you Alex, uniting them all against the meddling interference of Pernicious Albion and her colonial American chums. T.E Lawrence would be most proud of you.’

‘Indulge me Smythe. When you watched the Twin Towers burning, and all those desperate people jumping out to save their lives, knowing you had a hand in it, what went through your mind?’ Alex asked.

Smythe stared back coldly without a shred of emotion. ‘Profit.’

‘No pity, no sense of compassion?’

‘I’m an arms dealer. War is business. War is profit. And business is about to become very profitable. Oh come now dear boy, don’t moralise on war to me! You are a mercenary. I may provide the tools, but you my friend; you are the one who gets paid to actually use them. Your hands are covered in blood and you know it. So save me the pithy lectures on compassion and kindness. You’re an assassin. You kill for profit, I merely supply the means.’

‘The Guild doesn’t kill for profit.’

‘Then what does it kill for? It’s never been entirely clear to me what your purpose is. From the crusades to the communists, you’ve sold your services to all. If not for coin then for what? For God? You serve all from Muslims to Jews, Catholics to Hindus. How do you reconcile a holy war when you are fighting your brothers? No Alex, you can hide behind your charters, and your codes, and your traditions, but you are merely a very outdated, very antiquated, public limited company, whose time is nearly at an end. No more kings, no more crusades. Futures, derivatives, war traded on a stock market alongside iPods and Chevrolets. Welcome to the future.’

‘I’ve heard it all before. It’d all sound terribly grand and impressive if I didn’t remember you as the snivelling little salesman in a suit peddling surplus AK47’s to African warlords.’

‘We’ve all got to start somewhere Alex. I seem to remember you were rather unceremoniously kicked out of The Regiment before you even got your little hat to wear. Can’t even call yourself a Blade, can you Lexi? Have to content yourself with being a mere craphat like the rest of the failures peddling their wares on the circuit.’

‘Whatever helps you sleep at night.’

‘I sleep very well at night, my pillows are stuffed full of money.’

‘Doesn’t the blood stain the linen?’

‘Oh touché. Very drole Alexsandr.’

‘Do you mind if we just get the fuck on with this? Listening to you is like having my ears drilled out.’

‘Oh darling, you’ll hurt my feelings. But if you insist, I do have a conference call scheduled so let’s conclude this sordid affair before the main course arrives. Vane, bring out his whore.’ Vane looked at Alex, a silent communicated nod. Vane headed into the boat. ‘She’s been surprisingly well behaved. She has good breeding of course, quite why she felt compelled to marry a street-urchin from the Urals is anyone’s guess.’

‘If we’re going to go down that path, which one of these nonces are you pleasuring this week?’ Alex asked, nodding at the men stood around guarding Smythe.

‘Now now, Alex, don’t let your predilection for homophobic slurs upset me. We’re not all in the vagina business. These are enlightened times, no need for us to be ashamed of who we are in this brave new libertarian era.’

‘Paedophiles are still not exactly welcome though are they Smythe? At least not in open, even though your club is undoubtedly full to the rafters with them.’

‘Baseless accusations fabricated by your friends in the K.G.B.’

‘They’re the F.S.B now.’

‘They’ll always be the K.G.B, and the way the current king is directing things, I have no doubt we’ll see the Soviet star along with the old hammer and sickle flying over Moscow before too long.’

‘If that’s the case, it’ll be flying over Westminster not long after.’

‘I fear The King in the Red Castle over-reaches himself. Many have tried, many have failed. As will he.’
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VANE RETURNED WITH ZARA, he led her over to the table and pulled out a seat next to Smythe. ‘Sit down my dear, you are just in time for lunch.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ Zara replied quietly, her usual self-confidence remarkably subdued.

‘Oh now, you really must. Otherwise your darling husband here will think we’ve been neglecting you, and get all cross.’ Zara’s gaze immediately shot across to Alex, she was unable to restrain her shocked reaction as her jaw dropped slightly and she gasped.

Alex smiled softly. ‘Hello Zara.’

‘Alex...’ she barely whispered. ‘It’s not possible,’ she said with a frown.

‘I told her you wouldn’t come. Too busy dealing with filthy Chechens in the Caucasus. I’m sure she held out some hope of course, silly girls will be silly. But it seems you both proved me wrong. The reports of the death of your marriage appear to have been greatly exaggerated.’

‘I hope your host has been treating you well, I’d be terribly upset if I found out otherwise.’

‘I’m okay. The Tunisian hospitality was less than acceptable, but sadly my current captor has been remarkably...’ Zara spat out her final word with annoyance. ‘Gracious.’

‘See? Straight from the horse’s mouth. I don’t want you thinking I’m some sort of uncivilised brute old chap, man of Eton, who would stand for such a thing? Reputation to uphold.’

‘I don’t think you have to worry about your reputation these days Smythe. I’m pretty sure everyone knows you are a cunt by now,’ Zara hissed laced with a vitriolic tone.

‘Feeling brave now are we my darling? Haven’t had a single word out of her the whole voyage, and suddenly now the big bad alpha husband has arrived she’s found her tongue again. And there was me thinking you were a feminist my dear.’

‘I am,’ Zara said with annoyance at the suggestion otherwise. Zara looked back at Alex. ‘You shouldn’t have come Alex, this isn’t your problem to deal with.’

‘I don’t see how it could be otherwise.’ Alex turned his attention back to Smythe, his anger and tone rising. ‘I warned you Smythe, if you went anywhere near her I would not responsible for the outcome.’

‘Well, that was on the proviso that your dearly beloved kept her sticky little beak out of my affairs. Seems she couldn’t help herself. So you can hardly blame me for looking after my client’s affairs. And believe me Alex, you don’t want to put your foot any more up your arse than it already is.’

‘I’m here for Zara, I don’t care about your business affairs Smythe.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Unfortunately your wife feels otherwise. Compelled to act for the little people. What strange bedfellows you make. The amoral soldier for hire to the highest bidder, and the loyal servant to Queen and Country, fighting for truth, justice, and the greater moral good.’

‘Opposites do attract.’ Zara shrugged.

‘They most certainly do. So, to business. I’ve shown you mine, now you show me yours.’

Zara frowned. She looked at Alex. He nodded at Hamid. Hamid put the case on the table. ‘What are you trading for me?’ Zara asked.

‘Something that doesn’t belong to you, or to him,’ Smythe interjected.

‘You have to trust me Zara,’ Alex said.

‘Normally I would caution against such a thing, given his reputation, but since I’m the prime beneficiary then I’d suggest you listen to him,’ Smythe said. Alex entered the combination and opened the case before removing the dossier and videotape. ‘Check it for me would you Charles. There’s a good boy. Make sure Alex hasn’t done the old switcherooney on us since our little pet Jew took a looky-loo.’

Vane walked over, he flipped through the files. ‘It’s authentic.’

Zara frowned. ‘Is that my dossier?’

‘No my darling, it is my dossier,’ Smythe replied.

‘What are you doing Alex? That’s my work. You can’t give it to him.’

‘It seems you don’t have much choice,’ Smythe said with a smile.

‘No,’ Alex said. ‘She does.’ Alex replaced the dossier and videotape into the case and redid the combination. ‘Good luck opening that.’ Alex slid the case across the desk. ‘These things have a habit of blowing up in your face.’ Alex finally picked up his champagne and toasted his glass to Smythe then drank it in one and threw the glass across the deck, smashing it. ‘Nazdrovya.’

‘Oh bravo Lexi. Bravo!’ Smythe said slow clapping. Zara smiled to herself. Alex winked at her. ‘So what is it?’

‘Well, it was acid, but it seems to me destroying the documents simply served your purpose, not mine. So I had my boys change the package. Probably enough C4 in there to blow this whole fucking deck to pieces.’

‘It seems you have got the better of Mister Vane’s security precautions. We told you no guns so you bring a fucking bomb on board. Quelle Surprise. Why did you not check the case before they boarded Mister Vane?’

‘I don’t know,’ Vane replied.

‘No...’ Smythe said looking at him knowingly. ‘I think you do know, your little chummy-wummy from The Guild. Aw, poor Charly-choo. Is the nasty man being mean to your fwendy-wendy?’ Smythe said in a condescending infantile voice.

‘Go fuck yourself Smythe,’ Vane replied.

‘That’s the spirit Charles. Go down fighting like a champ. So here we are. Now what do we do?’ Smythe asked.

‘That’s down to Zara. As she said, it’s her work. It’s her life. I came to give her the freedom to choose her destiny. She can choose to give you that case, and leave with me. Or she can choose to blow us all to the afterlife. Alternatively, you can let us all leave, Smythe. I really don’t care. I’m not leaving here without her, be it in this life or the next. My soul is prepared David, how is yours?’

Zara stared at the case then at Alex. Then at the case.

‘Think carefully Zara. Is it really worth it? If we all burn together then it won’t stop anything, the world will carry on turning much as it always has, and they’ll carry on without us. Why throw it all away for a few silly papers and a videotape of a banker that nobody much liked being strangled in a hotel room? All seems a little foolish, doesn’t it?’ Smythe said.

‘I don’t know what to do Alex.’

‘Do what your heart tells you to do,’ Alex replied.

‘Yes my darling, listen to your reckless emotions, not the common sense that leaving here alive is better than blowing yourself up for some bank records than nobody, but a few Guardian-reading peaceniks, will ever give a shit about,’ Smythe said.

‘You really don’t know when to shut up, do you Smythe? My heart tells me to leave here with the man I love and fuck you and your stupid plan. You want me to listen to my head? My head tells me the right thing to do is remove all you fucking people from the gene pool in the hope that at least some lives may be spared by your absence, and continued thirst for bloodshed. You want me to listen to my head Smythe, common sense tells me anyone who gets a chance should kill you at their first opportunity.’

‘Well then my dear, go with your heart,’ Smythe replied.

‘Zara, look at me,’ Alex said. Zara looked at him. ‘Kill him. End it.’

Zara shook her head. ‘I can’t Alex.’

‘Of course she can’t. She’s not a born killer like you Aleksandr. Not in her D.N.A. She’s a woman, she wants to create life, not destroy it. It seems your little plan has been foiled. How terribly sad.’

‘Give him the case, Alex. I can’t kill you to kill him. Whatever is in there, it is not worth your life.’

‘And there it is! The voice of reason. Now I’ll thank you to disarm the device, if you please Alex.’

Alex shook his head with a defiant look. ‘No. I don’t think I will.’

‘Really?’

‘Not yet.’

‘And what is the problem now?’

‘You think I don’t know about the guy now stood on the third deck with a wire-guided missile pointing at our boat, ready to blow it up the minute you’ve got what you want? What do you take me for Smythe, some little privateer playing soldiers because he couldn’t make it into the real army? If you think I don’t know what you are doing then you are very much mistaken. I see everything you do, right before you do it, and you will not kill my friend, he is a good man, he is a very good man, and that boat is his life. You will not destroy it, because if you do I will see you suffer more than you could possibly imagine.’ Alex’s eyes burned with a demonic rage.

‘Has somebody been telling tales again...’ Smythe said looking at Vane.

‘No, even I didn’t know,’ Vane replied with a frown.

‘How could you possibly see such a thing?’ Smythe asked.

‘I can feel him. I know he’s there. You put Zara on the boat, and you let them go. When they’re out of range. Then I’ll disarm it.’

‘Oh how terribly noble of you dear boy.’

‘Alex no, I’m not leaving here without you,’ Zara said.

‘No my dear you are not. And neither is he.’ There was a white streak of smoke off the side of the ship towards the fishing boat followed by an immense explosion as a towering orange fireball cascaded into a black column of smoke.

‘Damn you Smythe, damn you to hell,’ Alex said, with a controlled, but seething, tone of contempt. Zara got up and ran across to the rail. She looked out at the burning wreckage as it broke apart and the hull sank beneath the waves. She turned back to Alex and covered her mouth and held back her tears trying to shut out the memory from the sight of the burning bodies floating on the water. She noticed the solitary tear rolling down Alex’s cheek.

‘Oh. How sad! I never knew you even had emotions in you. I thought you were a completely heartless bastard,’ Smythe said with a sarcastic pout.

‘No...’ Zara said. She walked over and wiped the tear away from Alex’s cheek with her finger, wrapped Alex’s head in her arms and pulled him against her chest. ‘You don’t know him at all.’ She kissed Alex’s head softly.

‘Well, I hate to break up this sentimental reunion, but it seems checkmate. Now, you can disarm the bomb and let me have my files, or you can do exactly what I know you want to do, which is blow us all up to vent your immense rage for killing your little friends on their pathetic little boat.’

‘Don’t listen to him Alex, don’t listen.’

‘No don’t Alex, you don’t think about them burning to death painfully and then drowning without any hope of help while the big mighty Dragon sits here contemplating how to extract himself from the shit he is in,’ Smythe said.

‘It’s okay Zara. I know his game only too well, and I will not play it.’ Zara released Alex from her grip. He pulled the case over and looked down at the combination.

‘So what’s it to be sport?’

Alex looked at Zara. ‘You do whatever you have to do Alex. I trust you.’ Zara kissed Alex softly. Alex looked down at the case; he flipped the numbers around then launched it across the table towards Smythe, sending all the table crockery flying.

‘You won’t know until you open it...’ Alex said.

Smythe smiled. ‘Oh Alex, you do like to play don’t you? What do you think my darling Zara? Has he got it in him to kill you? What do you think?’

‘My soul is prepared Smythe, how is yours?’ Zara said. She squeezed Alex’s hand tight. They both stared at Smythe.

‘I suppose this is your twist on Russian Roulette eh Aleksei? You know what I think? The man who comes all this way to collect his girl isn’t about to leave her scattered hither and thither about the poop deck. Nice bluff. But I call.’ Smythe popped the latch and opened the case. He flashed a smile. ‘I will admit, you got the old ticker working there for a minute. Thought you might actually do it. Well, it seems you’ve got no cards left to play, have you dear boy.’

‘I might have a cheeky ace up my sleeve, you do remember how I love to cheat you at poker.’

‘Never trust a Russian at the card table. I remember the lesson well. Will be sad to see you go, but needs must. If you please Charles. Kill this Cossack scum and his whore wife then throw their filthy dead bodies off my boat.’

Vane looked at Alex. ‘No.’

‘Do as you’re told Charles, there is a good boy.’

‘No.’

‘I won’t ask again. Don’t try my patience.’

‘I’m done Smythe. You have no honour. Your word is worth nothing, you made this bargain and he came here in good faith, and now you breach your contract.’

‘In case you’ve been having a nap for the past ten minutes, the devious Slav brought a bomb on board and threatened to blow us all up with it. I think you’ll find he acted first.’

‘No, this was your plan all along; you had that guy up there ready to blow the boat up. You had no intention of letting them leave.’

‘Poppycock Charles. You’re letting your imagination get the better of you. In any case — monkey see, monkey do. Kill them now.’

‘Do it yourself. I’m done with your dirty work, and so is Group Thirteen. Any man who raises an arm to my brother or his wife will answer to me. You will honour your oaths. He came here in good faith. We are men of The Guild and we will not be party to murder of one of our own,’ Vane bellowed.

‘I’ll see you swing on the same yardarm your namesake did Charles Vane. Mutiny and Piracy. Shame about the small matter of Mister Merriweather and his security detail, now isn’t it?’ Smythe said before yelling ‘Merriweather get out here!’ Merriweather emerged through the doors from the lounge with his men. ‘You will deprive Mister Vane and his cohorts of their weapons. It seems they’ve elected to discharge themselves from my service.’

‘You’ll have to pry them from my cold dead hands,’ Vane said raising his gun, creating a Mexican standoff.

‘It’s all right Vane, do as he says. You have no need for guns here.’ Alex said. Vane looked at Alex.

Reluctantly Vane nodded. ‘Put your weapons down,’ Vane ordered his men. He walked over to Alex. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing...’

Alex smiled. He started singing softly.

We all live on a nuclear submarine,

A nuclear submarine, a nuclear submarine,

In the town, where I was born,

Lived a man who sailed to sea,

And he told us of his life,

In the land of Russian submarines,

So we sailed up to the sun,

Till we found Alex Green...

And we appeared from beneath the waves,

in our nuclear powered submarine...


As Alex sang, to the stern of Smythe’s superyacht, a nuclear-powered attack class submarine emerged from beneath the surface, its bright red Soviet red star on the conning tower glistening in the sun. Its klaxons sounded. Smythe turned around, got up, walked over to the rear weather rail and stared in disbelief as the huge inky black hull pierced between the waves. Smythe turned back to look at Alex. ‘Ace up the sleeve,’ Alex said. Vane smiled to himself. Smythe walked back over to his seat, collapsed into it and drank his champagne with an annoyed scowl across his face. The hull of the superyacht echoed as the submarine began sonar range pinging it.

‘She’s opened her outer torpedo doors!’ one of the crew yelled from the upper deck.

‘You’ll surrender your weapons now, if you please Mister Merriweather,’ Alex said.

Merriweather looked at Smythe. ‘What should we do?’

‘What do you bloody think you idiot! Wait until they torpedo us then surrender your weapons? Do as he says!’ Smythe said seething. He was reluctant to look up at Alex. Alex got up slowly. He walked along the table, sat down perched next to Smythe, took the bottle of champagne and filled a glass.

‘You killed my friends, and destroyed their boat. You’ll pay for that,’ Alex said softly. ‘I’m going to let you go Smythe, but know this. You or your people, or their people, ever come anywhere near Zara again, you tell them the next submarine I bring will have warheads pointing at London and Washington on it. You didn’t give my friends a chance to save themselves, but I’m a decent man, I’ll give your crew ten minutes to abandon ship. Then your little boat will join my brother’s at the bottom of the sea. Goodbye Mister Smythe.’

Alex got up, downed his champagne, tossed the glass onto the table over Smythe’s dinner plate and made his way to Zara. She took his arm and followed him along with Vane and his men, they got on board the superyachts’s V.I.P tender and headed towards the submarine.

‘What do we do?’ Merriweather asked Smythe.

‘Order the captain to abandon ship,’ Smythe said dejectedly.



AS THE SUPERYACHT’S crew paddled their life-raft furiously away, Smythe turned to watch as two torpedoes slammed into his prized toy. Engulfed by a huge explosion, her spine was broken and she quickly sank amidst a pool of burning fuel oil on the surface. Smythe stared at the remaining flotsam with a mixed look of dejection and resentment. ‘This isn’t over Green, you’ll pay for this...’ he snarled.
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ZARA FOUND ALEX sat at a table in the small captain’s cabin nursing a shot glass full of vodka. She stopped at the door briefly and gazed at him a while, watching as he was seemingly lost in his own world. ‘You can come in. Before your tea gets cold.’

She smiled softly. ‘You see everything, even when you’re not looking. Never looking, but ever knowing. What a wonderful trick you possess my love.’ Alex nodded and downed his vodka shot and refilled it. Zara walked in, sat opposite him and placed her tea down. She was wearing a rough black mariner’s sweater. ‘I met your Uncle. Pavlo. He seems a kind man. He’s quite drunk though, I’m not sure that’s a good thing for someone in charge of a nuclear-powered attack submarine.’

Alex glinted a smile. ‘He’ll be fine, he probably sails better drunk than sober.’

‘Crazy Ivans?’

‘Something like that...’

‘What about you?’ Zara refilled his shot glass before filling her own. ‘Do you sail better drunk, or sober?’

‘My ship is without a captain. We’re just drifting with the tide.’

‘What was he like? Zara asked softly.

‘Who?’

‘Your friend, on the fishing boat.’

‘Asad? He was a good man. He didn’t have a trace of malice about him. I don’t think he was capable of hurting a fly. Although he did want to be a pirate. Not one of the Somali sorts,’ Alex said with a remembering smile. ‘Proper Pirates of the Caribbean one. I think it made his day to meet a relative of Charles Vane, more so being his namesake.’

‘Pirate Arab. That I would have liked to have seen,’ Zara said with a smile. ‘Alahu Akbar! Surrender your ship!’

Alex smiled before it dissipated. ‘I hope he found his paradise.’

‘What was it?’ Zara asked.

‘A golden tall ship, with sails of gold-woven cloth. A mighty sight that would be.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘Yes...so can I.’

‘How long did you know him?’

‘I only met him the once,’ Alex sighed. ‘But he was a friend I would have like to have known better.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It is nothing, just another soul lost in this...’ Alex drifted off. ‘He was Hani’s cousin.’

‘J.I.D Hani?’

‘Yes.’

‘Will you tell him?’

‘I must. Although I’m afraid for the consequences to Hani and his family. Jordan should not be dragged into this.’

‘Hani will act rationally. As did you.’

‘Did I? I’m not so sure.’

‘You could have killed Smythe. So many chances, even at the end, you spared him. Why?’

Alex flashed a smile. ‘The bigger picture...’

‘Ah, that old chestnut.’ There was an awkward silence. Zara sensed Alex’s overwhelming grief at the loss of someone who clearly had meant something dear to him; she felt a natural desire to distract him from it, lest it consume him too much. ‘I remember being in the cell, at the start of it. I knew what was to come. I thought I was ready for it. And when the time came, I didn’t pray to god, I didn’t really pray to anyone, I just thought of you. Some distant memory that I’m not even sure took place, and you spoke to me...’ Zara said. Alex looked up at her. ‘In the darkest of places you spoke to me, as if you were there right next to me.’

‘What did I say?’ Alex asked.

‘You know what you said.’ Alex nodded. ‘And then I said it. Your name. It was if I had summoned the devil himself. I saw it,’ Zara frowned remembering. ‘The look of sheer terror on his face, such a sudden strike of fear into this ugly brutal beast of a man, and then he stopped. Just completely stopped. They took me back to my cell and...well, I couldn’t understand what kind of thing, what kind of man, possesses that power. Why are they all so afraid of you, and yet I am not, I am comforted by you, feel protected by you.’

‘Perhaps you see what they do not.’

‘What did you do...you went didn’t you?’

‘I did.’

‘And what did you do?’

‘It is better you do not know. It would not improve your opinion of me.’

‘My opinion? I love you Alex, what of my opinion?’

‘It is possible to love a thing and hold a poor opinion at the same time. You have done so in the past.’

‘You did something terrible?’

‘I went there looking for you, but all I found in those rooms, that place where he held you, was the tortured souls of so many people...’ Alex’s face folded. ‘You must have felt it, the misery exuded from the walls that suffocated your very being. I just knew that place would never rest until they were released. It had to be destroyed so the ghosts could be freed from their prison.’ Alex shrugged. ‘So I released them.’ Alex drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. ‘I found your blanket. Just the smallest trace of your scent...it did not take much to remember. You know why you called out to me?’

Zara nodded. ‘I knew. You would look and you would not stop looking, even after everyone else had stopped, betrayed me, cast me aside, you would not rest, but you would burn everything in your path as you always do. I do not know if it is a blessing or a curse to be loved by you, to love you, I only know it is something I cannot ever control.’ Zara took Alex’s hand and wrapped hers around them. ‘I don’t know where we go from here Alex, but in the darkest of places when I called out you answered. You gave me hope. You gave me faith.’

‘I just gave you back that which you’ve always give me. My love for you is the only good in me Zara, it is the only warmth and the only light, and it is the only thing that keeps me from being the very darkest of beings. You are the hand that stays the sword when it must, and the voice of reason that guides. Without you I am simply adrift. I tasted the bitter experience of losing you, and I could not bear it even for a second. Whatever path you take, I will not let this world bring harm to you. It is simply not conceivable to me.’

‘Someone asked me not so long back if I had any psychotic ex-boyfriends,’ Zara smiled. ‘If only he knew...’

‘Boyfriend?’ Alex asked.

‘No, stow your jealousy my dear husband. He was more of a brother. I loved him, but not that way.’

‘And him?’

‘He’s a man, what do you think?’ Zara said with a smile. ‘But I’m a good Catholic girl. Our marriage vows will not be broken, no matter how badly our relationship is.’

‘I had a lot of time to reflect on my mistakes, I was selfish. I should have listened to you more, put you first. I have paid dearly for it with my time in the wilderness.’

‘They were our mistakes to make, and we made them together. There is no blame to be thrown, not anymore. I had a lot of time to think too, locked in that cell, assuming I would never leave it. You reflect on what your life has meant, and you realise all these things you think are important don’t mean anything. Smythe was right, we could have all blown ourselves to the next life on that boat and they’d still have their war, they’d still go on. Only we would be missing, but nobody would miss us. That is a pointless sacrifice to make for a world that would not mourn our loss.’

‘So what now?’ Alex asked.

‘I don’t know. I think we start by picking up the pieces of our broken lives and try and sew them back together. We owe it to your friend who gave his life so you could save mine.’

‘He’s a true martyr. I’m sure he’ll find his way to the place he belongs.’

‘And what about us? Where do we belong?’

‘I don’t know, we’ll start with home and take it from there.’

‘And where is home? You do get around so it’s hard to know where to find you.’

‘A place of peace. A brief respite from this eternal battle of chaos and suffering.’

‘Not Chechnya then?’

‘No...’

‘Shame, nothing like a romantic weekend in Grozny watching the city burn.’ Zara smiled.

Alex laughed softly. ‘You don’t change.’

‘Maybe a little. Just round the edges,’ Zara said with a cheeky wink. She leant forward and kissed Alex then leant back again. He recharged their vodka glasses. ‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’

‘I’d never dream of it.’

‘Good, you know I can drink you under the table.’

‘Is that a challenge?’

‘If you like...’

‘Challenge accepted. Good luck. Nazdrovya.’

‘Nazdrovya comrade Aleksei.’

They downed their first shot. Alex refilled them. Zara had a fit of the giggles. ‘You see? Three fucking shots.’

‘No it’s not that.’ She took a deep breath and composed herself. ‘I was just thinking about my supervisor back in the River House at S.I.S. He’d have a duck fit if he knew I was sat on a Russian nuclear submarine getting drunk on vodka with the president’s pet. And I’m not even on the Russian desk.’

‘Not on any desk now, I assume they didn’t tell you.’

‘Tell me what?’

‘When they grabbed you in Pakistan. They concocted a cover story that you’d stolen some Jewish kid’s hundred and twenty million and run off with C.I.A Bishop.’

‘Jewish kid? You mean Ben Kaminski?’

‘You’ve been disavowed from Six, and there is a international arrest warrant out for you from the F.B.I.’

‘Really? Just as well I’m on a nuclear sub then, isn’t it? Good luck finding me down here,’ Zara said having another fit of the giggles.

‘You are definitely drunk.’

‘No. It’s probably just lack of air supply or the pressure,’ Zara said listening to the creaking bulkhead. ‘Is this thing actually safe? It’s not going to end up like K19 is it? I hope you’ve wrapped your balls in tinfoil.’

‘It’s perfectly safe,’ Alex replied.

Zara said in her best Sean Connery accent ‘One ping Vashily, one ping only.’

‘I think that’s enough vodka for you. At least until we get you checked out by the doctor.’

‘Come on, let’s go to the bridge and see if we can get Uncle Pavlo to sink a passenger ferry.’ Zara headed out of the cabin singing the Soviet national anthem before there was a sudden thud.

‘Zara? Are you okay?’ Alex got up, went out and looked down the corridor. Zara had passed out on the deck.

Pavlo made his way down from the bridge to see what the commotion was about. ‘We’re silent running you know,’ he said.

‘Well we are now,’ Alex replied with a shrug.

‘What did you do to her?’ Pavlo asked.

‘I didn’t do anything, three shots of your vodka.’

‘You didn’t give her the vodka in the cupboard, did you?’

‘Yeah, the stolly.’

‘You better get her to the sick bay. That was my special reserve blend.’

‘What’s in it?’

‘It’s mixed with a little torpedo fuel. Gives it more kick.’

‘You let my wife drink torpedo fuel? What the fuck Pavlo?’

‘You shouldn’t drink my vodka then should you! You’re okay. What’s the problem?’ Alex looked briefly unwell, leant against the wall then went down like a sack of potatoes. ‘Ah shit,’ Pavlo said shaking his head. His No.2 arrived.

‘What is problem Captain?’

‘They drank the special vodka. Get some stretchers and take them to the doctor. Hopefully they sleep it off before we arrive.’ Pavlo stepped over the bodies and went into his cabin. He picked up the bottle of vodka and saw it was half empty; he shook his head with annoyance. ‘I was saving this for special occasion.’ He sighed, downed both the shots and returned to the bridge.




43


ZARA OPENED ONE EYE. Not moving her head, her eyeball dotted around the room trying to focus and establish her new strange surroundings. Soft light cascaded from over her shoulder; a light breeze carried from the windows brought the fresh sea air and soft sound of waves lapping against rocks. She reluctantly moved her head from the soft pillow and immediately regretted it as she was hit with a splitting head pain followed by a sudden bout of nausea. She closed her eyes until it passed before re-opening them, reaching across to the glass of water on the bedside table and greedily gulping it down to cure her chronic dehydration. She felt a sharp pain in her arm and looked down, tracing her eyes up to the saline drip besides her bed. She rolled over from off her stomach and twisted round to sit with her feet on the cold marble floor. She pulled down at the line’s needle stuck in her arm until it was free and discarded it before taking a tissue from the bedside locker and pressing it down on the wound to stem the small spot of bleeding. She tried to focus on her surroundings. The bedroom was a sea of white paint, white tiles, and gloss white furniture. White linen. As clean as an operating theatre. Her eyes set upon the only colour from a framed photograph of her wrapped around Alex in a warm embrace. Zara picked up the photo and held it, smiling, trying to recount where it was taken before delicately replacing it. She looked down at the soft white slip lace/satin singlet she was wearing and suddenly felt a shiver from the breeze as her nerves awoke from slumber and cast off the mind-numbing hangover. She got up, walked across to the wardrobes and opened the first. An immaculate line of perfectly matched shoes, suits, shirts and other clothes all organised with military precision. She ran a finger across them and smiled to herself before closing the doors and moved to the adjacent wardrobe. She opened it to reveal a similarly immaculately organised and categorised wardrobe of women’s clothes, she frowned briefly then ran through them and pulled a couple out — realising they were all her size, favourite brands, and styles. ‘You know me too well...’ she muttered softly under her breath. She found a black silk short kimono. On the back of it, embroidered with precision, a gold and green threaded ornate Chinese motif of a dragon. She pulled it out, slipped it over her shoulders and loosely tied it. She looked down and found a pair of Oakley flip-flops, slipped them on and closed the wardrobe doors. She turned around and gazed across at the dresser before walking over, her hand landed on the bottle of scent — her favourite DKNY Be Delicious!. She raised it to her nose and gently inhaled the fragrant aroma, bringing a soft smile as it evoked memories of before she was taken. She put it to her neck and squeezed lightly, dispensing a small puff to each side then on to her wrist pulses, rubbing them together to soak the cold alcohol base into her skin. She replaced the bottle where she found it and walked over to the open floor to glass windows that led out onto a sheltered balcony. She walked out and immediately felt the warmth of the sun on her face carried by the light sea breeze. She reached the edge of the balcony, leaned over and peered down at the sheer drop onto the cliff face down into the sea below. She peered around the building; her view restricted by the cliff overhangs and garden foliage as it became apparent the entire villa was embedded and secluded atop the buttress of a small rocky promontory. Her eyes were caught by the happy voices of children playing on the nearby sandy beach across the small bay. She watched for a while as they ran around in the sand or built sand castles, and felt an immediate flood of serenity and peace across her — washing away the torment of the past days. She let her attention linger for a while, soaking in the atmosphere before her spy’s curiosity nipped at her attention to explore further into this strange new place. She looked down again and ascertained they were on the uppermost floor of what appeared to be a three storey cascaded construction with the lower most floor wrapped around by a deep terrace built with thick white painted concrete set into the cliff face. The reality of its occupation was quickly re-established from the innocence of the family beach as a guard lazily made a patrol round, an S.M.G discretely hidden on his side as he peered over the cliff face before continuing out of sight. Zara turned her attention back inside, she returned into the bedroom and made her way cautiously to the three small steps through the wide arch into the large lounge area of the master suite. A giant flat screen television dominated the wall with a single oversized designer sofa in front, naked save a few scatter cushions, a soft cream alpaca blanket, and a thrown fur rug over the back. Below the television, running the length of the central wall, a large inset minimalist steel fireplace with a ceramic glass bead filled fire pit, a thin strip of ceramic chips in front providing some feature effect or other. Flanking the television, gloss white shelves loaded with perfectly colour-matched and coded lines of reference books — suggesting its occupant had a deep and varied love of literature. To the side, set on a raised plinth in the window, a black Steinway classic full-sized grand piano, adding music to the owner’s list of cultural interests. Below it, a small wet bar with a variety of ornate designer liquor bottles, mostly stocked with different brands and colours of vodka, atop a pair of illuminated glass fridges with perfect lines of champagne bottles from all the best houses. Zara’s attention fell to the immaculate white table for two, currently set for breakfast with tall jugs of fresh juices and bowls of every fruit and cereal imaginable, silver hot plates, tall coffee and tea urns.

The room brought an immense wave of calm over Zara, it was as perfect in every detail as she could have dreamt of, there was not a single thing she would have changed. It felt more like her home than all the temporary small rented flats she’d occupied in London, and yet she had never set foot in it before, nor had any say or influence in its decoration or placement. She drew a deeply satisfied inhale of the clean air to purge her lungs of the last restrictions of sleep then walked over to the table, poured a fresh orange juice, filled a bowl with muesli and splashed milk over it. As she picked it up and began eating she became aware of the light, but fast, tapping on a keyboard.

‘You’re awake,’ the soft but familiar voice came. Zara flashed a smile.

‘I had the strangest dream,’ she replied, picking up her orange juice and muesli bowl. She turned and looked at Alex sat behind his pristine white desk, working away on a pure white Apple branded laptop. He looked up at her with a raised eyebrow. She walked over to him. ‘We were on Smythe’s yacht, and then you came, blew it up and took me away on Sean Connery’s submarine.’

Alex couldn’t resist a smile. ‘That was not a dream.’

‘Jesus. Really?’

‘Well...’ Alex drew a deep breath, leant back into his chair and stretched. ‘It was Uncle Pavlo, not Sean Connery.’

‘Shame. One ping Vashily, one ping only...’

Alex let out a soft laugh. ‘So you do remember something.’

‘What happened?’

‘Uncle Pavlo’s special vodka happened.’

‘Special Vodka?’

‘Nine parts Stolichnaya, one part ethanol torpedo fuel.’

‘Bloody hell.’

‘You’ve probably only destroyed about ten per cent of your brain cells.’

‘Good stuff then. Get him to send a case over, you can get really fucked up on that shit.’

‘I’m not sure my house insurance policy will cover the fire risk.’

‘You seem to have the burglary angle pretty well covered...’

Alex nodded and smiled, sensing his wife’s spy craft at work. ‘We don’t like uninvited guests.’

Zara put her muesli and orange juice down on Alex’s desk. ‘And what about invited guests,’ she purred demurely before sitting down on his lap and wrapping her arm around him. ‘How do you feel about those?’

Alex smiled softly. ‘Welcome home Zara.’

‘Love what you’ve done with the place.’ She placed a gentle kiss on his lips. ‘But one question, where exactly is our home?’

‘Islet D’Santa Maria, Ibiza.’

‘Ibiza?’ Zara exclaimed with surprise. She frowned. ‘That’s a little unexpected, I’d have thought your evil Bond villain lair would be in some secret volcano off the coast of Chile or some shit like that, not on a twenty-four-hour party people pill-head island of disco divas.’

‘We have a longstanding arrangement with the King of Spain. You’re perfectly safe here. It’s neutral ground for everyone.’

‘Even Smythe?’

Alex drew a sharp intake of breath. ‘His evil lair is on Majorca.’

‘We should pop by, ask to borrow some sugar.’

‘We’re well-stocked.’ Zara returned her attention to her muesli. Munching it to feign innocence as her spy’s eyes cast their intelligence gathering across Alex’s screen. ‘You can take the girl out of M.I.6, but you can’t take the M.I.6 out of the girl...’ Alex sighed reaching around her and lowering the laptop screen to close it.

‘Just curious. What you working on? You don’t have to tell me, if you want to keep secrets from your wife...’

‘Just settling the accounts for your return home.’

‘Expensive?’

‘You have no idea...’

‘I can imagine. The Hertz daily rates on those nuke subs must be pretty frisky, don’t imagine the Collision Damage Waiver is light on the chequebook either. I hope I haven’t been too much trouble.’

‘No. No trouble at all,’ Alex said sarcastically. Zara pouted at him as she finished her breakfast.

‘So what’s the plan man? Going to show me around the bat cave then off to the beach to top up the tan before we hit Manumission in your gimp outfit?’

‘Not really my thing. Nish might go with you, he’s probably a regular.’

‘I know the whole world has to gone to shit, and is standing on the precipice of annihilation, and only you can stop it, cue Hollywood music. But can we please just have a day off and be a normal couple? Given our extended separation I would at least like to get to know you a bit better before you get frisky around bedtime.’

‘I’ve got nothing better to do,’ Alex said.

‘Really? No orders from the Kremlin?’

‘Let’s just say I’ve been invited to take an extended leave of absence.’

‘Not because of me I hope.’ Alex didn’t respond. ‘It was because of me? How bad is it?’

Alex shrugged. ‘I guess we’ll find out.’

‘When?’

‘When they decide.’

‘When will that be?’

‘When will you stop asking questions?’

‘When you stop being a secretive right-hand-man of the President of the Russian Federation stroke Novorossiya Soviet Union rebirth, or whatever the mad king has dreamt up this week.’

‘I never ask about your work.’

‘That’s because you never call me, or write.’

‘You blocked my number.’

‘What did you expect? How am I supposed to explain to the audit office at the River House why the Russian Lord of War is calling and sexting me every ten minutes.’

‘I guess that’s not a problem anymore...’

‘Fuck. I forgot they fired me.’

‘Fired is something of an understatement.’

‘Yes, I’m not best-pleased with the manner of my dismissal, I shall be taking that up with H.R on return to London.’

‘You can’t seriously go back.’

‘I don’t see I’ve got much choice.’

‘You always have a choice Zara.’

‘I don’t want to worry about that shit today. I’ve never been to Ibiza. I think I deserve a holiday. So do you have any form of transport that isn’t nuclear-powered or used to start invasions of small sovereign nations in this place?’

‘It’s our home Zara, not a military base.’

‘Come on! You must have something mental in the bat cave. At least tell me you’ve got the suit.’

‘Sorry to disappoint.’

‘Sad face.’ Zara’s attention returned to the direction of the breakfast table. ‘You got any sausages?’

‘Be my guest.’

‘Come on. Have breakfast with me.’ Zara kissed Alex on the cheek, got up and returned to the breakfast table. Alex opened his laptop’s screen again, closed down his work and shut down his laptop before opening his safe and putting it in. ‘I bet I can guess the combination.’

‘You are welcome to try.’

‘Challenge accepted.’ Zara walked back over. She punched in a six-digit number and the safe opened. ‘So predictable.’ She smiled opening the safe. Her eyes fell on the small black ring box inside. She took it out and opened it to reveal a large engagement ring with a solitaire multi-carat diamond surrounded by green emeralds. Laser-etched into the face of the central diamond, the dragon symbol from the back of her kimono. Her face broke into a soft smile as it evoked the memories of the day he first gave it her. ‘Hello my precious.’ She held out her hand, Alex obliged, took the ring and slid it onto her finger along with the matched wedding band. ‘I do,’ she cooed. She closed the safe and locked it, took his hand and led him to the breakfast table. Zara took a pair of plates and loaded them with sausages, bacon, scrambled eggs, and tomato. Added slices of toast from the rack and then served his plate before sitting down.

‘English or Russian tea?’

‘Hmm. Coffee.’ She smiled. ‘Pavlo’s vodka is still haunting me.’ Alex poured her coffee as she devoured into her breakfast. ‘This place must have cost you a few quid.’

‘What price happiness?’

‘What price indeed. About twenty million nicker from the look of it.’ Zara shrugged. ‘Just valuing my divorce settlement,’ she said with a knowing wink.

‘It’s in trust.’

‘Who to?’

‘The Guild.’

‘You still hanging around with those loon-pot freemason types then? Go on, show us your left nipple and do the funny handshake.’

‘Very funny.’

‘If you will have your secret boys society, don’t expect me not to take the piss.’

‘It’s not the freemasons.’

‘So tell me then. Come on. If you wanted to keep secrets you should have married a brainless page three bimbo not an agent of espionage.’

‘Curiosity killed the cat.’

‘The cat should have got a Beretta.’

‘The mouse should have got a shotgun.’

‘And the animals went in two by two, hurrah, hurrah,’ Zara sang.

‘So what do you want to do today my dear?’

‘Good change of subject. I don’t know. Tourist shit. Renew our acquaintance. It has been a while. I’ll try and forget you are an international war criminal with immunity to prosecution thanks to your sponsor’s nuclear arsenal, you can try and forget I’m a disgraced intelligence agent wanted for god knows what.’

‘So who shall we be today?’

‘How about a carpet salesman done good and his brassy wife from a northern provincial county?’

‘Aye-up chuck, look at Axminster thar’, that be proper champion aye,’ Alex said in a broad Yorkshire accent.

‘Aye Terry. I reckon that’ be a good twenty pound a square yaaard.’

‘You’ve got it babe.’ Alex winked. ‘But how about we just be us?’

‘And who are we?’

Alex shrugged. ‘Alex and Zara, the couple who reside atop the old monastery, retired from the international security business to lead a quiet romantic life.’

‘Hmmm.’ Zara smiled. ‘Nah, I like the carpet thing.’ she grinned.

‘You really don’t change.’

Zara finished her breakfast. ‘I’ll grab a shower and get dressed. Don’t run off and invade anywhere in my absence,’ Zara said before getting up, she gave Alex a kiss as she stopped en-route to the en-suite bathroom. ‘It’s good to see you my darling. It has been too long.’

‘Well, we have all the time in the world to make it up.’

‘But not right now, I gotta go pee.’ Zara headed towards the bathroom. ‘And your uncle has done me a proper mischief, I think I’m about to involuntarily shit my pants. To be frank, I’m surprised I didn’t shit the bed.’

‘You are such a feminine delight Zara.’

‘You should see my legs, few weeks in a Tunisian cell and I’m hairy as a bear.’

‘Don’t mention fucking bears.’

‘Why not?’

‘Trevor.’

‘What’s Trevor got to do with it?’

‘You really don’t want to know. Which reminds me, I need to call the boys and get them to shift the camp before the Israelis airstrike it with F16’s.’ Alex walked across to his desk phone, switched to a secure line and punched in a number. ‘Sooty, we may have a problem.’
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AFTER WHAT SEEMED like an eternity to Alex, Zara finally emerged from the bedroom in a short summer dress and flip-flops. ‘What on earth took you so long?’ he asked.

Zara shrugged. ‘Women things.’

Alex led Zara down the stairs to the large main salon deck. Zara resisted the temptation to have a nosy around as they made their way over to the lift. Alex pressed the call button. She looked him up and down and started frisking him. ‘What?’

‘No piece?’

‘Don’t need it here.’

‘Bent Spanish coppers. Suppose you’ve paid them all off have you?’

‘It’s a little more of a formal arrangement than that.’

‘So you paid off the mayor and he paid off the bent coppers.’

‘Something like that...’ The lift arrived, they stepped in and Alex pressed the button for the garage level.

‘Never owned a house with my own lift before. You could have some fun in here,’ she said with a wink. The doors opened to the subterranean garage. Zara’s jaw dropped as she was confronted with Alex’s collection of exotic and classic cars. She walked out and whistled. ‘Quite the toy collection. Jesus Alex. You’ve been busy haven’t you? Which one’s mine, and don’t say the rusty Fiat Punto on the end.’

‘That’s the maid’s,’ Alex said following her down. ‘Which one do you like?’

‘Which one is the fastest?’ Zara scanned the cars when her eyes fell on a Ferrari F50. ‘Oooh, shiny.’

‘Are you sure you can handle it?’

‘Please... Apart from those few minor mishaps that really were not my fault, I’m an excellent driver.’

‘I’m sure I’m going to regret this.’ Alex walked over, disconnected the trickle charger and got in the passenger seat as Zara settled into the driver’s. She fired up the Ferrari’s V12, filling the garage with a deafening howl before it settled down into a light burble.

‘I think I just wet myself,’ Zara said.

‘I suspect I’m about to join you. Just take it easy while the tyres and brakes are cold, she’s very sensitive on the throttle.’

‘Don’t be such a fusspot. Where’s the handbrake?’

Alex took the handbrake off for her. Zara stared, baffled by the open gate racing manual shift. ‘Dogleg first, across, left down for first, then up to the left top to second.’

‘Gotcha.’ Zara got the gearbox into first. ‘How do we get out of here?’ Alex pointed at the metal car lift in the corner of the garage. ‘This really is the bat cave.’ She gently nudged the car out of its space. ‘Hasn’t this thing got power steering?’ She protested as she struggled with the heavy wheel to make the tight turn.

‘It’ll lighten up when you get some speed up.’ Zara negotiated the Ferrari through the line of parked cars to the lift. Alex took out a swipe card and punched in a security code. An alarm sounded and the hydraulic lift raised them up, opening the doors above them until they reached the front drive level.

‘Thunderbirds are go eh?’ Zara floored the throttle and lit the rear wheels up as she tore off the lift and down the drive. ‘Okay, so that’s a bit quicker than I expected.’

‘Let the oil warm up.’

Zara drove across the narrow causeway linking the islet to the main island. She stopped at a barrier manned by a pair of Spanish civil Guardia officers. ‘You have police security at your house?’ Zara asked Alex quizzically.

‘It’s a Russian diplomatic residence,’ Alex brushed off with.

Zara nodded, not convinced. ‘If you say so chap, if you say so...’ The gates opened and Zara made her way up the tight access road to the main island road above the cove.

‘Remember you’re driving on the right.’

‘I have been abroad before Alex, I was stationed in Pakistan for quite a while you know.’

‘You do get around my dear.’

‘As do you it seems.’ Zara pulled off into the traffic and floored the throttle, letting loose the full pack of shrieking Italian horses from the Ferrari’s stable and shattering the peaceful tranquillity with the engine’s rough bark into a shrill baritone orchestra as she redlined the Ferrari up through the gears, carving in and out of the traffic like she’d just stolen it. Alex, having let the instant fear of plunging off the cliff road at any moment subside into minor bouts of panic, looked across at Zara who had a broad grin on her face as she hammered the car for all it was worth across the island. He smiled to himself. 48 hours previously she was being held captive facing death, and here she was, without a care in the world. He felt a slight guilt at his envy for her ability to cast off her troubles and simply enjoy her life, but then felt deeply satisfied that he’d fulfilled his overwhelming desire to liberate her.

As they wound their way through the back roads of Ibiza Island, Alex gazed out across the sun-drenched coast and let it wash over him, enjoying the sense of freedom that normality, albeit normality for the one per cent of people who could afford such expensive Italian trinkets, brought.
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ALEX AND ZARA lazed on a pair of sun loungers sipping their cocktails as rhythmic trance beats pulsed out from the Cafe Del Mar, Ibiza’s partygoers danced on the beach as a deep golden sunset started to sink behind the ocean casting a beautiful glowing warm hue across the island. Zara stared out then reached over, took Alex’s hand, and affectionately squeezed it a little. She smiled softly, perfectly relaxed. ‘Today was a good day.’

Alex smiled back. ‘Yes, it was.’

‘I don’t want it to end,’ Zara sighed.

‘No, me neither.’

‘Do you want to dance?’

‘We’re a little old for that aren’t we?’

‘Rubbish. We’re never too old,’ Zara replied.

‘Wait here. I know the D.J. I have a request.’

‘Not the birdy song.’

‘No...’ Alex got up and walked down to the D.J booth. The D.J greeted him with the bro chest bump and back slap thing that Zara always found terribly amusing, seemingly a completely invented form of male-only hug to avoid any assumptions of homosexuality, but a desire to display a friendship beyond a mere “how are you mate?” handshake. They chatted briefly. Alex looked back at Zara and the D.J smiled as he waved at her. She smiled and waved back. Alex finished their conversation and returned. ‘Shall we?’ Alex led Zara down onto the dance floor by the beach where the ecstasy fuelled partygoers danced under the last of the evening sun, the D.J seamlessly mixed into Paul Van Dyk’s For an Angel. Zara gave Alex a smile and kiss before she closed her eyes and let the beat of the music wash her away with the lapping of the sea on the sand as she felt her muscles unwind and just sway, carried on the hypnotic trance music. She felt Alex pull her hips gently close before he wrapped his arms around her. They danced the sun below the horizon and on late into the night through to the early hours of the next morning.



THE FERRARI HOWLED
MAJESTICALLY, lighting up the black night behind it with licks of blue and orange tinged flames from its quad tailpipes as it spat out unburnt petrol into its hot exhaust on the overrun between shifts. Zara felt the warm evening breeze flow through her hair as Alex skilfully threaded the Maranello stallion through Ibiza’s mountain back roads with the precision of an expert seamstress threading a needle, the metallic click clack of the shifter on the exposed gate in-between the bark and shriek of the cacophony of race-bred engineering powering the carbon tub car down the winding road towards their islet retreat, their villa shrouded in a soft nocturnal sea mist illuminated by shafts of moonlight atop the dark promontory rock. Alex parked the car on the garage lift. It descended back to its lair before he shut down the engine and let it tick cool. He got out then walked round and opened Zara’s door, offering a hand to steady her as she pulled herself out from the low-slung seat. She walked towards the lift. ‘Let’s take the stairs, I want to show you something,’ Alex said. He held out his hand and she took it, he went through the fire door and led her up the winding spiral stone staircase carved out of the rock — lending it a magical quality of a secret castle. They reached the desired level and Alex led Zara through a centuries’ old wooden door into one of the islet’s many secrets. Zara’s jaw dropped a little in awe as her eyes drank in the room before her. Cut with expert craftsmanship from the rock was an ornate chapel, all the walls decorated with carved murals, and exquisitely carved stone statues of saints. She walked in slowly, as curious as a child, to see the ornate carving of Santa Maria, surrounded by priceless Russian Orthodox icons dating back more than a millennia in age, illuminated only by soft candles. She looked back at Alex; he nodded at her to go on. She walked across to the three books laid atop plinths in an equal line of glass cases — a Bible, a Torah, and the Quran, each ornately bound in ancient leather.

‘Some of the oldest editions in known existence. This mountain has kept them safe for centuries.’

Zara felt somewhat overwhelmed as she stared at the magnificence of the craftsmanship, and the history contained in the books before her. ‘What is this place?’

Alex walked over. He took a pair of thin wax candles from a small box. He bent a knee, made a muttered prayer and crossed his chest before lighting one and placing it gently with the others. ‘It’s where we come to atone,’ Alex said softly. He gave Zara the second candle. Zara took it from him; he stepped away and retreated to one of the simple carved wooden benches in a row, sat down and bowed his head in prayer. She watched him briefly, before averting her eyes, feeling intrusive to her husband’s conversation. She turned her attention to the small pool of spring-fed water. She dipped a finger in it hesitantly to find it icy cool, but strangely comforting. She frowned with confusion a little as she felt the immense sense of peace the chapel exuded. She took a knee and bowed her head, made a cross then lit her candle and placed it next to Alex’s. She walked over and sat next to him, gently, as to not disturb him. Zara bowed her head and closed her eyes. As her mind cleared and thoughts settled, she couldn’t be sure, maybe it was fatigue, or the rum cocktails, but she felt she heard the soft whispered chanting of religious incantations by monks. She felt her body go light, and her mind drift deeper and deeper into this ethereal world then she heard Alex’s voice, seemingly inside her subconscious.

‘Do you hear them?’

‘Yes...’ she replied, breathlessly, afraid to disturb. ‘Who are they...?’

‘The spirits...they watch over this place, protect it. It is a place of great sanctity. Come, let’s leave them for now.’

Zara was snapped back to reality with the touch of Alex’s hand on her shoulder. Her heart rate suddenly quickened back from the sedatory rate it had descended to. He took her hand and led her through the crypt to the adjacent chamber where, illuminated only by candles, in the centre, the pure white marble carving of a knight lay atop of a sarcophagus, his shield engraved with the holy cross of a religious knight’s order, holding his sword on his chest.

‘Who is he?’

‘The first. He brought the first of the books here from The Holy Land during the crusades for safekeeping. They have been here ever since, watched over by an order sworn to protect them and the historical records they contain from destruction.’

‘And now you live here...’ Zara frowned, unable to make the connection.

‘Come, it would be better if we didn’t wake him at this late hour, trance disco was not a thing when he was a resident,’ Alex said with a knowing wink. He led Zara to a cast iron spiral staircase. They ascended to the room above. An ornate room with a central long carved table flanked with chairs, in the middle, a glass window from which the moonlight shone straight through onto the sarcophagus in the chamber below.

‘What is this place?’ Zara asked in a whisper. ‘Is this your masonic lodge?’

‘No...’ Alex smiled. ‘Close, but not quite. This way.’ Alex led her through an ornate door carved from the rock into a library. Its old wooden shelves lined with countless volumes of ancient texts and leather-clad books. At the head of the library, an ornate carved oak table and equally ornate throne like wooden chair, above it, illuminated by a single soft light, a framed, clearly ancient, text written in elaborate calligraphy. Zara walked slowly over and read its Latin inscription.

‘The Guild of Mercenaries. Founding Charter. In the Year of our Lord...’ She looked back at Alex with a frown in disbelief at the date.

‘They were formed before that, but it took them a while to agree terms. Something that hasn’t changed much in the two millennia since.’

‘Why do you have this?’

‘Now that’s a good question...’ Alex said. ‘And a long story...’ Alex walked over and sat in the chair behind the desk. ‘But all the answers are in here.’ He gestured at the walls of books on the shelves. ‘Near enough two-thousand years of records, we have older, but environmental reasons mean they are now held in special conditions to preserve them.’

‘I don’t understand...’ Zara said shaking her head.

‘You will...in time.’ Zara walked along the lines of books, she went to pull one out and stopped. ‘Go ahead. There is nothing in here that does not belong to you, including me.’ Zara took out the book. ‘Although normally I’d prefer if you wore the cotton gloves provided. Don’t want you getting butter-toast fingers on the only copy of a fifteen centuries’ old artefact.’

Zara opened the book. ‘This is incredible. This collection must be priceless.’

‘Oh, more than you could know. The information in this room has started wars, finished wars, made kings, deposed them... there are secrets of humanity in here that would change people’s understanding of who we are forever.’

‘Why aren’t they in a museum then?’

‘Because they are our secrets to keep. You’re in the secrets business Zara, you know as well as any some secrets have to be kept.’

Zara replaced the book gently. She walked over and sat down on one of the two chairs in front of the grand desk. ‘Why do I feel I’m back at the headmaster’s office at my Catholic girls’ school?’

‘Do you want me to spank you?’ Alex asked cheekily.

‘Only if you want a kick in the balls.’ Zara stared up at the charter framed on the wall. She shook her head. ‘I must be a really shit spy Alex.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because I had no idea...’ she drew a deep breath then stared at him. ‘Who you were.’

‘And who do you think I am?’ Alex asked. Zara read the charter to the end then nodded.

‘The original Special Forces, I mean the real special, special, forces. The crusaders, the mercenary knights of the church, anointed by God to protect The Holy Land and the church.’ She looked at Alex. ‘You are a descendent of God’s soldiers.’

‘Hired mercenaries.’ Alex shrugged.

‘I’ve read the history of the Templar, I have a pretty good idea,’ she said. ‘At least of some of the history. ‘What’s a complete bloody mystery is how it connects to here.’

‘As you can see, it’s been kept well hidden.’

‘I never had you down as religious Alex, beyond the lip service to my Catholic mother so you could get in my knickers at the earliest opportunity.’

‘I’m not especially religious. You have to separate faith from religion. Religion is just a means to create order from chaos, the politics of its day. Constructions to stop what came before Noah’s flood repeating. The holy books...instruction manuals. The mercenaries, the police of the day keeping order. It’s really just an orchestrated set of laws and governance, checks and balances.’

‘So you don’t believe in it?’

‘It would be hard to express it in a meaningful way. But faith in these things helps me accomplish my work, gives me hope.’

‘For what?’

‘A better future.’

‘Well, aren’t you just full of surprises. Why didn’t I know about any of this when we married?’

‘Because I didn’t know.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘After we parted, the journey I took, that was my journey to reach this place. I had to take it alone.’

‘So what, you’re some kind of Born Again Christian?’

‘No, not really. It just took me a long time to understand my purpose, my role, if you will. And to accept it.’

‘Can I ask you a serious question?’

‘Of course.’

‘Are you taking drugs?’ Zara said deadpan. ‘I mean. Whoo-hoo Knights of God. You didn’t just buy this place off the agents, do a bit of opium on a bong, and imagine all this did you? Look what happened to Trevor. Maybe we need to get you checked out...’ Zara shrugged.

Alex smiled. ‘Maybe that’s the truth...’

Zara shrugged. ‘I don’t know babes. I think I’m a bit too pissed on rum and tired to comprehend the historical magnificence of it all. I could spend a year down here and probably not get past the first shelf.’ She turned back to Alex. ‘Why did you show me this?’

‘Because you are you. The spy in you can’t resist uncovering secrets. I didn’t want you to think I was keeping things from you. If this is going to work then we have to be honest with each other.’

‘I agree. I need time for this to sink in. I’d just about come to terms with the fact I loved a bloodthirsty agent of the evil Russian Empire, and now it transpires you might be one of the good guys. I’m not sure about that. I’ve always liked a bad boy. Can we go upstairs? I need to get some air.’ Alex led Zara back down the passage and up the stairs to the villa; they emerged through a door hidden behind bookshelves that opened into their master suite. ‘Secret doors. The perfect spy’s house,’ Zara said with an approving nod. Alex grabbed a bottle of champagne as they headed out onto the main balcony, he poured Zara a glass of Dom Perignon and joined her on the balcony overlooking the sea. ‘This place is unbelievable. I feel like I’m lost in a dream. I’m scared I’ll wake up and I’ll be back in that bloody cell again. Is this place real Alex, or am I dreaming?’

‘What is life, but a dream,’ Alex said.

Zara frowned. ‘Thanks. That’s really cleared things up for me,’ she replied shaking her head. ‘Do you always have to talk in riddles? You’re turning into Nish. Or is that a thing in your secret society? Never mind, I don’t want to know any more about that, you’ve head-fucked me enough for one night.’ Zara sipped her champagne. ‘That’s some good shit right there Mister Green, not quite as frisky as Pavlo’s Vodka Number One, but a little more fragrant on the palate than refined torpedo fuel.’

‘I’m glad you like it.’

‘So what now?’

‘I don’t know.’

Zara gave a knowing smile. ‘Well, you’ve bribed me with diamonds, driven me about in your Ferrari, seduced me with dancing under the sunset on the beach, dazzled my mind with your spirituality and secret lair of wisdom, now lubricated my senses with vintage champagne. I think we both know where you expect this is heading Mister Green...’

‘Do we Mrs Green?’

Zara put the champagne down and wrapped herself round Alex. ‘Fortunately we don’t need to atone for the sins we are about to commit, we’re already married.’

‘Are you sure you want to...’

‘You know how long it’s been since I’ve...you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’ Zara kissed Alex seductively as she pulled his zipper down. Alex picked her up and carried her to the bedroom, laying her down on the bed. ‘Give us your pork sword, you filthy knight of the realm,’ Zara said before giggling.

‘You have to spoil all these moments don’t you?’

‘Come on! Why so serious?’ Zara said pulling Alex down to her and kissing him playfully. ‘You don’t have to seduce me with the romantic hero bullshit Alex, we’re already married. You’ve got me already. Now ravage my body most thoroughly Sir Alex of the Shire. I desire your loins amidst me nethers and am breathless with anticipation,’ Zara said with a shrill voice. Alex shook his head, rolled off her and lay next to her. ‘Hmmph,’ Zara said. She rolled over and pulled his lip down with her finger. ‘Sulky face.’

‘You’re drunk.’

‘No more than usual...’ Zara shrugged. She sighed. ‘You know what I’m like. I deflect my shyness with my humour.’

‘Why are you feeling shy?’

‘It’s been a long time,’ Zara replied. ‘You might of gone off me like that.’

‘How could I ever?’ Alex said running a finger across her cheek.

‘Sooo...?’

Alex kissed her tenderly. ‘Try not to say anything.’

‘Okay...’ she replied as he undid her dress. She drew a deep nervous breath, then bit her lip trying to stop herself but it was no use. ‘RAAAAPE!’ she yelled at the top of her voice before breaking out in hysterics.

‘Oh Zara for fucks sake...!’ Alex said stopping. ‘Right that’s it, I’m gagging you.’
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ZARA MADE HER way down the large twisting modernist glass open tread staircase to the main salon. ‘Alex?’ she called out, searching the rooms for him before the soft conversation of voices from the large terrace near the salon caught her attention. She made her way outside and down the twisting stone stairs to the large pool deck fronting the sea at the base of the villa. Alex was sat with Nish at a table.

Nish turned around. ‘Morning princess. You had a nice lie in,’ Nish said.

‘What time is it?’ Zara asked.

‘Nearly eleven.’ Zara walked over. Nish got up to greet her. ‘Glad to see you back safe and sound Zara.’ Nish hugged Zara warmly.

‘Hello Harry, you look well.’

‘Surviving,’ Nish replied.

‘So what are you devious characters plotting?’ Zara asked.

‘Just catching up on business Zara, you know how it is,’ Nish replied. Zara walked over and sat on Alex’s lap and kissed him good morning. ‘Glad to see you two are getting along well, I’d be fucking cross if you’d had a row and headed for the divorce courts after all we went through.’

‘Give it a week,’ Zara said playfully. ‘So is this a social call?’

‘A little of both. Just appraising the boss of the goings on.’

‘Which are?’ Zara inquired.

Nish looked at Alex, he shrugged. ‘Rescuing you came at some cost to The Company, not just in financial terms.’

‘What happened?’ Zara asked. Nish looked at Alex. Alex looked at Nish. Zara looked at each of them then Alex.

‘We were warned off coming after you, by our sponsor. When we declined, we had to...adapt and improvise. We got the charter revoked. Our immunity and privileges will be lifted in around three to four days by my calculation,’ Alex explained.

‘Why? What interest do the Russians have in Smythe’s antics?’ Zara asked, confused.

‘A lot happened in your absence,’ Alex replied.

‘Clearly. So what’s the outcome?’ Zara asked.

‘The Company is broke Zara. Alex spent all the cash on the hardware and payoffs needed to recover you. Most of the boys have left, save the few loyal and ones with nowhere better to go. Trevor’s got us into all kinds of shit with Mossad and Gadaffi that really none of us can explain. And we’re knee-deep in the mire of whatever you got involved in,’ Nish said.

‘Wow. If I’d known you’d gone to that much trouble I’d have given you a blowjob honey.’ Zara kissed Alex on the cheek. Nish coughed to suppress his amusement. ‘So basically you’re fucked.’

‘Something like that...’ Alex said with a nod.

‘What about this place?’

‘We have immunity in Switzerland thanks to the Swiss Guard. This place is neutral for as long as we hold the charter. Without it, security will become very expensive, which is problematic, since without the charter we’ll be reduced to doing crap jobs for buttons,’ Alex said.

‘It doesn’t make any sense, why would he revoke your charter? You don’t threaten him politically.’

‘That’s what we don’t understand; we’d assumed he’d have a vested interest in the current status quo in the Middle-East. America running the shop in Iraq reduces the Kremlin’s sphere,’ Nish said.

‘Iraq?’ Zara asked.

‘You haven’t told her?’ Nish asked Alex.

‘You know what you were investigating?’ Alex asked Zara.

‘Yes. The Saudi Group traded off 9/11 to fund Al Qaeda in Afghanistan. We sent an S.A.S team to kill bin Laden, and that’s when I got grabbed.’

‘What was in the dossier?’ Alex asked.

‘Goldstein’s shell companies, bank accounts, payments, records. I assumed it would be the money trail that allowed us to find out who was funding Bin-bag Laden’s A.Q shenanigans.’

‘It’s a bit more complicated than that. I can get Osama on speed dial for you, assume he’s not hiding in his cave and can get a signal. He didn’t get the six-hundred and fifty million you were investigating, that’s for sure,’ Alex said.

‘Wait, you have Osama bin Laden, the world’s most wanted terrorist, on your fucking speed dial?’

‘Why wouldn’t we?’ Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.

‘Because he’s a fucking terrorist!’

‘Christ on a bike Zara, don’t get judgemental on us. They’re all terrorists, even the elected ones. Our job isn’t to judge politics. It’s to broker peace deals, or put people who won’t agree to them out of commission. He was pretty much running the shop in Afghanistan, you couldn’t do a thing there without his approval,’ Alex said.

‘I think my point was you could have made my life a lot easier if you’d just invited the slippery fucker round to supper so my boys could chuck him down a staircase. As it stands, they all went missing or got killed trying to slot him.’

‘Who was that?’ Nish asked.

’S.A.S Bravo Seven. Tiger Lane, Mack, Woody, And Danny Archer.’

‘You want me to find out how they are?’

‘If you can.’

‘I’ll make a call.’

‘So what else?’

‘Hunter got car-bombed.’

‘Jesus! Is he alright?’

‘He survived, but then he got cancer.’

‘Fuck... He’s not having much luck.’ Zara shook her head.

‘You owe him your life; he’s the one who tipped us off on how to get you back. He got the dirt on Bishop and who was brokering the deal for you,’ Alex said.

‘Who was brokering the deal?’ Zara asked.

‘Gilad ben David.’

‘The Mossad clown? We ran into that fucker in Dubai. Why did he have a hand in it?’

‘Well, the claim was the money was for a missile defence system for Israel,’ Nish said.

‘Get fucked. They bought an off the shelf Patriot system years ago. Why the fuck would the Saudis buy the Jews a missile defence system? It’s like asking your priest to lend you a hundred quid to go and get coke and hookers. That’s clearly bullshit.’

‘Well clearly...’ Alex said.

‘So it’s not A.Q money, the Israelis are involved, along with the Saudis, complicit with that sun-tan dodger from the State Department Clark Sanders, Smythe means our mob are in it. Just what the actual fuck is being cooked up....’ The penny dropped. ‘But of course. They’re going after Saddam.’

Alex smiled at Nish. ‘That’s why she’s at M.I.6.’

‘Was...’ Zara said with a mock sulking bottom lip. ‘So you want to start an illegal war with a sovereign nation without getting U.N fucked with sanctions. How do you do it, when the country is on the other side of the world and doesn’t threaten you in any way?’

‘Say they have W.M.D,’ Alex and Nish said in unison.

‘It’s the only thing 650 million of under the counter money pays for, that couldn’t be bought through legitimate channels,’ Zara said.

‘Wait, you’re suggesting the Saudis, the Israelis, the Brits and the Yanks had a club together to buy Saddam the bomb?’ Nish asked.

‘That’s exactly what I’m suggesting, I just don’t think they are actually going to gift-wrap it and say, here chap, here’s a nice nuclear warhead you can go fuck up Tel-Aviv for the next thousand years with. No, the bomb’s not for Saddam. It’s so they can point at it after they’ve butt-fucked him and say: look. We dun good boys,’ Zara said in her best mock-Texan accent. ‘We done fucked the bad guy reeeeal guuud. Now fucking pay us or we kick your door in next.’

‘This is a lovely conspiracy theory Zara, but we ain’t got a shred of proof,’ Alex said.

‘We might have if you hadn’t given Smythe my dossier.’

‘Then we wouldn’t have you back, would we?’

‘No, well. What’s done is done. The question is what we do now.’

‘I wasn’t planning to do anything,’ Alex said with a shrug of his shoulders.

‘Me neither,’ Nish added with a blank look and shake of his head.

‘You can’t be serious? You just got royally fucked by all concerned, and you don’t want to get some payback?’

‘I’d like to my darling, unfortunately we couldn’t start a bar fight with our current bank balance, let alone a war against that cabal of supremely well-financed co-conspirators,’ Alex said.

‘How much do you need?’ Zara asked.

‘To do what?’

‘To shut it down. The Goyim Know!’

‘I don’t know. Depends how you want it shut down. If you want us to start sinking cargo ships in mysterious circumstances then that’s expensive. We don’t even know what he is shipping, where he is shipping it from, where he is shipping it to. Without the intel we can’t even price up an expedition, and even with the intel the point is academic because we don’t have a sponsor for it,’ Alex said.

‘Saddam.’

‘What about him?’ Alex asked.

‘You don’t think he spent all that oil money on tins of Quality Street and silly hats do you? He’s got pots of cash under the mattress, and if someone doesn’t pull his nuts out of the fire then not much opportunity to spend it,’ Zara said.

‘You want us to do a deal with Saddam Hussein? You were just criticising us for talking to bin Laden, and now you want us to do business with the dictator in chief?’ Alex asked.

Zara shrugged. ‘The enemy of my enemy. Look, I want to stop this thing. Not because I want keep Saddam in power, but to stop the dis-orderly power vacuum removing the Baathists from power will leave. The minute that dictatorship falls, you will have a Sunni/Shiite/Kurdish bloodbath on your hands. If it kicks off in Iraq then it’ll be round the region before the following Eid. I’ve spent my life working trying to stop that house of cards Eden and his idiots created from toppling over. We have to stop this or it’ll be the clarion call for every Islamic fundamentalist across the globe to kick off. You saw how pissed O.B.L got just because the Yanks parked their trucks on Saudi soil to liberate Kuwait, now imagine what he’ll do when we go all the way to Baghdad. Nine-eleven was just the taster. We pull the pin out of Iraq...there’ll be no stopping it.’

‘I agree with you Zara. But that doesn’t put the baby in the bath, now does it?’ Alex said.

‘Bugger,’ Zara replied. She got up and walked over to stare out to sea, looking thoughtful.

‘So what’s your plan now?’ Nish asked Alex.

‘Take Ludmila back to Mikhail. See if I can get reasonable exit terms for us. Get Sooty to pack the kit up in Libya.’

Zara turned round. ‘If I can get you the intel and the money, will you help? I can hire you right? You’re mercs. This is what you do?’

‘Zara, we just broke The Company’s back to get you out, and you want to jump straight back in?’

‘I can’t let this go Alex, now I understand why they took me. Why all of this happened. If we let them get away with the greatest lie ever told, who is next?’

‘You think you can stop this war?’ Alex asked.

‘Maybe not, but we can make sure they end up with so much egg on their faces afterwards then just maybe the electorate will be much less willing to let them start another one in the future. How much cash do you need to get started?’

Alex looked at Nish. Nish shrugged. ‘Ten...to twenty — Swiss.’

‘Twenty grand? You can put that on a credit card.’

‘No twenty million,’ Alex corrected her.

‘For fucks sake! What do you spend your money on? I thought the Ministry of Disasters was bad with its seventy quid a paperclip contracts. Aren’t you supposed to be the economy option?’

‘It’s not that simple to operate clandestine military operations out of jurisdiction Zara. To put those twelve guys on foreign soil somewhere means a whole slew of people pulling strings, getting permits. We’re not criminals, we do have to operate within frameworks,’ Nish explained.

‘Okay. I get it. You waste a shit ton of money on admin. So Bishop. You told me he buggered off with Ben Kaminski’s moolah.’

‘Yeah, he took off after they came for you. Went to Cuba to bang under-age girls,’ Nish said.

‘What?’ Zara frowned.

‘He’s a peado,’ Alex said.

‘Really? Jesus. How young?’

‘Fourteen.’

‘The dirty old sod. So he’s got the cash still?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right then. That’s your pay check. I expect a family discount by the way.’

‘There’s no point. He won’t part with it,’ Alex said.

‘Yes he will.’

‘No he won’t.

‘Yes he will. Joint enterprise. He’s burned my career as well, so sixty million of the loot is mine by rights.’

‘We already asked. He told us to go fuck ourselves,’ Nish said.

‘You let me worry about that.’

‘We still don’t have the intel.’

‘The dossier had shell companies in, bank accounts, and so on. I don’t remember them all, but I remember enough to at least get a start. If we can figure out where the shipments are coming from, then you guys can do your thing, track them and do something about it. Whatever it is you do.’

‘Since you don’t have M.I.6, how you going to break that veil of secrecy? They’re shell companies for a reason...’ Alex said.

‘The Frenchman. He has sources.’

‘For a price.’

‘I better get Bishop to cough up the money then, hadn’t I?’

‘Zara, far be it from me to tell you what to do, but you already got taken for getting your nose caught in this trough once, they’ll not take kindly to you repeating the offence. We might not be so lucky next time,’ Alex said.

‘Well there won’t be a next time, will there? I didn’t see them coming, and didn’t have anyone looking out for me. Now I know who the enemy is. And I’ve got you for protection. Let them try. I don’t understand the rules you work by. But if you have a contract, you can pursue it right?’

‘Yes, but we can’t take your contract, your immunity is based on being a related party. It’s a conflict of interest. That contract has to come from someone neutral,’ Alex said.

Zara looked thoughtful for a minute. ‘Who would be the ideal client?’

‘Someone with a death wish and nothing to lose?’ Alex said sarcastically.

‘I think I know just the guy. Can I borrow the car?’

‘Where are you going?’ Alex asked.

‘Cuba.’ Alex and Nish looked at each other. ‘You guys need cash. I need a resolution. This suits everyone’s interests. If I can get you the cash to get the proof, you can take it to Saddam, he’ll pay you a king’s ransom to humiliate his enemies in the world’s court. If we’re right then you’ll get enough cash off him to buy a small country, let alone an army.’

‘I have to admit the girl’s quite smart. Saddam would give his right ball to butt-fuck The White House in front of the U.N,’ Nish said.

‘Great. Mossad already think we’re up to our nuts in Gadaffi’s arse, now we’re getting into bed with Saddam,’ Alex said with a sigh. ‘Do you think what’s left of The Company will buy in?’

‘Right now they’d do anything that doesn’t involve touching shit with their hands,’ Nish replied.

‘Here’s what we’re going to do. Harry, you’re going to take personal responsibility for keeping her out of mischief. And you, my darling, are going to stick to Harry like glue. You understand?’ Alex said.

‘Yes daddy.’

‘I’m going to try and straighten things out with Mikhail and sort Trevor’s clusterfuck in the desert out. The only way we’ll likely get an audience with Saddam is through Gadaffi.’

‘So you’ll play?’ Zara asked.

Alex sat back in his chair. ‘So much for an early retirement.’ He eventually nodded his head. ‘You tread carefully my angel. I don’t want even an eggshell to break under you and alert the wolf that you’re burgling his house again.’

‘I’ll dance on air.’

‘Make sure you do.’

Zara walked over then hugged and kissed Alex. ‘I think I like having a private army. I don’t have to even fill out paperwork. This is much better than Six.’

‘You still need to keep your receipts. This isn’t the bloody mafia, I’ve got tax records to keep.’ Alex looked at Nish. ‘You can take the 604.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Take the fucking Mig I suppose.’

‘You own a Mig? Like a fighter plane?’

‘Yes, not for much longer.’

‘You found a buyer yet?’ Nish asked.

‘Working on it. Might get a good price out of Saddam, sounds like he’ll need it...’
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ZARA BREEZED THROUGH the room and plonked herself down on the sofa. ‘Hello Bishop, hope we’re not interrupting your afternoon under-sixteen’s fuck party.’

Bishop looked at Nish. Nish shrugged it off and sat down next to Zara. ‘Why am I not surprised to see you Zara...’

‘I’m fine thank you Bish’. Thanks’ for asking. The C.I.A hospitality in Tunisia leaves a lot to be desired, the afternoon waterboarding in the basement spa isn’t something that’ll give it a good sell to the Rendition Chic tourist crowd, and the food was pretty shit. I’d certainly avoid it if I were you.’

‘What do you want Zara?’

‘Oooh. Take a wild fucking guess. Let’s start with sixty million bucks you purloined from Ben Kaminski’s piggy bank and go from there shall we?’

‘I told your boyfriend-’

‘Husband...don’t drag me into your immoral world of dysfunctional relationships.’

‘And I’m telling you. Not a chance.’

‘Oh Bishy. And I thought we’d really bonded over the Starbucks and pastries.’

‘Things change.’

‘They seem to, so much for your modest retirement ambitions. Very Colombian drug lord. You know what we dug up?’

‘No. And I don’t want to know. I’m out.’

‘You know better than that. You’re never out.’

‘I would have thought you’d had enough.’

‘We’ve upset the applecart Bishop. And all the king’s horses and all the king’s men ain’t putting that shit back together again.’

‘That was an egg. You are mixing metaphors.’

‘I don’t think it matters. How the fuck is a horse going to stick an egg-shaped person back together? They haven’t got thumbs, let alone surgical skills.’

‘Is there a point to this?’

‘How long do you think you have? These guys are putting an immense amount of work to keep the cat in the bag, you really think they’ll trust you to keep your mouth shut down here?’

‘I’ll take my chances. Getting involved in whatever you are up to is not going to improve my odds.’

‘It might. You haven’t listened to what I have to offer yet.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘A solution. To both our problems.’

‘Well, let’s have it then.’

‘He’s not going to stay in office forever, if we pull the rug out from under him then he’ll stay in office a very short amount of time before someone starts mentioning congressional inquiry and impeachment.’

‘Over some bent funding by the Saudis for A.Q? Nobody will give a shit. Everyone knows the Saudis are up to their nuts in Islamic extremism filth.’

‘It’s not going to A.Q. It’s certainly not funding the Israelis’ counter-firework system. This is much bigger, and much dirtier. This is about deception on a global scale to the point of breaking just about every international law imaginable.’

‘What exactly is it you found out?’

‘No proof yet. That’s where you come in. How do you want to be judged in history Bishop? Disgraced C.I.A Agent turned thief, blackmailed by his stripper junkie’s under-age daughter to cover up a sex scandal, then running off with seized funds to hide out with Castro, doing god knows what to the local schoolgirls? Or let back into the big house, under a new lord, having done his bit to uphold the constitution and remove someone from office who dragged the nation into the abyss by creating enemies from billions of Muslims. You have a chance at atonement Bishop. I don’t blame you for taking the money, they burned you, and you took your chance to survive. I’d have done the same thing. But don’t you want to get the guys who did it to you? Don’t you want to go home, and be a free man?’

‘What makes you think you can stop it?’

‘We can’t. It’s too big for that. But what we can do is make sure they’re answerable in the court of public opinion for the lies they will tell, and the mess they will create, and ensure they are judged for the blood they spill on the way. Then next time the American people go to the ballot box they’ll give pause for thought as to what kind of person they want in that office.’

‘Always the skilled manipulator Zara, tug at that those patriotic strings.’

‘You’re not dirty Bishop, maybe you lie to yourself so you sleep better at night, that you don’t give a fuck, none of it matters, you got paid, fuck them. But you watched those people jump out those office towers the same as I did, and it made you just as angry, because you knew they were innocent. Just simple folk trying to get by in life. And you did the job you did so folk like that can lead honest decent lives without fear of tyranny. Terrorism comes in many forms Bishop, the one we are most blind to is political terrorism, it doesn’t blow up when you put your ticket in the ballot box, it just spreads like a cancer. Eating away all the good until there’s nothing left. If they do this, then what will they do next? Emboldened. Iran? Syria? Pakistan? Russia? They won’t stop, men like that can’t. One is convinced he’s on a moral crusade, and the other is a degenerate simpleton in the pocket of the hawks and war profiteers. How do the American people benefit from watching the world descend into anarchy? Doesn’t help McDonald’s bottom line when it’s the customers being flame grilled not the burgers. That money you took, that’s blood money. Remember your little speech to poor old Ben and his dipshit girlfriend? That money was paid for by every one of those police officers, fire-fighters, and office workers with their lives. This villa, it’s a fucking memorial to the citizens of New York who died in the World Trade Centre. How can you sleep at night with those thousands of voices screaming out at you?’

‘Okay! I get the message! Assuming I give it you, what will you do with it?’

‘I’ll make sure that it’s spent preventing people using that event to send more American boys to their graves in the desert to suit their own nefarious ambitions. I can’t stop Iraq, but we can stop Iran, we can stop Syria, Libya, and the whole deck of cards beyond. If that money saves American Marines, Rangers, troopers, men whose patriotism to the American people means they will lay down their lives in their belief of democracy and American civil liberties, if it prevents their deaths for a dishonest war of profit, so billionaire capitalists can line their pockets, as those families put their boys in the ground, then that money, that was paid for by those New Yorkers lives, is money better spent than anything this administration will fund. And one day the American people will know you stood guard over liberty, and did the right thing. You might not get a fancy villa in Cuba. But you will get peace of mind, and maybe they’ll build a fucking library for you somewhere. Might not let you in the kiddies section for obvious reasons but...’

Bishop nodded. He got up and left the room. Zara looked after him then at Nish. ‘After that speech he’s probably gone to blow his brains out. Christ Zara, you really know how to make a guy feel good about himself,’ Nish said and shook his head with a depressed sigh.

Zara shrugged. ‘What did you offer him?’

‘Life spent in a Siberian gulag.’

‘And you’re surprised he didn’t chew your hand off at the chance? Jesus Nish, work on your negotiating skills for fucks sake...’

Bishop returned with his laptop. ‘You have a numbered account?’ Zara took out a piece of paper and slid it across the table. Bishop seemed slightly ashamed. He spoke quietly. ‘There isn’t the full one-twenty million, I had some expenses to pay here, paying people off...the house.’

‘I’m sure New Yorkers won’t mind in light of the taxpayers not honouring your severance agreement and pension plan. I don’t want to leave you living in a box and pissing in a bin Bishop. I’ll just take my sixty million.’

‘What about the rest?’

‘Do what you want with it. Start a charitable foundation for under-age sex abuse victims or some shit.’

Bishop logged into his online account. He made the transfer then slid the laptop to Zara to confirm. ‘Satisfied?’

‘Thank you Bishop. You’re a filthy pervert, but an honest filthy pervert.’

‘You really know how to pay a compliment Zara. So, your husband made certain assurances if I gave him the dossier he’d take care of things.’

‘I’m still somewhat vexed with you that you didn’t do it without coercion.’ Bishop shrugged sheepishly. ‘You won’t be getting a Christmas card this year Bishy. Consider yourself on the naughty list.’

‘So all that stuff you said, you believe it? Or are you just manipulating me, like you always do.’

‘I don’t know Bish. It’s not a question of what I think is it? Maybe you care, maybe you don’t. I’m not here to judge you, it’s you who has to sleep soundly at night.’

‘And what about you? How do you sleep with the devil in your bed?’

‘Is that who you think he is?’ Zara laughed. ‘Oh Bishop! He’s got you all fooled hasn’t he? But maybe that’s the devil’s greatest trick. The master of deception. Maybe I’m the one who is being fooled. Tell me Nish, is Alex the devil?’

‘I don’t know, if he’s the antichrist, I don’t know what that makes me.’

‘I’ll let you into a secret Bishop, between spies. He’s not the devil. He may well be the Angel of Death, I don’t think even Alex would realise if he was, but whilst his means may terrify, I believe his purpose is for the greater good.’ Zara got up and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Or he could just be a bloodthirsty mercenary like all the rest. History will be the judge. Good luck Bishop, enjoy your retirement here if the Cubans don’t lock you up for your kiddyfiddling.’ Zara headed for the door.

‘We’ll see ourselves out,’ Nish said. ‘You’ve made good our deal. Alex will honour his side. As the little lady said, Enjoy your retirement you filthy fuck.’

‘Are we done now?’

‘We’re done.’

‘Good. Please don’t ever come back.’

‘Come on. No hard feelings. Take you out for a beer one day. Pick up some teenagers...’ Nish winked and headed to the door.

Nish got into the car with Zara. They headed out of the gate. ‘Airport,’ Zara told the driver.

‘We not stopping for a trip round Havana? We came all this way...’

‘If you want to go to a brothel Nish, do it on your own time. I’ve got a schedule to keep. Get the pilot on the phone.’

‘Where we going next?’

‘Paris. I need to pick up your new client.’

Nish took out his phone. ‘It’s Nish. File a flight plan for Paris. Wheels up in thirty, we’re on our way.’ He put the phone down.
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VINCENT WAS WAITING at the V.I.P terminal as the Challenger 604 pulled onto the apron. The steps came down and Nish came out followed by Zara. Vincent walked over to greet them, shouting to be heard as the twin turbofans spooled down. ‘I’m glad to see you Zara,’ Vincent said.

‘You too Vincent, I hear I owe you my gratitude for helping Alex get me back.’

‘No gratitude needed Zara, I know you would do the same for me.’

‘I’m sorry this isn’t just a social call Vincent, as you can imagine we have a lot of unfinished business.’

‘I understand Zara, saving the world always comes before having a glass of wine with an old friend who misses you.’

‘We’ll have time for that one day.’

‘So what brings you to Paris?’

‘I need to see Hunter.’

‘Of course.’

‘How is he?’

‘He is getting better. We have some good doctors looking after him.’

‘And the cancer?’

‘It is in remission, we have bought him more time, but sadly I believe it is now borrowed.’

‘How’s he taking it?’

‘He is Hunter, how do you think?’

Vincent opened the rear passenger door of the waiting car. Zara and Nish got in the back. The car sped off with a police motorcycle outrider convoy in front and to the rear. As they reached the gate, the sirens and blue lights started. They cut a path quickly through the traffic from the airport to downtown Paris, arriving at the safe house in The Golden Triangle some forty minutes later.

Zara made her way up to the first floor followed by Nish and Vincent. One of Vincent’s men, posted to guard the door, let them in. The maid took their coats and showed them through to the grand salon where Hunter was sat on a sofa reading a copy of Le Monde newspaper.

‘You got time for an old friend?’ Zara asked as she walked into the room. Hunter put down the paper, he looked round in surprise. Zara’s smile fell slightly as she saw how frail and old looking the normally bull like Hunter had become.

‘Zara. Well I’ll be damned! I wasn’t expecting you...at all really.’ Hunter struggled to his feet and walked over. He stared at Zara. His face folded into a soft warm smile. ‘It’s good to see you back safe.’ Zara embraced Hunter in a warm hug, he did his best to suppress a tear, but they leaked out involuntarily. She released him and looked at him.

‘Bit of dust in here, eh Hunter?’

‘Yeah, irritates the eyes.’

‘Alex had the same problem.’

‘The Dragon has tears? That I would like to see.’

‘He’s a little chicken really.’

‘Somehow I doubt that.’

‘Here, I got you something. Don’t tell the doctors.’ Zara passed a small bottle of scotch to Hunter.

‘Bless your heart Zara. You make an old man fed a diet of blended wheatgrass and fuck knows what very happy. Come on, let’s sit down.’ Hunter returned to the sofa followed by Zara.

‘I owe you my life.’

‘No, that was all Alex’s doing. I just shook a couple of trees. I felt bad I couldn’t do more, I was on my way to Paris when, thanks to our old friend in the Edgware Road’s exuberance, I found out I was past due.’

‘You did more than enough. You told him where to look, you know that’s all he needed.’

‘How are things? With him?’

‘We’re good,’ Zara said warmly. ‘When you go to hell, all the trivial little things just burn in the fire. If you come back you don’t remember why any of them mattered, you just remember what kept you from burning.’

‘He’s making you happy?’

‘You know me...’ Zara grinned. ‘I antagonise him too much.’

‘Well, the world didn’t end in a nuclear apocalypse, so I guess he kept his temper in check at least a little. Is he right for you Zara? I do know you have a thing for those naughty boys, but...’

‘Yes Dad.’

‘Just looking out for my protégé.’

‘I’m sure. He’s not who you think he is.’

‘People rarely are.’

‘He’s a good man.’

‘As long as he is a good man to you, I guess that’s all that matters.’

‘I think we’ll be okay. We’ve both grown up. So what about you?’

‘They say I’m on the mend. Still feel like shit. Getting bored to tears sitting around this place all day. It’s a very stylish Gallic prison.’

‘Vincent’s just worried about you, with good reason, there’s a lot going on.’

‘There usually is.’

‘I need your help.’

‘Not sure what I can do in my state, but you know that I’ll always do anything I can for you.’

‘You know what’s going on?’

‘Only the bullshit that snake Gilad ben David fed me. I’m guessing you have some interesting tales to tell.’

‘On the jet.’

‘The jet...my my Mrs Green, he is treating you well. So...’

‘I know Vincent’s been taking good care of you, not only can you be useful but I’d like to take better care of you. You should be with friends Hunter. Not sat here in Paris on your own. And the climate will be better for you.’

‘I take it we’re not going to Russia then?’

‘No...it seems Alex has had a falling out with the King in the Red Castle.’

‘Lover’s quarrel. They’ll make it up. They always do. You know Russians. Beat each other to death, don’t speak a word to each other for years then sit crying how much they love each other after a bottle of vodka. So the other thing?’

‘Alex needs a client to act. I have the money.’

‘You caught up with Bishop then, how did you get him to pay?’

‘Reminded him that the American constitution wasn’t written for the exclusive benefit of N.Y.S.E stockholders and politicians, but the American people.’

‘Good angle.’

‘I need to get the intel, but more importantly I need an arm’s length client. Someone with the guts to stand up to all these people and do what’s right, but isn’t afraid of the consequences of being held accountable.’ Hunter smiled. ‘I wouldn’t ask, but what they did to us, you know how hard we worked. And this is your legacy.’

‘You don’t need to use your feminine wiles on me Zara. You got me at hello...’ Hunter blushed. Zara smiled and kissed Hunter.

‘You’re a good man Hunter. It breaks my heart.’

‘Don’t be sad honey. I had a good run. God knows I’ve been spared enough times through luck of the Irish. I was long overdue.’

‘Still doesn’t seem fair, good men are hard to find, we can’t afford to lose the ones we have.’

‘I’ll do whatever I can until the job is done, or I am. You know that.’

‘Thank you, that’s why it had to be you.’

‘Besides, anything to get out of this place.’ Hunter dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘I think the housekeeper fancies her chances.’

‘Maybe you should.’

‘Don’t even go there...’

‘We better sneak you out then.’

‘So where are we going?’

‘I need something from The Frenchman. I would ask, but I’m on instructions from Alex not to get my hand caught in the cookie jar again, and you know that double-dealing frog will sell my interest out the minute I ask.’

‘You tell me what you need and I’ll get it.’

‘I’d send Nish to look after you, but then he’ll know Alex is involved.’

‘Don’t worry about me, I can deal with Dufort.’

‘Okay. We’ll wait for you with the jet. Then we can kidnap you,’ Zara said with a wink.

Hunter smiled. ‘Thank you Zara.’

‘For what?’

‘For making an old sick man feel useful again.’

‘Don’t talk rubbish Hunter. There’s life in you yet. Just take it easy on that medicine I gave you.’
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HUNTER EXITED THE metro station at Barbes. He made his way up the hill to the street below Sacre-Coeur before travelling along the narrow cobbled lane to the corner bar. He pushed through the busy crowd of late-night locals filling the small room to reach the back corridor into the small toilet. He put a Euro in the payphone, punched in a number and listened to a recorded message before putting the phone back down; he pushed back through to the bar and got the barman’s attention. He ordered a double vodka shot, paid, drank it, and then checked his watch before returning outside. He checked up and down the street before heading up the steep cobbled street, turning right into a narrower street winding its way to the west approach of Sacre-Coeur. It was late in the evening, and in the early chill of winter there were few tourists around, mostly locals taking a shortcut to the tall apartment buildings that ran down the back of the village into the cheaper suburbs beyond. Hunter made his way into the church. Under the dim lights, he studied the few visitors before he lit a candle, put a few folded Euros in the collection box and then sat down on one of the benches in a shadowed corner. He studied the program of service before closing his eyes, putting his head forward and hands together in prayer. Despite his deteriorated condition his field craft detected the movement from the arrival of someone behind him, and the slight creak of the old wood bench as it took the new arrival’s weight. The voice spoke softly. ‘It is usually when we are closest to the end of a journey that we start to consider what the destination might be like. Consider a last minute change in direction that may spare us from going the wrong way, or to find a route to somewhere better.’

Hunter’s eyes opened. ‘I usually just rely on the map.’

‘Alas, sometimes the map is out of date. The road is not always open, or we find it blocked. Tell me, I’m curious. Are you here for answers, redemption, or simply revenge.’

‘Enlightenment. You have information. I’m looking to buy.’

‘Of course, but to what purpose?’

‘Why is it whenever you ask me a question, I feel like you are simply looking for answers to restock your shelves?’

There was a soft laugh in response. ‘All information has value, does it not? To someone. Even the knowledge that someone is seeking something is information that has value, if you understand why they seek it.’

‘I want the discrete service, I’ll pay the premium.’

‘You understand while my service brings certain assurances of confidentiality, I cannot control the tongues of others. The mere act of inquiry can be enough to alert the owners of the information you seek as to the interest in it.’

‘But not who is interested in it, as long as you keep that a confidence then we can do business.’

‘Then we have an understanding. Before we continue, so I can understand the premium required for your request, I have to understand the nature of the client.’

‘I’m the client. Let’s just say I want to tie up some loose ends before I meet my maker.’

‘It is understandable. So many sacrifices, and to what end? Without conclusion how can you find peace of mind that your work here is done.’

‘It ain’t over until the fat lady sings.’

‘And you wish to provide her song?’

‘The devil has the best tunes.’

‘So, what is it you require?’

‘Rush job. I need full workups, accounts, transfers, beneficiaries. All you have. And I need it in 24 hours.’

‘This will be more expensive. Do you think you can afford it? I assume your previous employer is no longer settling the account.’

‘A rich aunt died and left me her fortune.’ Hunter took out an envelope and passed it discretely over his shoulder. ‘That should cover the deposit. Payment of the balance on delivery.’

‘We haven’t agreed a price yet.’

‘Two-point-five. I have your price list already.’

‘That was your employer’s price list. It reflected certain discounts for their part-exchanges and volume purchases. I’m afraid for a single transaction without those benefits, the price is five.’

‘Don’t you want to see the shopping list first?’

‘There is no need; you are looking for the dossier that was returned to its owner. I know of the contents because I was the one who supplied them to your colleague, Ms. Scott.’

‘Then if you’ve already done the work, and been paid once, there is no effort, this is a bonus.’

‘The value of the information has gone up since it was first purchased. The price reflects the interest in it.’ Hunter exhaled with annoyance. ‘Perhaps you should come back when you are bequeathed an inheritance by another generous aunt. Or perhaps, you have something you can offer in part-exchange.’

‘What did you have in mind?’

‘A certain client has a vested interest in the unfortunate incarceration of Mister Radic.’

‘Is this the related party that I have an interest in? If so I believe there would be a conflict of interest.’

‘No, this individual is purely in the importation and exportation business. Recreational pharmaceuticals. He is concerned that Mister Radic has in his possession certain documents that he may be tempted to trade with the authorities to achieve a more favourable outcome to his current situation. My client is simply looking to recover those documents. If you were to offer to recover them, then their value to me would allow this trade to proceed at two point five million.’

‘What makes you think I could get them?’

‘Let’s just say I understand from my sources that Radic’s release is being arranged by a mutual acquaintance.’

‘I don’t have time to wait for that.’

‘In light of our prior dealings I’m willing to extend you credit on your account until you deliver.’

Hunter considered the options. ‘You have a deal.’

‘This is the information I require.’ An envelope was passed forwards. Hunter put it in his pocket.

‘I’ll take care of it.’ Hunter took out the envelope from his pocket and passed it back. ‘Doesn’t seem much point in this, you already know what’s in it.’

‘The delivery will be by the usual arrangement.’

‘Of course.’

‘You know how to contact me when you have what I have asked for.’

‘I have one question, before you go. Humour a dying man.’

‘What is it?’

Hunter turned round to face Dufort. ‘What do you do with all the money?’

Dufort smiled. ‘You might ask Marshalli Rossiyskoy Federatsii Aleksandr Dragunov the same question. It is strange is it not, how our allegiances change over time? You spent the early part of your career fighting the Soviet, now it appears you are in their service. I wonder if perhaps your map is taking you in the right direction?’ Hunter turned back around. Dufort got up and left.
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ALEX ARRIVED AT the camp to be met with a scene of chaos. A heavy sandstorm and wind was ripping round the tents as his men chased around trying to secure everything. Sooty walked towards the helicopter to greet him. ‘What is going on Sooty, why does the camp resemble a Russian travelling circus?’

‘Trevor and his damn bears! They broke out of their cages in the sandstorm and rampaged through the camp. We’ve been trying to put it back together, but the wind isn’t helping,’ Sooty yelled to be heard over the howling wind and rotor noise.

‘Where are they now?’ Alex asked.

‘God knows. They all ran off into the desert. All that’s left is the stunt bear.’

‘Stunt bear?’

‘Some guy in a bear suit. Said his name was Roy I think. He’s in the medic tent being treated. One of the boys shot him in the ass by mistake. He was quite convincing.’

‘Where’s Trevor?’

‘There’s bad news, or good news on that front.’

‘The good news?’

‘Trevor took off with Megan and Gadaffi’s money a couple of days back. Hasn’t been seen since, so that’s the end of his fiasco of a film shoot.’

‘So what’s the bad news?’

‘Gadaffi’s people stopped by. They want their film or they want their money back.’

‘Tell them we don’t have either.’

‘We tried that.’

‘What did they say?’

‘They don’t care.’

Sooty and Alex reached the haven of the Quartermaster’s tent. Sooty did his best to secure the canvas door from flapping around noisily as Alex removed his shemagh and sand goggles. ‘How long is this storm in for?’ he asked.

‘A few days.’

Alex walked over and poured a couple of shots of vodka and handed one to Sooty. ‘Well, we have a bigger problem than Gadaffi. Mossad think we’re behind this film stunt. They’re planning an airstrike.’

‘When?’ Sooty looked shocked.

‘They want Trevor’s head on a plate and the film shut down or they’ll smack us with the hammer.’

‘The latter part is clearly taken care of, but we haven’t got any idea where Trevor and Megan went. He’s got a huge chunk of change to go play hide and seek with.’

‘Did he pay for any of this shit?’

‘Fifteen million and a note.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Dear Alex, no hard feelings. I think my creative differences with the Colonel can’t be resolved. Megan is threatening to call PETA if we go ahead with his idea to cast the bears as suicide bomber jihadi’s blowing up a Jewish circus full of children. Hope things work out for you. Trevor. P.S: I’ve left instructions for feeding the bears, and tell Roy his cheque’s in the post.’ Sooty handed Alex the note.

Alex shook his head and sighed with relief. ‘Small mercy we finally got rid of him I suppose.’ He downed his vodka. ‘Right here’s what we’re going to do. Send word to Gadaffi that Trevor has gone location shooting to film, I don’t know, blowing up a fucking synagogue in New York or some shit like that, anything that get’s Muammar off on one of his rants and distracts him. While this storm is in pack up the whole camp.’

‘Pack it up? We’ve just spent hours trying to put it back together.’

‘Well if you don’t pack it up the Israeli F16’s are going to do it for you.’ Sooty sighed. ‘You need all this shit shipped out of here before the sandstorm clears, and The Agency satellites, and Gadaffi, realise we are gone. That should buy us enough time to wrap things up and get out of Libya before he realises Trevor’s fucked him, and comes to us to make good.’

‘Where do you want us to take it all this shit?’

‘Just get it packed up for now and get it on a cargo ship. Pay the captain off to drop the anchor in international waters while we figure out where we’re going next.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’ve got to take Ludmila back to Mikhail and see if I can get us back into Russia. If not, I don’t know. We’ll figure something out. Is she here?’

‘We put her in Trevor’s old tent. She’s not happy.’

‘She’s never happy... Get to it Sooty, we don’t have much time.’

‘The boys won’t be thrilled at taking all that shit down again.’

‘Give them each a bonus out of Trevor’s money.’

‘What about the bears?’

‘I don’t care about the bears Sooty. Just get this camp packed and on the trucks before dawn.’ Alex put his shemagh back on and headed across to Ludmila’s tent.

‘You’re back then.’ Ludmila scowled. ‘You leave me in this shithole with no flushing toilet, and fucking bears running around everywhere! What the fuck is wrong with you Aleksei! You trying to punish me?’

‘Well cheer up, I’m taking you back to Papa in Crimea.’

‘I don’t want to go back to Ukraine. You can take me back to Istanbul.’

‘If you want to go back to whoring yourself to Turks, that’s your own affair. My deal is to deliver you to your father. Pack your shit. The helicopter leaves in ten minutes.’

‘Fuck you! You son of a durak goat herder!’

Alex left Ludmila to her temper tantrum. He took out his satellite phone and tried to get a signal. He punched in a number and shielded the best he could from the wind.

‘Alex, what the hell’s going on there? Sounds like a hurricane,’ Nish said.

‘Sandstorm. Listen we’ve got a new problem. Trevor’s run off with Megan and Gadaffi’s cash.’

‘Who didn’t see that coming...’

‘We need to push the timescale up. I’ve got Sooty to stall him with some bullshit, but as soon as he realises we’ve played him like a cheap violin he’s going to be pissed. We’re packing up here, but if things don’t work out with Mikhail the boys are going to need a new campsite.’

‘That doesn’t leave us a lot of options, given our hostiles’ list sphere of influence now spans most of the globe.’

‘Call Sousa’s guy in Haiti, unless you can think of anyone better.’

‘I’ll see what favours I can call in. Leave it with me.’

‘I’m taking Ludmila back to Mikhail. We’re heading to the airport now. I’ll check in with you when we’re done. If you don’t hear back before twenty three hundred then send that devious Kharkovite an exploding cake with my compliments.’

‘Be my pleasure.’

‘How’s Paris?’

‘Good food, good wine, shit weather, rude locals.’

‘That’s Paris. Talk to you later.’ Alex put his phone away.

Sooty, struggling to stand up straight in the fierce wind, made a dash across to Alex. ‘The pilot’s on the radio, he said if you don’t get out now the wind’s going to ground you. You need to go Alex.’

‘Tell him to get her started. We’re coming now,’ Alex yelled back. Alex went into the tent where Ludmila was sulkily packing her case. ‘We’ve got to go.’

‘I haven’t packed yet.’

‘How long do you need?’

‘I don’t know...maybe hour maybe two.’

‘That’s too long, we’re going now.’

‘What about my things!’

‘We’ll FedEx them.’ Alex dragged Ludmila out of the tent screaming and protesting like a wild banshee. ‘Sooty!’ he yelled. Sooty stopped and turned round. ‘Give me a hand with her!’ Sooty reluctantly returned and grabbed hold of Ludmila’s kicking legs, and did his best to restrain her as they carried over to the helicopter. They dumped her on the cargo floor. Alex pinned her down as Sooty took some restraining tape and bound her legs and arms together. ‘I’m sick to death of listening to your complaints.’ Alex put tape over her mouth and a black bag on her head. ‘We’re good. Call me as soon as you’ve got packed up.’

‘Will do.’

‘Good luck Sooty.’

‘Aye boss, good luck with her eh? She’s worse than the fucking bears.’ Sooty retreated from under the rotors and cleared the pad. Alex put a set of intercom headphones on, tapped the pilot on the shoulder and gave him a hand signal to take off. The pilot wound the collective up and struggled to keep the helicopter level — sending Mila rolling about the open cargo deck like a bundled carpet. Alex struggled across and secured her in the webbed cargo netting before strapping himself in as the pilot fought against the turbulence, flying blind into the sandstorm towards Benghazi.
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ALEX’S LIMOUSINE ARRIVED at Mikhail’s Crimea summer palace in the early evening. One of the security guards walked out, opened the limo’s rear passenger door and Alex exited. He walked round and popped the trunk. ‘Fetch my luggage Igor, there’s a good boy.’ Igor, the giant shaven hair gorilla of a guard lifted the oversized long suitcase out of the trunk, frowning, as it started moving. ‘Don’t worry, it will only bite if you let it out.’

Igor nodded. ‘Mikhail is expecting you. He is in the drawing room.’

‘Bring the suitcase then.’

‘Is it bomb?’ Igor asked.

‘No Igor, it’s much worse than that, it’s Ludmila.’

‘Yes. Much worse than bomb...’ Igor said with a sigh. He followed Alex up into the house. They made their way through to the grand drawing room where Mikhail was sat on a sofa listening to classical music from a Bang and Olufsen stereo. As they entered, Mikhail picked up the remote control and turned the stereo off. Alex walked in followed by Igor with the suitcase. Alex gestured Igor to put it down on the rug in front of the fireplace.

‘What is this?’ Mikhail asked.

‘It’s your daughter,’ Alex replied.

‘Is she alive?’

‘Oh yes...’ Alex said drawing a deep breath and raising his eyebrows. ‘Very much so.’ Mikhail nodded. He poured Alex a double vintage scotch into a tumbler and put it down on the table in front of him. ‘You might want to stand well back when you let her out.’

The suitcase continued to wriggle. ‘We maybe let her calm down a little first,’ Mikhail said staring at the case with trepidation. ‘Did you have to put her in the case Alex?’

‘You know Ludmila...’

‘Then you had to put her in the case...’ Mikhail held his glass up. ‘Nazdrovya.’

‘Nazdrovya.’

‘Thank you for honouring our agreement. I trust everything was to your satisfaction?’

‘I got what I wanted.’

‘I’m pleased to hear it. Was it worth the price?’

‘It’s not something you could put a price on Mikhail.’

‘Hmmm. But sadly it seems it was expensive for you. In many ways. And I hear you are having problems with Mossad now. How is it they say in England, it never raining but it is pouring.’

‘It never rains but it pours. It’ll resolve itself.’

‘I hope so. The Israelis are not renown for their forgiveness.’

‘Well, who really gives a fuck about them. If they want to make a song and dance about it, maybe I’ll go and help the Palestinians reclaim the settlements.’

Mikhail smiled. ‘Little bothers you, does it Aleksei? Sadly I fear you may find life a little more challenging in the future.’

‘So what’s the damage for my recent expedition?’

‘What did you expect?’

‘A little loyalty for services rendered. I have indulged you in the past, I would have expected you to honour that.’

‘I am honouring that Aleksei. I’m allowing you to get out cleanly. Few of us are granted such an opportunity.’

‘That sounds very magnanimous of you my friend, if it was not for the fact you know I, how we say, am jumping out of the frying pan into the fire.’

Mikhail laughed. ‘A strange metaphor given your fireproof nature. Retire Alex. You got your woman back. Take your Swiss Guard neutrality and enjoy the skiing, chocolate, and cuckoo clocks.’

‘Don’t much like cuckoos. No man should celebrate the cuckold, least of all with a fucking clock on the wall. So what now? Is this where Igor has a go at slitting my throat? Car bomb? Wait until I’m off the drive so you don’t have to clean up the mess.’

‘Nothing so barbaric. If you’re prepared to be sensible, so are we.’

‘And I wonder who we is Mikhail? I’m disappointed the King in the Red Castle didn’t see fit to deliver this message himself.’

‘I’m sure he feels badly about it, as do we all. You have been a loyal guardian of the Kremlin for a long time, as have your predecessors, and nobody celebrates your departure. Perhaps in time, after a break, and some reflection, you’ll be able to return. When the waters are settled to a calm.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘You have my word that nobody will come after you and your family. Family is important to us. We respect it, as you respect it.’

‘What about the old man?’

‘He is a relic of a bygone era, he threatens none. He can amuse the visitors with his anecdotes of his time with Stalin. We will let him see out his time in the only home he knows.’

‘That’s very decent of you Mikhail.’

‘We are more forgiving than our predecessors. Russia is entering a new age Aleksandr. The time of denouncements and purges consigned to history. We must embrace our trade opportunities. We need to build trust so the banks and investors will come. We cannot lock our country away in the Soviet era. We must become our future.’

‘You have it all figured out, don’t you Mikhail?’

‘You belong with that past Alex. We need accountability now, not secret guilds. Corporate security, not paid assassins lurking in the shadows.’

‘Careful Mikhail, such liberal thinking can be dangerous. Russia is an old and grand lady. She does not move like an athlete, and nor does she wish to.’

‘Then perhaps it is time she was replaced by a younger mistress.’

Alex let out a soft smile. ‘The problem with young mistresses Mikhail, is their loyalty is not a given, and they are fickle. Be careful you don’t throw away your mother who has fed and nurtured you in pursuit of some tantalising bit of skirt who will quickly betray you for the next.’

‘And what of you Aleksandr? Do you think your mother approves of your choice?’

Alex smiled softly. ‘I believe she will become everything my mother hoped she would be.’ Alex looked a bit saddened.

Mikhail noticed nodded. ‘I will tend her grave for you, in your absence. Fresh flowers every day. A bouquet of white orchids, and a single black. From my own garden.’

‘Thank you.’

‘It’s nothing. As you say, we must not abandon our mothers even when our heart is led in another direction.’ Mikhail let a brief soft smile loose. ‘Let us not part as enemies Alex. For my part, we will always be friends, but business is business, and friendship is friendship. You know how things work here.’

‘Yes, I most certainly do. We will part as friends Mikhail. But as a friend I give you my warning, so you don’t find yourself in harm’s way. If they send their people, I will burn their house to the ground, with all their children in it.’

‘They understand.’

‘Make them. Leave them in no doubt. Rank, no rank. Charter, no charter. If they take that which is most precious from The Dragon they will see a wrath the like of which they have never witnessed before.’ Mikhail felt a sudden chill in the room, his eyes were drawn to the fire as the flames suddenly died down and flickered out before restoring.

‘I understand you Aleksandr Dragunov. If they come, it will not be from me.’

‘Is there any way back? Whilst my mind is indeed set towards retirement with the return of Zara, I would at least wish to leave the legacy of the Russia House intact for my successor.’

‘There is a way. Radic. He holds information that is of great importance to Russia’s national security interests. Information which would be better if it was not disclosed in The Hague. It would be very damaging for our reputation that we are working so hard to rebuild on the world stage.’

‘If you are concerned about Radic telling tales of our involvement in the genocide of Bosnians, I think the cat is fairly out of the bag already.’

‘There are other matters. More contemporaneous affairs.’

‘Can’t the F.S.B arrange his untimely death?’

‘Sadly Radic was well trained by the K.G.B, he took measures to secure the information as an insurance policy. Only he knows where it is. We would take steps to recover him, but we prefer to keep our involvement at arm’s length.’

‘So it seems the Russia House does have its uses, even in your brave new world, Mikhail.’

‘It would help remind people that even in our future, it pays to have access to those with connections built over our past.’

‘I’ll consider your proposal. Assuming I was to help in this expedition, exactly what do you offer by way of compensation?’

‘Your seat at the new table. Albeit under, shall we say, a reformed agenda of modernisation.’

‘Let me think on it. There is a cost to everything. I need time to consider if the cost of Radic’s freedom is being suitably compensated.’ Alex got up. Mikhail walked over. He kissed Alex on each cheek and hugged him briefly.

‘Think over my proposal. As it stands you have 24 hours to conclude your affairs then the charter will expire. Luck be with you.’

Alex nodded. ‘I’m a Dragon Mikhail. Luck is always with me. I’ll see myself out.’ Alex looked down at Ludmila. ‘Tell her I said goodbye. Try and keep her away from those Turks Mikhail. Get her a good husband. She brings dishonour to your family.’

‘Daughters are made to trouble their fathers. You will maybe understand this one day.’

‘Maybe you should be a better father. If you spent more time with her, and less time in the arms trade chasing profit, she would not need to get your attention with such foolish behaviour. Goodbye Mikhail.’

Mikhail watched Alex depart then turned his attention to his daughter in the suitcase. ‘Do you want to open it?’ he asked Igor. Igor looked frightened at the prospect and shook his head. ‘No, neither do I. I think I would have preferred if he had brought a bomb...’
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ALEX’S LIMOUSINE MADE its way towards the airport. He took out his phone. ‘It’s Alex. I spoke to Mikhail.’

‘And?’ Nish asked.

‘We have twenty four hours.’

‘I see.’

‘He offered us a reprieve, but I fear you will not like the bargain he offers.’

‘What is it?’

‘We’ll discuss it when I get home. I need to consider if it is worth discussing or not.’

‘What makes you think it isn’t?’

‘It feels an inequitable bargain. He offers payment in a currency the value of which we cannot determine. Hold on a minute.’ Alex looked round as the blue flashing lights from behind illuminated inside the car. He turned to his driver. ‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know. Black BMW. F.S.B from the look of it. What do you want me to do? Your pistol is in the glove box.’

Alex looked thoughtful. He put the phone back to his ear. ‘Problem?’ Nish asked.

‘I don’t know. F.S.B.’

‘Mikhail? Where are you?’

‘On the coast road towards the airport.’

‘I can call ahead. Get a helicopter up.’

‘No, it’s too late for that. I’ll call you at the plane.’

‘And if you don’t?’

‘Then you better bake that cake...’ Alex put the phone down.

‘What do you want me to do?’ the driver asked. Alex considered his options briefly before responding.

‘You better pull over. If it goes badly, call Nish. He’ll know what to do.’

‘Let me go and see first.’

‘No. I have to deal with this, one way or the other.’

Alex’s driver pulled in to the side of the road. The following convoy of three cars pulled in behind them. The lead car flashed its lights. Alex stayed in the car. Eventually the two rear doors opened and a pair of black-suited F.S.B agents emerged. They walked over to each side of the car. The one on Alex’s side knocked on his window. Alex lowered it.

‘Is there a problem?’ Alex asked in Russian.

‘We’re sorry to delay you Marshal Dragunov. We’ll call ahead and inform your pilot you’ll be delayed.’

‘And why will I be delayed? I understand I have twenty-four hours.’

‘This is the problem Marshal. Please step out of the car.’ Alex took a short inhaled annoyed breath to make his displeasure known. He opened the door and got out of the car. The F.S.B agent closed it behind him.

The second agent walked over to his driver’s window. ‘You can leave now, we will take care of the Marshal from here.’

‘I do not take my orders from you, I take my orders from the Marshal.’

The F.S.B agent looked across to Alex. ‘Please inform your driver he can leave. This is a matter of state security. I have to insist.’

Alex walked over to the passenger window. His driver lowered it. ‘You remember these boys faces Micha. If we do not see each other again, you be sure to visit their families for me.’ Alex shot them each a cold stare. ‘And if Micha does not go home to his wife tonight, I will know who to blame.’

‘There is no problem here Marshal.’

Alex leant down to his driver. ‘I want you to give a message for me, if I am unable to. Tell my wife, tell Zara-’ Alex shook his head as he tried to think of some words. ‘If I do not come back, look for me at the cottage by the mountain. She will know the place.’

‘I will pass your message on. God be with you Aleksei.’

‘God be with you Micha. Tell your wife to go easy on the potatoes. You’re getting fat.’ Micha smiled. Alex watched as he drove off to the distance. The F.S.B agent gestured at the waiting car in the middle of the convoy. Alex slowly walked over to it. The rear passenger electric window rolled down.

‘Hello Aleksandr,’ the passenger said. Dressed in a full Marshal of the F.S.B uniform. ‘I’m glad to see you have not become complacent in the training I gave you.’

‘Hello Grigor. I wondered whom they would send. I should be honoured they hold me in such high esteem that they sent the boss to do it.’

‘Get in the car Aleksandr. You will catch your death in this cold.’ The F.S.B agent opened the opposite rear door and gestured at it. Alex drew a deep breath, walked round and got in. The car pulled away.

‘So what is it to be Grigor? Bullet in the head and a shallow grave? Poison in the hip-flask of Johnny Walker Black Label you have in your jacket pocket, perhaps a fake suicide?’

Grigor laughed softly. ‘I don’t know Aleksandr, how does one go about killing a dragon? How did Saint George do it?’

‘I don’t know Grigor. I didn’t read that fairy story.’

‘You never answer your phone. I did call.’

‘Maybe bad reception.’

‘I hear the network in Libya is not so great. You didn’t want to enjoy better hospitality with our friends in Damascus?’

‘Maybe I just wanted a change of scenery.’

‘There is no scenery in Libya.’

‘I like Tobruk.’

‘We need to talk Aleksandr.’

‘Just talk?’

‘How can we decide what we must do if we do not talk?’

‘I was under the impression it was already decided.’

‘Nothing is decided until we understand everything.’

‘And what do you not understand Grigor?’

‘I thought it was obvious...’

‘It is not.’

‘Well, why is it that the kingmaker has decided to help depose the king, of course.’ Alex looked slightly taken aback. ‘He did not believe this rumour he is hearing, he did not want to believe this rumour he is hearing, so he sent me here to ask you in person. So tell me Aleksandr, why are you helping our enemies remove the King from the Red Castle?’

‘I was not aware I was, Grigor.’

‘Then it seems we both do not understand everything...’

‘It seems we do not.’ Alex looked out the window. He stared lost in his thoughts.

‘Drink?’ Alex returned his attention and looked at Grigor offering him his silver flask.

‘Is it poisoned?’

‘Hah!’ Grigor responded. He knocked it back. ‘How little you trust. I suppose I am to blame for that.’ Alex stared out of the window again. He tried to piece the puzzle together. Then he nodded.

‘But of course. Now it all makes sense.’

‘I hope so Aleksei. For all our sakes...’ Grigor said looking serious.
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HUNTER RETURNED TO the small bar on the corner’s payphone and picked up his message. He frowned when it was not as expected. He replaced the phone and walked over to the bar. ‘Un Pernod.’ He paid with a ten Euro note. ‘Keep the change.’ He finished his drink quickly before leaving the bar and walking down the street to where a black Audi A8 was waiting. The smart suited driver got out and opened the rear door. Hunter got in and sank into the back seat alongside The Frenchman: Dufort. The driver returned to his seat and drove down the hill out of Montmartre onto the main road.

‘Forgive me for changing our delivery arrangements at such short notice. As part of your confidentiality premium I became aware the usual place was under observation. It seems many eyes have fallen on Paris, and we must tread through the shadows to preserve our agreements.’

‘I understand.’

‘We will drive you to the airport.’

‘Is that included in the fee?’

‘My contract includes safe delivery of the information, that involves keeping the recipient alive long enough to read it. You are in my safekeeping until I have fulfilled my arrangement with you.’

‘Am I in danger?’ Hunter asked.

‘I am surprised you need ask, a better question is, are you in immediate danger? And the answer is most certainly yes. There was a sniper waiting for you at the church. It seems someone does not intend to let you leave with that dossier, given its history this should come as no surprise to you.’

‘You have it?’

‘Do you have payment?’ Hunter took out an envelope. Dufort opened it and glanced at the international wire transfer bearer cheque made out for 2.5 million US Dollars. ‘The case,’ he said to his front security guard. The guard passed a silver case to Dufort. He typed in a combination code and passed the case to Hunter. Hunter took it, opened the case, took out the file from within and flicked through it. Dufort pressed the internal rear map light to give him better light in the darkness of the car’s cabin as they made their way to the outer ring road. Hunter scanned the documents. ‘Is everything to your satisfaction?’

‘It appears to be in order.’

‘The other part of our arrangement I expect you to honour at your earliest convenience. You understand the terms of this credit arrangement should you default, so I do not need to explain them to you.’

‘I understand.’

‘In order to facilitate the recovery to my benefit I am prepared to give you some guidance as to how best to proceed, at no charge. I believe you participated in providing the means by which your former colleague Zara Scott was liberated. Since she has now found her path to freedom, I assume she will have some gratitude for your part in it. Naturally I expect she has some influence over her husband’s actions, and my understanding is he has been offered an opportunity to arrange Mister Radic’s release from custody. I would advise you to use your favourable position with his wife at your advantage to ensure that he acts upon this, and in doing so recovers the documents my client has requested.’

‘I’ll ask.’

‘You will.’ Hunter replaced the dossier in the case. ‘I would take great care of what has come into your possession. The information it contains is causing considerable activity in our world, and it appears the forces behind it are prepared to go to exceptional lengths to keep this secret hidden.’

‘So why didn’t they pay you to keep it secret?’

Dufort smiled. ‘I am in the business of liberating information. Keeping secrets is not a profitable enterprise in my line of work.’ The car arrived shortly after at the gates of the jet terminal. ‘You will be in touch when you are ready to conclude our arrangement?’

‘I will. I have one question. You know who is behind it?’

‘Of course.’

‘And if I needed it, you could arrange a meeting?’

‘I could facilitate a request, it would be his decision to accept or not.’

‘Do you think he would?’

‘It depends if you have something to offer him.’

‘What do you think he wants?’

‘I don’t know. I could find out...for a price. Would you be interested in purchasing?’

‘I could be. Let me think about it. I need to take a look at this and decide how I want to act.’

‘Of course. Until our next meeting. Bon voyage.’

‘Bonsoir.’ Hunter got out of the car. He walked over to the gate security. ‘Mister Hunter. I’m expected at hanger three.’

‘One moment Sir. We will call through to let them know you have arrived, and ask them to send a car.’

‘Thank you.’ Hunter took a seat in the guardroom waiting area. The guard post made a phone call then looked up. ‘They are on the way.’

A car arrived several minutes later. ‘Your car is here Sir. Have a good flight.’

‘Merci. Bonsoir.’ Hunter went to the car and got in. It drove round to the hanger where Alex’s Challenger 604 was waiting for departure with the engines running. The driver opened the door, Hunter got out and walked over to the waiting plane.
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HUNTER SAT DOWN opposite Zara. Nish got up. ‘I’ll tell the pilot we’re ready to go.’ Nish walked through towards the cockpit and helped close the door on the way.

‘Well? Was your meeting successful?’ Zara asked.

‘Yeah. You got anything to drink on this thing?’

‘Nish,’ Zara called. ‘Something to celebrate.’

‘A little early for celebrations...’

‘Any excuse really.’ Zara smiled. Nish brought back a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket and served three glasses before sinking back into his seat. Zara held up her glass for a toast. ‘When in Paris, drink champagne. To new business relationships.’

‘To living dangerously,’ Hunter said with a sigh. They drank their champagne as the plane headed down the taxiway towards the runway.

‘Nish. Meet your new client. Hunter, your P.M.C outfit.’

Hunter looked at Nish. ‘Are the Russians working for me, or am I working for the Russians?’

‘You’re behind the news Hunter. We got kicked out. We’ll soon be Swiss.’

Zara looked down at the case. ‘You have any trouble?’

‘Some. Paris is crowded, if you get my drift. Whatever is in here, it’s toxic.’

‘Toxic being the operative word...’ Nish said refilling their glasses.

‘So what’s this all about?’ Hunter asked.

‘Take a wild fucking guess.’ Zara replied.

‘It’s not this bullshit M.D.S, and it’s not A.Q.’

‘Saddam. What do you get for 650 million on the black market that you don’t want anyone to know you bought, so nobody knows you bought it, and gives you a de-facto ability to go to war against a sovereign country that isn’t your neighbour?’ Zara asked.

‘W.M.D...it had to be didn’t it? They knew he didn’t have it, so they just decided to fit him up anyway. Sons of bitches. There is no lie too big they won’t tell. So what’s in here?’ Hunter asked tapping the case.

‘Shell companies. Payments. Invoices. I assume the package was cooked up at arm’s length so they can then change the beneficiaries and produce the smoking gun documentary evidence that the whole thing was Saddam’s doing. What’s the betting that dossier is going to turn up at some U.N meeting or congressional oversight committee as irrefutable proof that Saddam bought W.M.D from all the dirty sellers. Then when they dig that shit up after the invasion from wherever they hid it in Iraq, they can say we told you so.’

‘If that’s the case, what are we doing? We can’t stop the war. If The Agency, Six, all the administrations are behind it then short of sending this out to all the news agencies, which they will just deny, cover their tracks, and say it was Saddam’s, how do we stop this thing?’

‘We can’t. We don’t. What we can do is turn the smoking gun into a damp squib.’

‘What are you thinking?’

Zara shrugged. ‘Follow the trail. That’s the paperwork they set up to do the deals. All the transactions for whatever they bought will be in there, which means we can find where they shipped from, find where they shipped from then you find where they shipped to. Find where they shipped to then you can go and dig that shit up and get rid of it before they turn up with the CNN camera crew and show the world that Saddam’s been a bit of a naughty sort.’

‘You don’t stop this one, but you remove their credibility so they can’t take Iran or some other target off their axis of evil list.’

‘The greater good...’

‘I think I need another drink.’

‘You know what I can’t figure out?’ Zara asked.

‘What?’ Hunter replied.

‘Why the Kremlin burned Alex over this. Iraq, that whole rabble of sandpit dictators are all their customers. Why would they want Saddam gone and the Yanks cashing in the oil strikes?’

Hunter shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ He looked at Nish.

‘Don’t look at me.’

‘You’re tight with the Ivans.’

‘Alex may be, I’m just a houseguest. Was a houseguest.’

‘Maybe the Russians had a hand in supply the materials. They’ve got enough dirty W.M.D shit laying around nobody would miss it. Their audit trails aren’t exactly golden,’ Hunter said. ‘But I don’t buy it. That’s not his style. There is no way the hard-line Soviet K.G.B guy would hand over more territory to the evil imperialist empire. No, there’s more to this than we’re seeing.’

‘There usually is,’ Zara said downing her champagne. ‘Maybe the answers are in there,’ she said nodding at the case.

‘You haven’t seen the dossier yet? Dufort said it was the same one you had. He sold it you.’

‘He didn’t sell it me,’ Zara said with a blank expression.’

‘He said he did.’

‘No. I don’t have the budget for that kind of thing in my department.’

‘How did you get it then?’

‘I thought you got it.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘It turned up on my desk at the embassy with a note saying it was delivered by someone from the U.S consulate. Your boys there never sent me shit so it must have come from you.’

‘No, it didn’t.’

‘Then who got it? The Frenchman said I bought it? Why would he say that?’ Zara asked with a frown.

‘I don’t know. And if I didn’t get it, and you didn’t get it. Then who the hell did?’ Hunter asked.

‘Well, the post boy at the embassy might know, but it’s a long way to go to find out, and I’m not sure either of us should be going near Pakistan right now. Someone is helping us. But who?’

‘I’ll try and find out. Would be nice to find we had at least one friend on our side. So where we going anyway? Nice jet by the way. You’ve certainly had an upgrade.’

‘Perks of marriage. Ibiza. We’re going to Ibiza.’

‘Great. I was hoping for a quiet period of rest and you’re taking me to the Balearic capital of partying.’

‘You don’t have to go clubbing.’ Zara shrugged.

‘You try and stop me. But I’ll take a bit of a nap now if it’s all the same with you.’

‘Be my guest. We should land in about three hours. You’ll be more comfortable on the sofa. I’ll get you a pillow and blanket.’ Hunter went over to the sofa and kicked his shoes off. Zara made him a small bed up on the long sofa at the back and turned the cabin lights down to a dim before returning and sitting down opposite Nish, kicking her shoes off and reclining her seat, Nish recharged their champagne glasses.

‘What do you make of it?’ Zara asked Nish softly as to not disturb Hunter.

‘What?’

‘The Russia situation. Do you think Alex knows what’s going on?’

‘No. He’d have told me if he knew. Zara, it’s probably nothing, I don’t want you worrying but...’

‘What.’

‘When Alex was on his way back from Mikhail’s. He was stopped. He thinks it was F.S.B.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Mikhail said he had 24 hours to leave before he was status revoked. But Russians being Russians, they’ll say anything to get a killer out the house so they can murder him on the street to avoid the blood staining the carpets.’

‘Is he in trouble?’

‘I haven’t heard anything since. I’m sure he’ll handle it. He knows how they operate. If something went down, he’d find a way to let me know. We’ll find out soon enough.’ Nish drank his champagne.

‘I’m sorry Nish. I’m sorry I dragged you all into this.’

Nish smiled. ‘It’s better than Chechnya.’

‘It was that bad?’

‘If there is a hell, that was it. Besides, where you are concerned there’d be no stopping the lad no matter what the consequences. That’s how we got here in the first place after all...’

‘You sacrificed a lot for him, and me.’ Zara took Nish’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Group Thirteen. Exiled from the homeland. Now exiled from your asylum. Dragons are supposed to be lucky, doesn’t seem to rub off does it?’

Nish smiled. ‘I’m partly responsible. When he left Hereford, I could have just let him go. I saw something in him, I wanted to use it, took him in and well, Alex has this ability to just, I don’t know...’ Nish smiled.

‘I know...’

‘Yes, yes you do. He got us both with that same enigmatic dragon’s charm.’

‘Do you regret it?’

Nish looked thoughtful. ‘Life with Alex has been an incredible adventure. I guess that’s what I wanted or I wouldn’t have joined The Regiment or then Group Thirteen. Alex took that to a whole new level. And he makes me feel like I’m part of something bigger, something really meaningful, not for Russia, or whatever shit-pot dictator we’re working for that week. You get the feeling you’re...’ Nish fell off and drew a deep breath.

‘Doing God’s work?’

‘Sounds clichéd, or like I’m pissed.’

‘Do you believe all that stuff?’

‘Religion?’ Nish asked.

‘Yes, no. All that Guild hokum pokum. He showed me his little lair. Can’t quite decide if it’s for real, Alex playing wizards and knights, he’s some sort of nipple showing freemason or it’s actually something meaningful.’

Nish looked deadly serious. ‘I can’t tell you. Alex doesn’t share the inner workings of the privy council of The Guild. For all I know it might just be an elaborately old fashioned board of directors. But what I can tell you, after he went away. When he came back. I’ve seen him do things Zara. Do things I’ve seen no soldier, not even the best Special Forces soldiers, can pull off. I’m not talking Batman jump off tall buildings in a single leap-’

‘That was Superman.’

‘Whatever. I’m taking tactical things. He’s got a brain that makes Sun Tzu look like a kid playing a computer game. He has this ability to see death. Like, he knows who will die, who won’t. Where the bullets will land. He dances through fire like he knows where every flame will be before it lands. Maybe he’s just one of those new age spiritualist types, or I don’t know. Maybe he went and got schooled in all that Bushido lark with Masato. But I just get this sense he’s something...’

‘Ethereal,’ Zara said.

Nish nodded. ‘Yeah. Ethereal. Like force of nature in a man’s body. There’s really no explanation for it,’ Nish said finishing his champagne and looking at it. ‘Too much of this maybe. Other than that...’

‘I’ve felt it too. I wish I knew what it was so I could understand it, understand him. But I think Alex has some secrets even he doesn’t know the answer to.’

‘Aye. Maybe not.’ Nish smiled briefly. ‘I know why you love him.’

‘He showed you his dick?’

Nish raised his eyebrows. ‘And I thought you were a good Catholic girl.’

‘Just thought you might have had a cuddle in my absence.’

‘Fuck off. I’ve got a pair of Latvian twins stashed for when I’m done.’

‘Dirty old bugger.’

‘Thank you. I do try.’

Zara stared out the window at the moonlit sky high above the clouds. ‘Where do we go from here Nish?’

‘Baghdad I expect. If you are dug into a hole, might as well keep digging.’ Nish picked up the briefcase and opened it. ‘The trouble we went through to get this, then get rid of it. It’s like a bad penny.’ He opened the dossier and started flicking through it. ‘What you looking for in here anyway?’

‘To convince Saddam the threat is genuine we need some evidence the W.M.D is in play.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea? He’s likely to say thanks for the tip, collect all the parts and do something awful with them.’

‘No. He doesn’t operate like that. Now he could have them he won’t want them. He got his arse kicked in G.W.1 and he knows he can’t fend off round two. They’ll have accounted for the risk and they’ll be making sure the stuff lands right about the time the first bombs are dropping on Baghdad for the live CNN broadcast.’

‘So you need proof the stuff exists?’

‘That’s just a bunch of printouts. It doesn’t mean anything unless it points at something.’

‘So what are these?’

‘The shell companies used to buy the components I assume. I traced the money from The Saudi Group, at least we thought it was The Saudi Group, but that was likely an Agency construct to hide the truth. They flow through a whole bunch of middlemen then end up at the arms dealers. What we don’t have is the shipping companies. We know who bought it, we know who sold it. We don’t know who moved it, or is moving it. Or what they actually bought.’

‘I’ve got a pretty good idea my dear,’ Nish said reading the list. He put the list down on the table and pointed at several entries. ‘These wire transfers to these companies. That’s the shipping company.’

‘Zara frowned. How do you know?’

‘Because I spent two years chasing the same intel to track down the owner of that shipping company.’

‘And who is it?’

‘Radic.’

‘The Serb war criminal?’

‘And these days, the international smuggler of contraband goods. Stolen luxury cars, drugs, human trafficking. And now it seems W.M.D bits and bobs.’

‘So where is he?’

‘Where I had Vincent put him after I caught up with him. Banged up awaiting his trial in The Hague.’

‘That could be a problem.’

‘Why?’

‘If he’s a smuggler, you know something about his operations. Those W.M.D bits could be anywhere. The only person who’ll have the records is Radic. And I assume he doesn’t keep them in a filing cabinet in a smart office where people might be able to find them.’

‘Yeah, that is a problem. The thing is, Radic and I aren’t exactly friends. He won’t co-operate, no matter what you offer him. And he won’t talk no matter how many holes I drill in him. It had to be him didn’t it? It just had to be him...’
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ZARA PACED ALONG the large pool terrace nervously. ‘You’ll wear the tiles out Zara,’ Nish said looking up from the pile of documents he was working through.

‘He should be back by now. Why haven’t we heard anything?’

‘He’s probably getting pissed with Uncle Pavlo. If he’s got started on the torpedo fuel then we’ll be lucky to see him back this week.’

‘No, something’s wrong. I can feel it.’

‘Take some advice. If you are going to avoid having a stress-induced heart attack you need to learn to trust Alex to take care of himself. This isn’t his first rodeo.’ Reluctantly Zara returned to sitting down on a lounger. ‘Have a drink. You’ll sleep better if you get drunk.’

‘I’d love to stay up all night for a vigil, but I’m still in remission so I need to be in my bed,’ Hunter said.

‘I’ll show you to the guest room.’

‘See you in the morning Nish.’

‘Aye, you too Hunter. Sweet dreams.’

Zara lead Hunter to the guest suit on the first floor. She got a pile of towels out of the cupboard and turned down the bed for him. ‘Is it warm enough for you in here? I can put the fire on.’

‘It is a little chilly,’ Hunter replied.

‘It warms up in the day,’ Zara said lighting the feature fireplace. ‘I got you some of Alex’s pyjamas. I assume they’ll fit. I’ll grab you some fresh clothes in the morning.’

‘Thanks Mom.’ Hunter collapsed on the bed. ‘This is an amazing home you have here. I’ll say one thing for the bloodthirsty maniac, he’s a good provider.’

‘You don’t know the half of it. The basement is a cross between the set of a Dan Brown novel and Batman.’

‘Boys and their toys.’

‘Hunter?’

‘What my dear?’

‘What do you know about the crusaders, all that Knights Templar malarkey?’

‘Only what I’ve read in the history books. Founded in Germany, mercenary army hired by the church to protect The Holy Lands from Saladin and the barbaric Islamic horde. St. John, The Spaniards, everyone sent their boys in at some point. I suppose they were the Navy SEALS, Green Berets and S.A.S of their day, but with more impressive beards.’

‘Do you think they still exist?’

‘They were persecuted to extinction by all accounts when they grew too powerful. Turned to beggars and thieves. Not sure there is much left of it now beyond the Walters dressing up in some chainmail and calling each other Sir Fucks-a-lot.’

‘You never came across anything credible, at The Agency?’

‘In what regard?’

‘The Mercenaries’ Guild.’

‘I heard a few things, didn’t pay it much attention. Seemed to be a European thing. America was a republic. We didn’t go in for all that Kingdom of God caper. The bible boys who came over the pond were all the Quakers and Lutherans who were mostly being bashed over the head and hung by all those boys with their holy cross shields, so I don’t imagine it ever took off in our lands. Why? What’s your interest?’

‘Nothing. Just seems to be a bit of a hobby of my husband’s. He’s got a book collection that would make the National Library cry with envy.’

‘Maybe he’s just a keen student of history.’

‘Seems to be a bit more of a passion than just a bit of bedtime reading.’

‘I only met your husband once, in Afghanistan. He was riding a horse as I recall. I mistook him for a local. Black Shemagh, dragon’s tooth serrated dagger, huge scythe of a Saracen sword. Riding on a jet-black Arabian stallion. Braided black velvet saddle. He had a Dragunov sniper rifle, which goes without saying really, but he scared the ever-living shit out of me.’

‘What happened?’

‘He came to our camp. Just me and a couple of Agency S.A.D boys plus our local guides. We’re sat round the campfire toasting marshmallows. He comes charging in with half a dozen tribal sorts on their horses. Completely surrounds us. Stared right at him. Stared right back. Gets off his horse. Walks over to the fire. What are you doing here? He asks in Arabic. Camping trip I said. He dropped the black Shemagh covering his face. He had a beard then. I thought they were going to slaughter us, that was usually how those things ended.’

‘So what happened?’

‘Nothing. He got back on his horse. He just said. Don’t camp here. It’s not safe. They’re coming for you. Puts his Shemagh back on, kicks his horse in the ass and takes off like Zorro into the night. We packed up camp and moved up the hill. Sure enough a few hours later, an A.Q patrol turned up, sniffed about our campfire, took a look around then left.’

‘And that was it?’

‘Yeah. That was it.’

‘I never knew he could ride a horse.’

‘He can ride. I swear that stallion must have had mustard on its balls. Moved like the wind. I’m not surprised you married him.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘He’s probably the only man on earth who isn’t intimidated by you.’

‘I’m not scary!’ Zara said jabbing Hunter in the ribs.

‘Of course I’ve heard about his exploits, everyone has, at least the Chinese whispers version. So what do you make of it?’

‘What?’

‘All this Guild of the old Knights’ caper?’

‘I don’t know. Probably just a phase he’s going through. Did you ever meet anyone in our business that was normal? I suppose at least he’s not slaughtering lambs and virgins down there. He’s my husband, but the more I get to know him, the less I understand.’

‘Sounds like my first wife. Maybe that’s normal. Russians are quite strange around certain things, especially history and culture. I don’t think we’re meant to understand their minds. It’s why they are the world’s best chess players and mathematicians. I wouldn’t worry. In my experience Special Forces guys tend to have all sorts of weird ritualistic shit going on. I guess all that mind-fucking they do to build them makes them off the page when it comes to the rules of normal.’

‘Get some rest. Shout if you need anything.’

‘Bed bath?’

‘Only if by bed bath you mean chucking a bucket of water over you.’

‘In that case I’ll pass.’

‘Sleep well.’

‘You too honey.’

Zara departed and left Hunter in peace. She headed back to the kitchen, made a pot of coffee, took it back out to the terrace and put it on the table next to Nish. ‘Made you a coffee.’

‘Appreciate it.’

‘What you up to?’

‘Working on the files I built on Radic.’

‘Anything useful?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Well, I’m going to bed. Wake me up if you hear anything.’

‘Roger that.’

Zara headed upstairs to the master suite. She showered before turning in for the night, tossing and turning to try and get comfortable before turning over to stare at the empty pillow where Alex should have been. She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath and tried to shut her mind down from thinking too much before finally the fatigue took over and she drifted into sleep.

Zara’s eyes snapped awake again as the bright landing lights swept across the window before the cacophony of twin turbines and rotor thump grew louder. She squinted at the lights as the silhouette of a silver/grey Dauphin II helicopter, wheels down, slowed as it lined up to land on the villa’s rooftop helipad. The air pressure built against the window from the rotor down wash before the noise dampened a little from the reinforced concrete roof. She looked above her before she heard the subtle thump of the multi-ton helicopter land on the roof before the rotors and engines spooled to shutdown and the room fell silent again, save for the sound of waves breaking on the rocks below. She resisted the temptation to go and investigate, and instead feigned sleep as she listened intently to the faint murmur of conversations carried on the wind. An hour or so passed before she felt a presence enter the dark room, moving about in near silence. The faint whir of the extractor fan in the en-suite followed by the splashing of water from the shower for fifteen minutes before shutting off. Five minutes later, the gentle patter of bare feet on the marble floor then she felt the sheet lift and the mattress sink a little as it bore his weight. An arm wrapped around her and she felt Alex’s warm breath nuzzle behind her neck. She smiled a little.

‘You sneak around trying not to wake me, yet park a fucking helicopter on the bedroom roof.’ Zara took his hand and squeezed it.

‘Sorry. It was late. I didn’t want the long drive from the airport.’

‘I’ll forgive you. How was Russia? I was worried about you.’

‘Crimea? It was fine. I’m tired. It’s been a long day.’

‘Tell me about it. I’ve got your client.’

‘Nish said. We’ll talk about it over breakfast.’ Alex kissed her cheek gently, she turned to face him and he teased her lips with his. ‘I missed you.’

‘I missed you too. Take me with you next time. We’ve spent too much time apart already.’

‘I will.’

‘You promise?’

‘I promise. There is someone I want you to meet.’

‘Who?’

‘I’ll tell you soon.’ Zara nodded, too tired to press the matter. They kissed again and she wrapped around him resting her head on his chest. ‘I love this place. It’s so peaceful. At least when you’re not arriving by a helicopter at three a.m. The neighbours must love you.’

‘They don’t hear it.’

‘Are they deaf?’

‘No, I murdered them all last time they came round to complain about the noise.’ Zara grinned, then stopped grinning and frowned with a serious look.

‘You didn’t?’ Alex raised an eyebrow. ‘Fucker!’ She returned to his chest after giving it a playful slap. ‘I’ll go round and check in the morning.’

‘I’m sure they’re fine. They probably won’t get back from the clubs until past dawn. And the rest are too off their tits on pills to care.’

‘Now I see why you chose Ibiza...’
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THE EARLY MORNING sun streaming through the patio windows woke Hunter from the first quality sleep he’d had for weeks. He stretched and yawned before he noticed the stranger present in his room. ‘I brought you coffee,’ Alex said softly.

‘Thanks,’ Hunter said with a nod. Alex walked over and set the cup down on his table.

‘May I?’ Alex asked, gesturing at the expensive designer lounge seat next to the bed.

‘Your house buddy,’ Hunter said with a nod.

Alex sat down nursing his coffee. ‘I wanted to thank you. In private. For what you did for Zara. She probably wouldn’t be here without you.’

‘I’m sure you’d have figured it out.’

‘I don’t think we could have. It was your intel that got her free, not my military op.’

‘She means a lot to me. She’s the daughter I never had. I’ve looked out for her for a long time. I’d have gone and got her myself, but then the cancer had other ideas.’

‘I’m sorry for your troubles.’

‘I’m sorry, that you’re sorry. That’s the expression isn’t it?’

‘You know us well.’

‘Not that well. No thanks required. She was my protégé, my responsibility in Pakistan. I got her into this deal. I had to help get her out of it.’

‘A man of honour.’

‘Just a good friend.’

‘The same thing.’

‘Not always. How is it in your world?’

‘The only friends are men of honour, the ones who aren’t may call you friend, but they aren’t. The Russian psyche is built to understand deception. Deception is in our nature, because during the great purge the only people who survived were those that mastered it.’

‘Explains why the K.G.B was so effective.’

‘Deception was life, even for the honest. Do you understand my meaning?’

‘I think so.’

‘I understand you spent a lot of time with Zara in Pakistan, you looked out for her and you are close. She loves you.’

‘I don’t think you have to be jealous, I’m a little too old for catching your girl’s eye.’

‘I’m not jealous. I know my wife’s heart.’

‘And she yours?’

‘The parts she understands.’

‘And the parts she doesn’t?’

‘We’re waiting for her brain to stop thinking of the million other things her inquiring mind flits from to focus. She’s like a curious cat chasing every ball of string she finds.’

‘I know.’ Hunter smiled sipping his coffee.

‘She’s my world Hunter. The sun rises and sets with her. If you want to understand anything about me, understand that.’

‘We met once.’

Alex nodded. ‘Yes. I remember.’

‘I’m surprised.’

‘Why should you be? Do you think I have a poor memory for faces?’

‘No, just that given how many people you must meet, that we were of any account to be worth remembering.’

‘Perhaps our destinies were intertwined, and we just didn’t realise it. You remembered.’

‘How could I forget? You scared the shit out of me.’

‘Really? It was not my intention.’

‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Sure.’

‘The A.Q guys you warned us about. You knew they were there, but didn’t do anything about them. Why didn’t you kill them? You had the numbers.’

‘Their lives were not mine to take.’

‘They were A.Q.’

‘They posed no threat to me. You understand the Quran. You cannot take a life without just cause. I believe the bible shares the same sentiment,’ Alex said nodding down at the cross on Hunter’s chess.

‘Irish Italian,’ Hunter said with a smile. ‘But you’re a soldier, wasn’t that what you were there for? I assumed the men you were with were Mujahideen. The non A.Q variety.’

‘They were mercenaries, the same as me. We have no fight with The Man in the Cave.’

‘Bin Laden? And what about now?’

‘They were your tribe’s towers he destroyed, not mine. There is a good reason he does not turn his gaze east Hunter, since we departed Afghanistan we haven’t meddled in his affairs to the extent your house has. We respect the rights of the Arabs to govern their own lands, we don’t insist on enforcing capitalist democracy and freedom, whatever such a thing is, on all those we meet.’

‘No, you just force autocracy by sheer brute force. He was fighting against your side, long before ours.’

‘Touché,’ Alex said with a smile. ‘But we only set our eyes on the possessions we already once held. We have never taken lands that were not already ours to take. Unlike others who covet our former neighbours, and seek to bring their threats to our very door. But these are questions for politicians and statesmen Hunter, I am neither.’

‘And what are you, exactly?’

‘I try to keep order in my master’s house, the same as you do.’

‘How’s that working for you?’

‘These are difficult times.’

‘They are that. Which has led us here, me sat as a guest in your house.’

‘Well, I understand you are a client, so it seems I am at your service. You have fallen victim to my wife’s power’s of persuasion.’

‘You and me both.’

‘She can be very persuasive. In any case, you are a dear friend of Zara’s so you are most welcome to my humble home. You grace us by accepting our hospitality. May you find peace and wellbeing here.’

‘Not so humble...’

‘All homes are humble, if the master of the house deems it so. Would you like to see her secrets?’

‘I’m a spy, what do you think?’

Hunter got up and picked up his coffee.

‘Normally guests would not see what I am about to show you, but since you are a close friend of the woman who I hold no secrets from, and a client now, then perhaps we can make an exception.’ Alex led Hunter through the secret bookcase passageway down to the chapel.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said Hunter. ‘This is not the sort of place I imagined you to live.’

‘Perhaps you’ll find time to spend here. Given your health condition you may find it beneficial.’

‘For what?’

‘To prepare your soul.’

‘I think my soul is long lost to that cause brother, not so sure even Saint Jude has a good word to say for me these days.’

‘Nobody is ever lost, who does not want to find the right way in the end.’ Alex led Hunter through the crypt. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s having a siesta.’

‘How long’s he been asleep?’

‘About seventeen-hundred years.’

‘Spanish working practices eh?’ They went through to the library. ‘This is quite a collection.’

‘I’m sure you’ll find something interesting to read at bedtime in here, if the clubs don’t appeal.’ Hunter walked over and stared at The Guild Charter.

‘Can I be honest with you?’

‘Of course.’

‘All this stuff, very impressive. I assume you didn’t just have it chucked in here by the realtor to impress some chick with big tatas you pulled down the club. The thing is, what’s it all about?’

‘Read it for yourself. It’s all in here.’

‘Zara think you might be a lunatic. One of those S.F Operator as fuck guys who sniffed too much lighter fuel and went off base to dance naked round a chicken.’

Alex grinned with bemusement. ‘Is that what she thinks?’

‘Don’t tell her I said that.’

‘I won’t, don’t worry.’

‘So? Do you like dancing with chickens?’

‘No. I find they lack any reasonable sense of rhythm.’

‘Very good,’ Hunter said with a smirk. ‘Nice redirection as well.’

‘I’m not being evasive. Read what you will. Believe what you believe. Isn’t that what faith is? Do you really imagine God is up there on some fluffy cloud with a big beard throwing bolts of lightning at homosexuals because of something written in a book? Faith is just what helps us get through difficult times. We choose to believe the things that help us make sense of our world. We ridicule the things we don’t understand, even if they are sacred to others, to make ourselves feel better about our ignorance. All that matters is what helps you determine your actions, and make sense of them.’

‘Quite the philosopher.’

‘Perhaps. You can’t lead men into battle if you don’t understand what the battle is for. On that basis every officer who ever commanded is a philosopher.’

‘I thought they were just following orders.’

‘Which is all religion is. A set of orders. Some people follow them, some disobey, and some get court-martialled. Order from chaos. That’s religion, politics, and the military. Now, you must excuse me, I have my wife’s business demands to attend to. You’re free to enjoy the knowledge in here at your leisure.’ Alex departed and left Hunter in the room. He walked down the line of books, pulling a few out until he settled on one that caught his interest. He sat down at the table with it and began reading.

Alex made his way up to the terrace where Nish and Zara were having breakfast. ‘Where’s Hunter?’ Zara asked.

‘He’ll be along soon. He’s just having a look at some books.’ Alex took a breakfast plate and sat down with it. ‘You made any progress on what you got?’

‘All roads lead to Radic...’ Nish said with a reluctant sigh. ‘Except a few that threw up a surprise or two.’

‘What?’ Nish took out some papers from the dossier and gave them to Alex to look at. He pointed at the circled company names on the balance transfers. ‘Where do I recognise that name from?’ Nish took out a company statement and circled the same company name. ‘Jesus. We’re working for Radic?’

‘No. The first one is a payment to. The second is a payment from. The company that paid us, was paid by them.’

‘And whose company is that?’

‘Mikhail’s.’ Alex stopped eating. ‘And the same group of companies paid Radic. So the question is, what were they paying Mikhail for?’

‘I assume he was supplying W.M.D components,’ Alex replied.

‘No. He wasn’t. I cross-referenced with our sources. If they’d bought that material it would have sold through someone else, Mikhail wouldn’t have used that company,’ Nish replied.

‘So what was he being paid for?’

‘I don’t know Alex. You tell me. What did the F.S.B want on the way to the airport last night?’

Alex looked at Nish then at Zara. ‘They don’t exactly know.’

‘What do you mean, I thought they were going to off you?’ Nish asked.

‘I’m sure the prospect did cross their mind. But you know how he operates. He’ll never take pieces off the chessboard until he has seen all the moves ahead that his opponent can make as a consequence. In this instance, he can’t see the moves so he is reluctant to start removing pieces.’

‘Do you want to explain that again in non-gibberish?’ Zara asked.

‘What your riddle-some Russian husband is suggesting is that someone is moving against the president, and he doesn’t know who,’ Nish explained.

‘Well Mikhail obviously. Fuck me. It doesn’t take a chess grandmaster to work that one out, does it boys.’ Zara said with a shrug and downed her orange juice.

‘She doesn’t get it,’ Alex said.

‘You don’t get it,’ Nish said in agreement.

‘Get what?’ Zara frowned.

‘It’s Russian politics, not British. You don’t ever see the guy who is moving on you, the guy carrying the dagger is the fall guy. The way the K.G.B operates you have to assume whatever you do has already been compromised so it works like a Russian doll, you hide it in layer after layer after layer in the hope that your plans come to fruition before they reveal the last doll inside.’

‘At that rate the new president must be a fucking midget. The current guy’s already quite short,’ Zara said.

‘It’s a metaphor.’

‘I know it’s a fucking metaphor. Do Russians ever speak normally? Why can’t you even order a train ticket without having a fifteen-minute existential philosophical debate about the nature of mass transit systems under Marxism? I’m sure you think it makes you sound like intelligentsia, but it’s a lot of time-wasting bollocks in my opinion. Silly Slavs. So why?’ Zara asked.

‘Why do you think? Russian carries the permanent security veto. When did we last vote in favour of anything the Americans wanted? Get rid of the boss, put in a puppet. New McDonalds and WalMart in Baghdad by Christmas,’ Alex said with a shrug.

‘Someone’s planning a coup in Russia?’ Zara asked.

‘Someone’s always planning a coup in Russia. We just usually manage to murder them or get them locked up for tax offences before you hear about it. This is business as usual,’ Alex said.

‘I thought the Tories were bad for backstabbing, your mob are on a whole new page...’ Zara sighed and shook her head. ‘So. Where does that leave us?’

‘As you say. All roads lead to Radic. Mikhail says we get the franchise back if we spring Radic out. Some horseshit about national security,’ Alex said.

‘Why does everyone have a hard-on for Radic?’ Nish asked.

‘Only one way to find out. Ask him,’ Zara suggested.

‘We didn’t exactly part as chums,’ Nish said.

‘I can deal with him. He’ll be expecting them to send someone. Mikhail thinks I’ll be acting on his behalf. Only problem is you Nish.’

‘Don’t pin this shit on me Alex.’

‘Well, you spent a long time chasing him, letting him out wasn’t in the plan.’

‘That was before he was centre-stage in a major war in the Middle-East involving fake W.M.D plots and a potential coup in the world’s biggest nuclear power. I think that changes the perspective somewhat.’

‘So we’re agreed? We get Radic out?’ Alex asked.

‘Doesn’t look like we have much choice does it?’ Zara said.
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ALEX FINISHED PACKING his bag, zipped it up and walked through to the bedroom where Zara was sat at Alex’s desk poring over documents. ‘We’re ready to go.’

Zara looked up from the document she was reading. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?’

‘No. It will be safer for you to stay here. From Hunter’s report there is a lot of activity in Paris. I’d like to at least make it through a week before you’re kidnapped again.’ He flashed a soft smile. ‘Besides, you’re more use here finding us more answers. We worked hard to get that information, you need to extract some decent value from it.’

Zara reluctantly nodded her agreement. ‘You’ll be okay?’

‘Just another day at the office.’

‘Do you think Radic will co-operate?’

‘He doesn’t have much choice given his options. It’s Nish I’m worried about.’

‘Nish?’

‘He put a lot of work in to catching him, helping me liberate him probably wasn’t what he had in mind.’

‘Why was it so personal?’

‘Nish was in Serbia. Apart from uncovering all the genocide, he killed one of Nish’s best friends.’

‘What happened?’

‘Nish got some intel of where Radic was hiding out. Spent months on it. They sent a S.A.S Special Operations Team to go and grab him. In the firefight, Radic killed Nish’s friend. Left a wife, kids. The Government didn’t exactly do the right thing by the family after the event, he didn’t even get a medal.’

‘He feels responsible?’

‘The burden of leadership. You put your men in harm’s way, if you get a result you can somehow justify it. The greater good. When you come back empty handed, it feels like they were sacrificed for nothing. That’s when the guilt eats away at you, that’s the dark place where the desire for vengeance comes from. Nish won’t settle until Radic’s put in the ground.’

‘So why didn’t he kill him when he had a chance?’

‘There was a sizeable bounty for his recovery to stand trial at The Hague. Nish wanted to cash it in. As far as he was concerned that was Badger’s money. If he put Radic away, made the family whole financially, he could put it to rest. Besides which, Nish knows he could have Radic suffer all manner of fatal accidents once he’d been paid.’

‘And now?’

Alex shrugged. ‘Nish understands the bigger picture. If Radic is the only solution to prevent another ten...thousand...ten thousand brothers, husbands, sons, wasting their lives for no just cause, then he knows what his friend would want him to do. Every good soldier would lay down his life for his brother in arms. That’s the bond.’

‘And you, how do you feel about it?’

‘Radic’s part in this has yet to fully play out. It serves no purpose killing him now. The veil that hides our enemy is hard to see through. We have to exploit every chink we find.’ Alex looked at his watch. ‘Time to go. I’ll call you from Paris.’ Alex walked round and kissed Zara.

‘Stay safe,’ Zara said.

‘I won’t say goodbye, because it isn’t.’ Alex picked up his bag and departed leaving Zara. She let out a deep sigh and returned reluctantly to her work.
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HUNTER REMOVED HIS half-moon spectacles from the bridge of his nose as Alex entered the study; he flashed a smile at him. Alex walked over and thumbed through the stack of books piled on the table. ‘You’ve been busy,’ Alex said before replacing the book he’d picked up on the pile.

‘The thirst for knowledge is rarely quenched. You could drink yourself to death in here with it.’

‘Find anything interesting?’

‘One or two things.’ Hunter sat back in his chair. ‘How’s Zara?’

‘Back to work. Nose-deep in the trough of other people’s business.’

‘That’s what makes her happy.’

‘Yes. It does. And what about you?’

‘I brought her back to you. I’d like to think we could part as friends.’

‘You facilitated the return of the only thing that is precious to me. My friendship is assured.’

‘That’s good. Alex, you have to serve your people, and I have to think how best to serve mine. I’m a patriot. I could lie and say the interests of the American people are aligned to the people of Russia, but I think we both know that isn’t true.’

‘We’re all so human, but we’re all so different. Our little tribes that divide us.’

‘Quite big tribes in this case. With very big sticks.’

‘It wasn’t a big stick that felled Goliath.’

‘Maybe. But I suspect the outcome would have been different if he’d had a nuclear stockpile. I have to serve the interests of my tribe, you have to serve yours. You don’t need another helper in your tribe’s defence right now, but I think mine do.’

‘You must act as you think best.’

‘You let me in here to find some answers. I know why. You wanted me to find my path, my purpose. I think I found it.’ Hunter passed over the old leather bound book. ‘Luke 22.’

Alex looked down at it then looked at Hunter without reading from it.

‘And Judas went to the chief priests and the officers of the temple guard and discussed with them how he might betray Jesus. They were delighted and agreed to give him money. He consented, and watched for an opportunity to hand Jesus over to them when no crowd was present.’

Hunter nodded. ‘It sounds like you know that passage well.’

‘It is a familiar story in our world, is it not? You think this is the right path for you?’

‘The temple guards believe money corrupts all. They worship money above loyalty so they assume its power to corrupt is absolute. There are none so blinded as those blinded by the lust for gold.’

‘And power.’

‘In their world money is power. As a Marxist I don’t expect you to share the sentiment.’

‘Money is just paper printed from dead trees. Gold? Nothing more than shiny heavy bricks. In the Soviet power is the union of people, you couldn’t corrupt the Soviet because it was never in the interest of the masses to transfer power to the benefit of the few. The Soviet only failed because the leadership were undone by the same seductions as all those who are corrupted by power, and they took too much. Then others decided that they should also have more until the balance shifted from common-good to self-interest. The Soviet was the perfect system, corrupted only by the imperfections of man to achieve it. Those who were critical of the system as being inherently flawed versus capitalism failed to realise that the same flaws that destroyed the Soviet ideology, will ultimately destroy the capitalist one.’

Hunter smiled and nodded and tapped a book. ‘A Critique of Systems and Governance through History.’

‘You read it all?’

‘I skimmed the highlights, but I got the gist of it.’

‘And did you agree with it?’

‘For the most part yes, when you strip away the propaganda and opinion bias, it’s clear that from a purely ideology perspective the Soviet model inherently balanced out the forces required to create the utopian state. Maybe not in the classic definition of utopia as some idyllic paradise, but being mathematically balanced. The elements of failure were in the implementation brought about principally by the self-interests of those tasked to implement it. After Lenin’s death, Stalin and subsequent leaders derailed the project to suit their purpose and the vision was never realised. Now I understand why you have all those Lenin statues.’

‘Your country’s elite create a demonization of socialism because it is inherently detrimental to their interests. They teach people to fear it by perpetuating the lie that everyone can achieve The American Dream, if only they work hard enough. But as the Soviet era showed, the problem with equal distribution is there is simply too little bread to share equally amongst a table of many mouths. Someone goes hungry and is tempted to steal his brother’s. His brother then fights back and kills the brother who stole from him. The problem is not the equality, it is there is simply too many mouths to feed to ensure everyone is fed to their satisfaction, when there are those at the table who are greedy.’

‘So it’s a problem of over-population?’

‘Do you imagine the entire population of the United States can be billionaires?’

‘So if our system created excess for the few at the expense of the many, and your system created shortages for the many at the expense of the few, then whose system does work?’

‘The Scandinavian commune model was close. It’s fundamentally egalitarian in nature, and they’ve achieved possibly as close to what we would consider an ideal state of balance as we have yet seen. They still have some way to go, but they were heading in the right direction.’

‘But they have a small population to manage. Norway has an abundance of natural resources for a population smaller than New York. It’s easy to make it work when you have less mouths at the table.’

‘Which is the fundamental flaw of the planet.’

‘Over-population?’

‘Unrestricted population growth as we end major wars, and famines. Improved healthcare and nutrition creates ever-increasing balances of deficit between the haves and have not’s. In a socialist system this is balanced out by inflicting such shortages on all, in the capitalist system it enriches the few who own the means of production and the earth’s resources, at the expense of the labour. Which inevitably leads to dissent and...’

‘Revolution. So where does it end?’

‘With the wholesale depopulation of the planet to a level where sustainability is achieved.’

‘You are talking about mass-genocide. That could never happen.’

‘Couldn’t it? Look what Stalin achieved with the great Ukrainian famine. Hitler with the Holocaust. Countless incidents of ever-increasing numbers where leaders have concluded the only way to sustain their future is to cull the population. You really think they don’t see the rise of Islam, and the cultural growth brought about by such large numbers of children versus declining birth-rates in the western world as a threat to them?’

‘But how would they achieve such a thing? Nuclear holocaust would simply destroy the very thing they wish to preserve.’

‘Well, if history has shown us anything, when nature fails to intervene then man has been very creative to find alternate means to achieve her goals for her.’

‘Do you believe it is inevitable?’

‘Nothing is inevitable Hunter. The question you should ask is, is it desirable?’

‘The greater good...’

Alex picked up a book and passed it across the desk. Hunter looked down at the title. “The New World Order. How the One Percent Will Destroy Humanity to Save Itself.” ‘Every time you hear a conspiracy theory that is dismissed as the ramblings of the paranoid and delusional, understand behind every theory is a grain of truth. You should keep that one and read it on your journey. You may understand better who it is who pays the temple guards.’ Alex looked at his watch. ‘It is time. We must leave for Paris. We’ll be on the helipad in five minutes.’ Alex walked back to the door. ‘I hope your visit here proved useful Hunter. We may belong to different tribes with different ideologies, but we share a common fate.’ Alex left. Hunter looked at the books before him and re-read the bible passage before closing it. ‘It is written...’
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THE CHALLENGER 604 taxied to a halt in the hanger. Alex’s core team of hand-picked men were waiting for its arrival alongside three black Audi S8’s. The jet’s passenger door opened and Nish emerged from the cabin followed by Hunter and then Alex. They walked over to the cars as his men unloaded the baggage from the cargo hold and loaded it into the open trunks of the convoy.

‘Is Vane here yet?’ Alex asked.

‘He’s waiting for us at the old farm.’

‘Good. Let him know we’ve arrived,’ Alex said. ‘We don’t have much time.’

‘Is everyone else here?’

‘They’re waiting at the hotel.’

Nish got into the lead car. Alex got into the back of the second with Hunter. With the cars loaded they pulled out of the hanger. Blue lights illuminated from behind the radiator grills, as they reached the exit gate the security officer raised the barrier; the cars sped through before firing up their French two-tone sirens to clear the traffic at the junction speeding onto the AutoRoute access ramp towards central Paris. In the back of the car, Alex removed the car phone from the centre armrest and punched in a number from a piece of paper, he waited for it to connect. ‘I need an audience with your Serbian guest.’ He looked at his watch. ‘In two hours. Thank you.’ He put the phone down and replaced it in the armrest, unlocked the gun safe behind it and removed his Beretta 92 and two magazines before loading his pistol and securing it in his holster. He locked the gun safe and stared out. A drizzle of rain streaked across the window as the suburbs started to illuminate in the early winter evening.

‘Can you drop me near Montmartre? Barbes will be fine. I can walk from there,’ Hunter asked Alex casually. Alex looked at him. ‘I need to settle my account with The Frenchman.’

Alex nodded. He leaned forward to his driver. ‘Take us via Barbes.’ Alex leant back again. ‘I assume you’ll find your own way back.’

‘Yeah. I know where I’m going.’

‘I hope so.’ Alex opened the rear armrest section and removed a small vodka bottle, placed two shot glasses in the cup holders and filled them up before replacing the vodka. ‘In Russia we drink vodka when parting from friends.’ Alex held up his glass to toast. ‘What shall we drink to?’

‘To idealism.’

Alex smiled. ‘Careful, they might think you’ve gone red...’ Alex winked.

‘Maybe I have...’ Hunter downed his shot followed by Alex.

The convoy pulled up in Barbes. Hunter got out. He walked round to Alex’s side of the car. Alex dropped his electric window. ‘She won’t understand,’ Hunter said.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll help her.’

‘Tell her...’

Alex smiled softly. ‘She knows.’

Hunter put his hand out to shake Alex’s. ‘Goodbye Alex.’

‘Goodbye my friend. I wish you luck in your journey ahead.’

‘You too.’

Alex raised the window and tapped his driver’s shoulder. ‘Bastille.’

Hunter watched as the trio of Audi S8’s sped away clearing the clogged Parisian traffic with blue lights and horns. He waited until their taillights had disappeared into the distance before crossing the street and walked up the steep narrow cobbled street in Montmartre. He reached the small bar on the corner and made his way to the back, nodding at the barman. He put a Euro in the payphone at the back by the toilets before dialling a number. ‘It’s Judas Iscariot. Tell them I want to meet.’ He put the receiver down without waiting for a response, checking over his shoulder. He walked into the small single lavatory. Waited thirty seconds before flushing it and emerging back out, nodding politely at the next person waiting before returning to the bar and fiddling with his flies. He went to the bar. ‘Un biere et un Croque Madame s’il vous plait,’ he ordered. The barman poured his tall glass of beer and brought it over with a number for his food.

‘You want to leave the tab open?’ The barman asked.

‘Sure.’

Hunter pushed through to the back of the bar. A middle-aged man was sat at the small table in the corner with a laptop. Hunter looked around for an empty table, but with the bar full they were all taken. He returned his attention to the man in the corner. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’

‘Please, be my guest,’ the man replied politely, gesturing at the empty seat.

Hunter sat down and removed his coat. ‘Not disturbing your work am I?’

‘It is not work. I’m talking to my brother in America on Internet chat. You are American?’

‘Canadian. French Quebec. What about you? I can’t place your accent.’

‘I’m Bosnian. I came here to escape the war. My brother went to America, but now I come here and we talk everyday. Free wi-fi.’

‘And drink.’

‘C’est Paris. Cigarette?’ The man offered Hunter a cigarette.

‘I shouldn’t. Those things really do kill you.’

‘Of course. But what doesn’t? When you survived a war...even a life cut short by cigarettes seems a gift. It calms my nerves. And it’s-’

‘Paris,’ Hunter said nodding smiling at everyone chain-smoking in the smoke-fog filled bar.

‘So are you here for work, or tourist? I have seen you in this place many times.’

‘Just passing through.’

‘Be careful. If you stop too long you will stay forever, like me. I came here for a drink on the way for a flight, I never left Montmartre.’

‘Really?’

‘This village has everything you need. It is like a small island of its own. I have everything I want here.’

‘No woman?’

‘Widowed. Nobody could replace her.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It was Allah’s will, I’m a bad Muslim as you can see.’

‘Maybe you are a good Muslim and Allah is just too strict.’

‘Perhaps. I would tell him but I don’t think he cares. What about you?’

‘Irish Catholic.’

‘Ah so, you are here for the church then? I wondered what brought you to this place so many different times. Praying before your journey. It is beautiful, is it not? Sacre-Coeur. It is not my place of course, but I still like to go there and find some peace.’

‘It’s a good place to find it. At least they don’t make you sit on the floor,’ Hunter said with a nod.

‘And what about your woman?’

‘Divorced. Many times.’

‘But you’re Catholic...’

‘My God’s too strict as well.’

‘Or you just have poor taste in women?’

‘I think they have poor taste in me.’

‘I don’t think so. You seem a nice guy.’

‘You’d have a different opinion if you were a woman I think.’

‘They are not for us to understand.’

‘You can say that again.’ The barman brought over Hunter’s food. ‘I’m being rude, eating at your table. Can I get you something?’

‘I’m fine. Please. The table is here to share. So where is your journey to this time?’

Hunter stared out the window. ‘That’s a good question...’ His new friend frowned at Hunter a little quizzically, but felt rude prying any further, and returned his attention to the conversation with his brother.
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THE CONVOY OF Audi S8’s sped into the parking compound at the Bastille secure prison. Alex got out of his car and made his way inside, leaving his men behind.

The door to the small interview room opened and Alex stepped in. Radic, dressed in a bright orange jumpsuit, hands and legs both chained together and anchored to the desk by a secure padlock, looked up at the sudden arrival. He let out a resigned smile. ‘I wondered who they would send.’ Alex didn’t speak. He walked over and took out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, reached over and put it in Radic’s mouth for him. ‘Spasiba,’ Radic said coughing as he inhaled the first drag of a cigarette since his incarceration.

‘That’s a filthy habit.’

‘There are many. Why restrict to one? So. How is it to be? Hanging? Fell over and broke neck on table? Poison in the cigarette? What is favoured method of K.G.B these days?’

‘F.S.B.’

‘It will always be K.G.B.’

‘I’m not here for that.’

‘Really? Is that the next guy? Tell your bosses to go fuck. I didn’t talk. But they fuck me, I’m gonna make fuck too.’

‘Enlighten me.’

‘You’ll see. After the fuck comes.’

‘How about you tell me now, then maybe the fuck doesn’t come.’

‘I have insurance policy. When Radic takes the fuck, then friends of Radic will show you how to really do fuck.’

‘Your records I assume. You’re not shit-for-brains enough to leave them anywhere we, or your prosecutors, might find them.’

‘That secret either go to grave with Radic, or go someplace if Radic is put in grave by some people. Now what you have to say, K.G.B man.’

‘I’m not here on behalf of the K.G.B.’

‘Oh really? You’re Grigor’s little attack dog. Yap yap yap. Bite bite bite. Sit little doggy. Sit.’

Alex kept his cool, barely raising his tone of voice despite Radic’s clear attempt to rile him. ‘I’m here with an offer from your friend.’

‘Radic has no friend who is friend of you.’

‘You may think you know what is going on Radic, but you are a long way from being a man of power in Serbia these days. You are nothing more than a petty servant of whoever favours you.’

‘Go fuck.’

Alex nodded. ‘You asked. So I’ll tell you how it’ll end. They’ve got very good at it. Something in your tea, maybe your water. Maybe your toothpaste. Doesn’t need much. You won’t even notice it, a slightly bitter metallic taste on the tongue, but easily ignored. But what you won’t ignore is the increasing headaches, the sweats, your hair failing out then your teeth, then your gums, nose and mouth sores constantly bleeding, your balls shrivelling up and penis weeping septic fluid. Then the really good shit starts as your liver stops functioning, your kidneys, and then your lungs. Pain everywhere. Blindness. They won’t know what’s wrong with you so they’ll put you on a drip, medicate you. Extend the suffering until finally, when your whole body is in complete failure, and your heart and lungs call time on the tragedy of your life, they still won’t have the slightest fucking clue what killed you.’

‘You think I’m afraid?’

‘You fucking should be. Six months. Twelve months. They can choose. That’s a long time to reflect on the deal you could have taken. Should have taken. In the end they know you’ll plead with them to make it stop, release you, then you’ll beg them and give up whatever you have to end it.’ Alex shrugged his shoulders passively. He got up to leave. As he reached the door Radic called after him.

‘Wait.’ Alex turned round. ‘Why I should trust you?’

‘I don’t see you have much option. People aren’t exactly lining up to offer you a deal.’

Radic stared at Alex for a few minutes while he considered his options. ‘Okay sit.’ Alex returned and sat down. ‘Maybe you and Radic talk some more.’

‘So let’s talk.’

‘What you going to do for Radic?’

‘What does Radic want?’

‘Out of here. No fucking war crime trial. Maybe money, passport, new place...’

‘And what are you going to do for me?’

‘He want document back. I only need document in here in case you fuck Radic. You no fuck Radic, you let Radic go, Radic take care of Radic. No problem. No need insurance policy. Then they come to Radic, then Radic do all fucking.’

‘Passport. Money. New place.’

‘You get your shit. We make good thing. How I know you can do this thing for Radic?’

‘Because you know who I am, what I do.’

‘You real big dog now. Careful. Maybe owner decide big dog scare him then put in bag and drown in lake.’

‘You ever seen someone put a big dog in a bag and drown it?’

‘I see lot of Bosnian big dogs get the fuck.’

‘Well I’m not Bosnian. We have a deal?’

‘We have a deal. But I have one condition.’

‘What?’

‘Your friend, the Scotlander. If I make this deal he gonna suck Radic’s cock and swallow it.’

‘Don’t push your luck Radic. I don’t have the patience for it.’

‘Okay. Radic is just fucking with you. I make this deal. How I know when happens?’

Alex got up and looked down at him. ‘You’ll know when it happens, believe me.’ Alex left the cell, exited the building returning to his car. Nish was waiting.

‘Well?’ Nish asked.

‘We’re on.’ Alex got in the back of the car.

‘Great. Now how do we get him out?’

‘That’s what we need to figure out. Call Vane, get everyone to the Slaughterhouse.’ The convoy pulled away and headed out of the city.
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IT WAS EARLY in the morning and the small bar was empty except for a couple of Japanese tourists reading guidebooks whilst drinking espressos. Hunter walked in and noted the man in the corner wasn’t there. ‘Un espresso s’il vous plait,’ Hunter ordered from the bar. ‘Le toilette?’ The barman gestured through the back. ‘Merci.’ Hunter walked through. Checking behind him he put a Euro in the phone and punched in a number.

‘Pont Neuf. One Hour,’ the message played. ‘No more messages.’ Hunter put the phone down, went to the W.C. Waited thirty seconds, flushed the toilet and returned. He paid the barman for the coffee and checked his watch. It was the first time the meet location had changed from the usual place. He analysed the reasons why, remembering The Frenchman’s caution of the sniper by the church, perhaps he’d changed it for that reason. It was the first time he had met so early, so maybe there was a different routine. He finished his coffee, nodded at the barman and left the bar. He scanned up and down the street, wrapping his scarf around his neck and pulled down his flat cap to shelter from the first snow flurry of winter. He made his way to the metro station, bought a ticket then walked over and traced his route to the station nearest to Pont Neuf Bridge over the River Seine. He made his way down to the station platform, it was mostly empty. The artist’s quarter was rarely busy as its occupants slept off the previous night’s drinking sessions discussing Le Sartre and Victor Hugo whilst procrastinating over whatever artistic work they had started, but likely would never finish. The train arrived, Hunter checked in the carriage before finding a seat next to an old lady reading a newspaper. He picked up an abandoned copy of Le Monde and began reading it as the train pulled out of the station. As it made its way through the city the train filled up. Hunter changed lines through a busy intercourse, got on another train before arriving at his destination. A distinct chill cut down The Seine as he crossed over the busy road and began walking towards the centre of the bridge. He reached it, took out a small tourist map he had in his pocket and began to unfold it, pretending to look for directions for a few minutes.

‘Are you lost?’ The American voice over his shoulder asked. ‘I can be of some assistance.’ Hunter turned round to look at the man briefly.

‘I think I’m okay. Just trying to get my bearings.’

‘It’s easy to end up pointing in the wrong direction isn’t it? On a long journey. Sometimes you need just a nudge in the right direction so you can get to your destination.’ The man walked over and stood next to Hunter, looking over the river. Dressed in a long black wool coat over a smart black suit and red necktie, expensive framed glasses, a small American flag lapel pin badge. Hunter looked at him.

‘I guess so.’

‘So, maybe I can give you that nudge. What do you say?’

Hunter nodded. ‘If you think a nudge is all I need.’

Sanders smiled. ‘Perhaps something to help cover the costs needed to get where you want to be?’

‘How do you know where I want to go?’

‘Because it’s where we all want to go, isn’t it? The top of the hill, where the air is clear and the view is unobstructed.’

‘Do you know the way?’

‘I can take you there, if you like.’

‘How do I know I won’t end up getting lost on the way?’

‘You don’t I suppose. But then if I didn’t think you were meant to come to the top of the hill, why would I have come to guide you there in person, Judas Iscariot.’

Hunter turned to face him. ‘I know your face, but I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance.’

‘You know who I am. I’m Sanders.’

‘I’m a patriot Sanders.’

‘Of course you are, you’ve given your life’s work to the flag, we appreciate that. But like all patriots you weren’t always well rewarded for your efforts. We’d like to make amends.’

‘Is it that simple?’

‘It can be.’ Sanders shrugged. ‘We understand the sentimentality over the girl. You wouldn’t be the first or the last patriot to have their head turned by a pretty young thing. Maybe we handled things badly. She was working in the right direction, but she just didn’t understand the bigger picture.’

‘And you think I do?’

‘Maybe, maybe not. But if you let us illuminate that picture fully for you then you’ll come to understand that we’re all working to a common purpose here. You, me, the girl. Nobody needs to fall out over these things. It played out badly because we let people who were not so competent deal with it. That’s why I’m here. To make sure we deal with things the right way, to get the right result, for our country.’ Sanders put a hand on Hunter’s shoulder and squeezed it. ‘Now how about I give you that nudge, I’m sure we can get you to your destination. We both know where you want that to be, now don’t we? A seat in the big office, a say in how things are done. I can give that to you.’ Sanders removed a U.S flag pin lapel from his pocket and pinned it on Hunter’s jacket. ‘It’s time to remember who you are, where you belong. Whose team you are fighting for. Come home with me. Let me take you to that house on the hill.’ Hunter nodded. ‘Good. You know it’s the right thing to do.’ Hunter turned round, a black Chevy Tahoe was waiting, escorting a black limousine with a U.S embassy flag on the bonnet, in between another Chevy Tahoe. Sanders and Hunter walked over to the car. The driver opened the door and Sanders gestured Hunter to get in. ‘It’s time to go home Hunter, where you belong.’

From across the bridge in a parked Renault, Vincent watched as Hunter got in the car and the convoy drove away. He took out his cell phone and dialled a number. ‘It’s me, Hunter betrayed you. I’ll meet you at the farm.’ Vincent put his phone back in his pocket and started his car. He drove across the bridge and headed for the ring road to exit the city.
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VINCENT ARRIVED AT the old farm located on the northeast outskirts of Paris. In the depths of winter it was a desolate place surrounded by empty fields and a line of barren trees where crows were the only sound to break the silence, apart from the diesel clatter from Vincent’s old Renault as it made its way down the drive towards the main complex of buildings around the piggery and slaughterhouse. He pulled into the forecourt. There was no sign of life, but he got the sensation he was being watched. He got out the car and headed towards the slaughterhouse where one of Alex’s guards let him through. Inside the large empty warehouse there were three large steel shipping containers, Vane and his men were unloading and assembling a range of black Super Moto bikes. Alex was near a large table with a huge map laid out of the greater Paris area as Nish co-ordinated the rest of his men kitting-up in the black fireproof Nomex tactical outfits, balaclavas, and combat vests of France’s counter-terrorism police. A range of automatic weapons laid out ready.

Vincent walked over to Alex. ‘Radic is being moved to The Hague for the trial. I just got word the extradition process was complete. I’m sorry I didn’t get more notice. They are concerned about security.’

‘They should be. I need the routes,’ Alex replied.

‘I can do better than that.’

‘Nish. Vane. It’s on. They’re moving him.’ Nish and Vane walked over. ‘Do you know when?’ Alex asked.

‘Sometime this afternoon. I don’t have the exact time.’

‘Vane, you take your guys on the bikes. Get to The Bastille. Vincent will lead you to the exit they’ll use. You know what you have to do from there.’

‘We’re on it.’

Alex looked at his watch. ‘Get ready to go, we don’t have long.’

‘What else do you need?’ Vincent asked.

Alex looked at Vincent. ‘You sure you want to do this? They’ll know it was you. We’ve already lost the English House...’ Alex looked at Vane. He drew a deep sigh then looked at Vincent. ‘If we lose the French House as well, that’s a heavy price to pay so early in the game.’

Vincent shrugged. ‘The price is the price. We have to protect the Russia House at all costs — that is what matters. That is what is written. If we do not control that then the prophecy cannot be fulfilled as it is written,’ Vincent said.

‘Let’s hope whoever wrote it, didn’t fuck up,’ Nish said and shrugged.

‘Maybe I’ll enjoy retirement in Switzerland.’ Vincent smiled.

‘I don’t think any of us will be retiring to Switzerland in the near future.’ Alex looked at Vane then Vincent. ‘I think it’s starting...’

‘Then it doesn’t matter if we lose the English House,’ Vane said.

‘Or the French...’ Vincent added. ‘They’ve played their part in history. Herein the Russia House is the only one we need to control. If we all have to support it, then so be it.’

Alex nodded. ‘Devreaux won’t like it.’

‘We don’t have time to get approval Alex, this is the starting gun. We don’t want to be out of the blocks late,’ Vane said. ‘You need to make the call.’

Alex looked at Vincent. ‘It’s your house Vincent.’

‘I agree with Charles.’

‘You need to make arrangements to get your family out.’

‘I can take care of it. As soon as we’ve got Radic.’

Alex stared at the map. ‘If we are to act, we must act now.’ He closed his eyes and paused for reflection before opening them a few minutes later. ‘We act.’

Vane and Vincent nodded. ‘We’ll see you at the Rendezvous Point.’ Vane returned to his men. ‘You’ve got ten minutes then we’re gone.’

‘You don’t seem surprised, or upset. About Hunter’s actions,’ Vincent said.

‘He has his own decisions to make about what part to play. He has the luxury of freedom of choice to make his decisions. We have no such luxury in The Guild. Our path is already written for us.’

‘It is the right path. I have faith in it.’

‘At what cost though Vincent? At what cost...’

‘We are not taking any life that has not already been accounted for. They’ve had every chance to amend, and it becomes clear to me, to all of us, the situation is now in decline. I do not believe this time they will find their way before this planet reaches the critical point we cannot pass.’

‘Sadly we don’t have time to reflect on the decisions that have been forced upon us. Peace be upon on you brother.’

‘And you brother.’ Vincent returned to his car as Vane and his team fired up their noisy motorbikes. He looked across at Alex. Alex nodded at him. Vane nodded back and flipped the black visor on his helmet down before accelerating out of the building with his men following. Nish walked over to the table. ‘And so it begins...the great game of our time,’ Alex said to him.
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VANE PULLED ALONGSIDE Vincent’s car parked in the narrow back street. Vincent rolled down his window. ‘They will come out through the roller shutter door service exit over there.’ Vincent rolled up his window and pulled away.

Vane nodded to his fellow riders. They split and took up positions amongst the groups of motorbikes parked at both ends of the street. Vane backed his bike between two cars parked opposite the exit gate, he pressed the ignition kill switch and put his bike on its kickstand. He got off his bike, took out his cell phone and punched in a number. ‘We’re in position. We’ll call you when they leave.’ He hung up the call and put his phone away.

Vincent made his way out of the city to a secluded parking spot in some woodland and pulled in. Ten minutes later, the distinctive crackle from a chorus of German V8 engines pierced the air as three black Audi S8’s arrived and pulled in, all their occupants clad in French Special Forces uniforms: black balaclavas, goggles and helmets. Alex got out and popped the trunk of his car. ‘Get changed, be quick.’ Vincent quickly stripped off his clothes, watch, wallet, and all personal belongings. One of Alex’s men took his clothes and belongings then returned to the rear car. Two of Alex’s men pulled a bound, gagged, and hooded body out of the trunk; they quickly worked to dress the man in Vincent’s clothes, pinning him down as he struggled. They placed all Vincent’s belongings in the captive’s pockets before taking him to the woods nearby where a second team had set up a video camera. Hamid had replaced his jacket and balaclava with a patterned headdress, black sunglasses, and a green fighter’s jacket. They hung up a black Islamic jihad flag on two poles and set the camera to record. Hamid read out a speech from a piece of paper.

‘We are the Islamic Brotherhood of al Shabaab. We claim this life in the name of Allah in our jihad against the imperialist oppression of our brothers by the French colonialists. All those who oppose us shall be put to the sword by servants of Allah. Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!’

The man was executed with two bullets to his head before being decapitated with a sword. They stopped the recording and quickly packed up the film equipment before returning the body and severed head to the car, placing it in the driver’s seat. One of the crew doused the body in petrol before liberally coating the interior and then the exterior of the car.

Vincent finished dressing as they packed up the film equipment before walking over to where Alex was waiting.

‘You have any last words to say, it’s your funeral.’ Alex handed Vincent a box of matches to set the car alight with.

‘Cremated in a Renault. It is like a Gallic Viking’s end.’ He took a match, lit the entire box with it and tossed it through the open car window setting it ablaze.

The team returned to their cars. Alex and Vincent got into the middle car. They sped away leaving Vincent’s burning Renault behind. Vincent looked in his mirror. ‘The end of another one of my lives. I wonder how many more I must live before the end.’
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VANE WATCHED WITH discrete interest as the roller shutter door opened. ‘I think we’re on,’ he told his men over his helmet intercom radio. A pair of French police motorcycle outriders emerged. They made their way across the car park and stopped the traffic in both directions. A pair of plain cars sped out, staffed with counter terrorism officers, followed by a secure prison transit van then two more cars followed by two more police outriders. As the rear riders exited, the first two sped to catch up with the convoy and clear the path ahead. Vane nodded at his men at the end of the street to follow. As the convoy passed they pulled out of the spaces and took up pursuit at a discrete distance. The rear two riders came from the other end of the street and joined behind. Vane took out his phone and punched a short dial code. ‘They’re leaving now. En-route.’

‘We’re on our way to position,’ Alex replied.

Vane got on his bike. Pressed the ignition switch to fire the bike into life, kicked up his bike’s stand, put the bike into first gear, gave it a twist of throttle and dumped the clutch pulling out in a slide before pulling a small wheelie as he gunned the bike to speed to catch up with the convoy.

Vane’s team caught up with the convoy as it reached a congested junction. As the front police outriders shouted at obstinate French drivers to clear the junction, Vane slowly made his way alongside the convoy, filtering between the lines of traffic. He slowed as he reached the security escort and noted their numbers and weapon types before he reached the van. He tucked into the side out of sight of the front and rear car’s occupants. He watched via the front security detail’s driver mirror to check he wasn’t being observed before he quickly placed a magnetic G.P.S tracker into the rear wheel well of the van. He then moved off casually as if impeded by the adjacent cars until he reached in front, one of the police outriders noticed him and put his hand up indicating him to stop. Vane nodded in deference, the police outrider nodded back.

Sat in the rear seat of the convoy’s middle position Audi S8, Nish checked on his laptop as the G.P.S signal tracker Vane had placed fired up into life. ‘Tracker is active. Target is eighteen kilometres out, en-route.’

‘How far are we from the A.P?’ Alex asked.

‘Four point three kilometres. E.T.A seven minutes.’

The convoy continued to thread through the country back roads at speed, the Quattro all wheel drive system keeping grip through the light powdered snow over ice dusting the road with only occasional corrections from the drivers to cancel out a four wheel power drift as they rounded the corners at speed. The deep bassic hum of the 4.2 V8’s in an orchestrated concert as all three cars stayed in a perfect line, as if magnetically connected in a train, their wipers working overtime as the snow flurry picked up into a blustery squall. Alex calmly hummed a tune to himself as he drove, casually adjusting the heated seat temperature. Vincent looked across at him and smiled a little. ‘Tell me Alex, what do you want for Christmas?’

‘I already got it. She’s about five six to five seven, brunette...’ Alex gave a knowing smile and a wink.

Vane followed the convoy as it made its turn onto the AutoRoute, fighting with his bike to maintain grip as it struggled to get its power down in the cold conditions. The bikes fell back a little as the convoy pulled into the middle of the carriageway’s three lanes.

Further up the AutoRoute, Alex’s convoy reached a road bridge running over the dual carriageway. They came to a rapid halt as they reached the centre of the bridge, A.B.S working hard to bring the trio of German super saloons to a halt before the brakes steamed off the condensation, ticking cool as the engines settled to idle with a soft growl. Alex and Vincent dropped their electric windows to clear the snow that had built up then raised them before too much of the cold blast of icy air blowing down the exposed AutoRoute was sucked into the perfectly warm cabin.

‘They’re five kilometres out. Get ready,’ Nish reported.

The radio crackled and fizzed. ‘Approaching position,’ reported Vane.

‘Remember. Serbian,’ Alex replied.

Vane closed up on the convoy and started looking for targets. He turned round and made a discrete signal to his rear riders to fall back. They checked in their mirrors and spotted two articulated trucks following in the lanes behind, they began to slow to let them catch up. Vane nodded at his paired rider and they accelerated towards the convoy, lane splitting either side of it to catch up with a pair of articulated trucks elephant racing ahead. They split either side of the trucks until they were level with the rear of the tractor units. They each removed a small limpet charge from their vests and pulled in close before throwing their charges under the connecting pins to the rear trailers. The rear two riders, having slowed to let the trucks following pass, caught back up and deployed their charges in the same fashion.

‘Charges are deployed,’ Vane reported in Serbian over the radio.

‘Good job! Let’s teach these French bastards not to mess with Radic’s crew!’ Alex reported back in Serbian, hamming it up for effect.

Nish tapped in some commands on his laptop and brought up four flashing signals in addition to the main red dot tracking the van. ‘Charge’s are connected. Now one point five kilometres out. E.T.A is thirty seconds and counting down. Get ready. We are go at fifteen.’ Nish started the timer on his laptop. Vane and his partner rider fell back out of range of the trucks as the rear pair sped ahead of them. ‘We regret to inform you the road is now closed due to a serious road traffic incident,’ Nish said as he pressed the detonation command. The red lights flashed on the charges as their wireless modems received the commands before switching green. The detonation wasn’t huge, but the shaped charges were sufficient to completely shear the retaining pins from their tractors to their trailers, sending debris flying through the air hoses for the braking system’s compressor. On the snow covered road, the rear trailers quickly lost traction, swerving violently before jack-knifing into each other. In one seemingly orchestrated ballet of movement, all four trucks’ trailers collided at the same time, slipping sideways before smashing against their tractor units, the kinetic weight and wind resistance took over as they toppled over before slamming hard down into the ground — shattering their curtain frames and sending their loads across the carriageway in a huge debris field. The surprise of the impact caught several of the following drivers unaware as they skidded headlong into the debris, causing multiple accidents. Alex and the team watched from the bridge as the entire scene of mayhem and carnage unfolded a hundred metres from their position, and the front trucks slid to the base of the bridge they were waiting on. By the time the trucks came to a halt, both the fore and aft access to the carriageway was completely blocked on both sides. Radic’s prisoner escort convoy came to an emergency stop in the middle lane of the sea of cars: penned in between the debris now blocking both exit routes. The outriders stopped at the lead car before speeding off ahead to try and deal with the problem.

‘Go!’ Alex commanded. In unison all the teams from the three Audis spilled out from their cars and onto the bridge in a line facing both the blocked ambush site and the opposite side of the bridge. The police outriders looked up to see a line of counter-terrorism officers and started calling out for their help in French. The response came in the form of a hail of precision automatic gunfire, cutting them all down where they stood. Two of Alex’s crew produced R.P.G’s and aimed them at the lead security cars. Rockets whistled down into the cars, exploding against their armoured glass windscreens. The explosion shattered the vehicles, setting them alight, as they rapidly filled up with smoke the occupants spilled out. Alex’s team opened fire pinning them behind the burning wreckage as the R.P.G’s were reloaded. ‘Finish them!’ Alex ordered in Serbian. A second volley of R.P.G’s pierced the now-shattered windshields and each of the vehicles exploded, sending the sheltering occupants flying in all directions, leaving behind several body parts en-route. In a panic, the rear security team exited their car and brought guns to bear on the bridge as Vane and his team came from behind and executed each of them with clean headshots. Vane reached the prisoner truck. His two lead motorcyclists took up flanking positions. They fired a piton gun each into the windscreen — the titanium hook piercing through the reinforced glass. They connected a steel wire to each and accelerated, rear tyre smoking as it struggled against the snow and ice covered tarmac before the bike’s sheer energy propelled it forwards, the lines tensioned and pulled the windscreen clean out of its reinforced frame. Alex’s scope equipped designated marksmen dispatched both the driver and the passenger with 7.62 rounds from their D.M.R’s that punched straight through their Kevlar vests.

Vane got off his bike.

‘Prepare for evac!’ Alex yelled at his men in Serbian. With all current threats contained, two of Alex’s men retrieved an electric portable winch from the trunk. They attached a canvas harness to it and took it over to the side of the bridge. They took out a compressed air bolt gun and fired four bolts into the tarmac to anchor it in position before throwing the line over the bridge and spooling the harness down to ground level.

Vane attached a shaped charge to the rear of the prison van as his fellow riders returned and made ready at a safe distance. Vane retreated from the door and fired the detonator. The charge blew with a bright flash, taking both rear doors clean off their hinges. His outriders quickly moved in and emptied several rounds of automatic fire into the two guards inside. One of Vane’s men handed him a high powered portable angle grinder and he jumped into the back of the van, where Radic was sat calmly, chained to a steel bench inside a locked steel mesh prisoner cage. Vane started up the angle grinder and began attacking the door lock, cutting the metal around it. Up on the bridge, Alex’s men prowled around firing warning shots at any curious motorists who came to investigate the commotion, sending them quickly scurrying for the cover of the embankment bushes. Vane completed the cut and yanked the door open around the disconnected lock assembly. He quickly entered and set to work on Radic’s chains, first disconnecting him from the floor, then the chains connecting both feet and arms together. Once freed, Vane grabbed Radic by the scruff of his overalls and dragged him out of the van, throwing him towards his two waiting colleagues. They quickly dragged Radic to the harness dangling under the bridge then attached him. Alex nodded at the winch operator. He pressed a button and the winch quickly hauled Radic up onto the bridge. Alex gave Vane the thumbs up. Vane acknowledged and signalled his men to evac. They ran to their waiting bikes as Alex’s men bundled Radic into the back of the middle Audi. The remaining team covered Vane’s men below as they powered up their Super Motos then made their way up the banking towards the exit of the bridge, sending plumes of snow in their wake as the tyres span looking for grip on the incline.

‘Evac!’ Alex ordered. ‘Let’s go!’

Alex’s crew on the bridge folded back into the cars and got in. Alex punched his Audi into drive and floored the throttle, all four wheels spun up as the differentials worked to find the optimum grip to each wheel before all three of the Audi S8’s propelled forwards. As they passed them, Vane and his men folded in behind Alex’s convoy. They reached the end of the lane and executed a wide four-wheel drift, speeding quickly away from the scene of utter devastation they had left behind.

Thirty minutes later, the Audis powered into the access road leading towards the farmhouse in a neat line. As they retreated, two of Alex’s waiting guards fired up a snow blower to cover the tyre tracks from the road leading up to the farm. The convoy reached the courtyard before pulling into the cover of the slaughterhouse. All the engines shut down in unison. The team sat and waited in silence, listening intently for any hint of approaching police sirens or helicopters.

Finally, the radio crackled. ‘You’re clean.’

Alex leant back into his seat and drew a deep breath. He shook Vincent’s hand before they got out and removed Radic from the back, walked him over to a chair in the middle of the room, and started securing him to it with new chains.

‘Hey, what the fuck. This isn’t the deal. You get me free not take me prisoner. Fuck this shit!’ Radic protested.

Alex pulled off his balaclava. ‘You get your freedom, when I get what you promised me.’

‘So what the fuck are we doing here? Let’s fucking go! This place stinks of pig shit.’

‘You should feel right at home then,’ Nish said with a sneer as he pulled off his balaclava.

‘Hey Scottish,’ Radic said with a grin. Come suck Radic’s cock like a little bitch.’

‘How about a handjob?’ Nish walked over and grabbed Radic by the genitals and twisted them hard.

Radic yelled out. ‘Hey fuck you! The Russian promised me deal!’

‘Sorry Radic, thought you wanted a hand job...’ Nish said sarcastically before letting go.

‘Secure the perimeter,’ Alex ordered. ‘We move out after nightfall.’
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DUSK WAS FALLING over the farmyard. Alex and the team were sat round a table eating dinner from M.R.E’s when a red landline phone on a desk rang. They all stopped eating and looked at each other. ‘Anyone expecting a call?’ Alex asked quizzically.

‘We’re all here,’ Nish replied with a shrug. ‘Except Zara. And Hunter.’

‘Zara doesn’t have the red phone number,’ Alex replied. They all looked blankly. Vincent and Alex looked at each other. Vincent shrugged. Alex put his meal down and walked over slowly. He stared at the phone for a minute before picking it up and listening.

‘Three little piggys went to market; two little piggys went home. One little piggy went squealing Wee! Wee! Wee! All the way back to the C.I.A...’ came the familiarly childish tones on the other end of the line.

‘Smythe...’ Alex hissed in a voice loud enough to be heard by his men in earshot. They all looked at him. He made a circular gesture with his finger indicating around the building. His men quickly and quietly picked up their carbines and moved low and slow to form a complete perimeter.

‘It seems your friend Hunter, is now my friend Hunter. First Merriweather, now Hunter. I wonder how many more of your little band of brothers will change sides before the day is done. Some of them might be in there now. Can you guess which ones? Have a look at their faces.’ Alex looked at his men suspiciously. ‘How many more of them have realised they’re on the losing team and decided to swap sides before the final whistle.’

‘What do you want?’

‘I’m giving you a chance to parley, before...’

‘What?’

‘Come and parley, and see for yourself. Outside in five minutes.’

‘You think I’m going to put my head in front of a sniper’s scope?’

‘Come now, it’s too early in the fight to be killing generals, isn’t it? Don’t worry. When the time comes you won’t be left out. Five minutes then. Toodle-pip.’ The line went dead.

‘What have we got?’ Alex asked.

‘Nothing,’ Nish reported back as he looked through the gaps in the dirty cracked windows. ‘What does he want?’

‘Parley outside in five.’

‘If they’re out there, we can’t see them.’

‘Break out the thermals and night vision. I want a full sniper compliment. Get someone covering the front drive, and a second covering position.’

‘How did he know we were here?’ Nish asked. Alex looked at Vincent. Vincent sensed there was some reason Alex didn’t want to reveal Hunter’s betrayal at this juncture so declined to offer any explanation of what he knew.

‘Does it matter? They’re here,’ Alex replied. Alex removed his weapons and put them on the table. Vincent walked over to him.

‘Was it?’ Vincent asked.

‘Yes,’ Alex replied softly.

Vincent nodded. ‘I cannot understand why he would do such a thing.’

‘He’s not one of us Vincent.’

‘You don’t want to tell them?’

‘I don’t want to make them suspicious of each other. We need unity right now.’

‘I understand.’

‘I need to go and talk to Smythe. If you can’t get him out,’ Alex said nodding at Radic. ‘Make sure you put two in his head. He’s got an insurance policy in the form of the deliverables. I assume he’ll sell them on to the highest bidder. Zara may be able to get them.’

‘It would be better if you came back. What is your quarrel with Smythe beyond the historical?’

‘I blew up his boat,’ Alex said walking towards the door.

Alex walked out into the courtyard; he walked up the drive to where a Rolls Royce was parked. The driver got out and opened the rear door.

‘Get in Aleksandr. Don’t worry. We’re not planning to spirit you away. It’s just frightfully chilly out tonight so I’d rather conduct our business in comfort. Nice nip of brandy for you eh? What do you say?’ Alex got in the back of Smythe’s car. The driver closed the door behind him. Smythe poured two double shots of brandy into crystal bowl glasses. ‘Take either. I know you don’t trust me. If I’ve poisoned it I’ll have no way to know which glass you’ll choose, so we’re both playing a sort of drinking Russian roulette.’ Alex stared at the two glasses. He picked the one closest to him. ‘Good choice, you’d assume that I’d think you’d pick the glass closest to me, but then if I knew that then I would have pre-empted it making the choice rather redundant.’

‘Is that supposed to mean something?’

‘Rather symbolic of our current situation. I can give you a choice, but we have to assume I already understood what your decision would be, rendering me giving you that choice rather redundant as well. Bottoms up.’ Smythe raised his glass and drank from it. Alex raised his and sniffed it. ‘Not convinced eh?’

‘No, I was just merely reflecting how cheap you are. You pick this up in a mini-market?’

Smythe flashed a fake smile. ‘Terribly impressed I was with your little activity down on the old AutoRoute today. It’s all over the news. Serb militia gang spring wanted war crim’ from his van in a daring and brutally violent heist. Exciting stuff. Expect the Hollywood film of it is already being penned. Bravo. Suppose you’ve got the odious genocide committer in your little piggy shed have you? I bet Harry is enjoying his company this evening.’ Alex sipped his brandy. ‘Cheap it may be, but warms your cockles on a nippy winter’s night, don’t it?’

‘Like Listerine.’

‘So here we are. Just wanted to thank you really.’

‘And why is that?’

‘Despite best efforts, thanks to you having your little French Guild chum on board, we couldn’t get near Radic. I suppose had Charles not decided to turncoat on us we could have used his skills to do something interesting, he was terribly macho on that motorcycle wasn’t he? A modern day Steve McQueen. But no, really the fact is, thanks to your Russian persuasions, you were the only person Radic would have trusted to co-operate. And we couldn’t risk his memoirs falling into the wrong hands, so action had to be taken.’

‘You haven’t got him yet, or his memoirs. I fear you may have counted your chickens before they’ve hatched my old chum.’

‘Yes, problem that isn’t it? You see we know once he’s given them to you then the tactical situation may not be to our benefit and provide suitable leverage towards negotiation. And we didn’t want to get embroiled in all that nonsense chasing after your little lady again.’

‘You mean you can’t get at her.’

‘Well. Can’t or won’t is academic, the time is here and now. Needs must, adapt we shall.’

‘You cooked this whole thing up with Mikhail didn’t you?’

‘We knew your friend Nish had finally got Radic cornered, was only a matter of time. The only person who could have persuaded Nish to do the right thing was you, and the only person who could persuade Radic to play ball was a friendly face from the Slavic horde. So we put the ball in play, so to speak, and you obliged us in having a good kick around with it. Jolly good all round. Of course, there are other matters beyond this little episode at play, but still. All seems to have worked out terribly well.’

‘Has it now?’

‘The writing is on the wall Aleksei. You’ve made your bed with Mikhail, and got us what we want, all you have to do is get Radic to hand over his little bundles of notes and everybody can go back to being friends. I may even forgive Charles his little petulance.’

‘So what exactly do I get out of this?’

‘A seat at the new table. All sins forgiven. You can go back to doing what you do, with the benefit of us having gift-wrapped your betrothed to you on a silver platter.’

Alex frowned. ‘I don’t follow...’

‘Come on, I think you do. Do you really think your relationship would have renewed had she maintained her M.I.6 credentials, and you had carried on being the Kremlin’s favourite apparatchik? I think not. No, I think you’ll find the emotional trauma she has suffered, combined with the, skilfully, I may modestly add, fabrication of her naughty dealings with Mister Bishop that have discredited her so successfully in the eyes of H.M Government has, I feel, contributed towards her decision to renew her marital bond. Who knew I had such skills in reconciliation...’ Smythe sipped his brandy.

‘So you orchestrated all that for what, my benefit?’

‘For our benefit...yours and mine. Everyone wants something Alex. We’ve given you what you want, now you can perhaps return the favour. She is after all, your most precious of things, is she not? I would have thought returning her to your homestead was deserving of a little gratitude and recompense.’

‘So what, we just all kiss and make-up. Is that what you think?’

‘Brave new world Aleksei. Times they are a changing. We need to change with them. There’s a lot of opportunities on the road ahead, don’t you want be a part of our bold new future? Or do you prefer to linger in the past? Marxism. Really Alex, the Soviet is never coming back. Embrace your skills and profit from them. Don’t be a slave to bettering the lot of the proletariat. They’ll never thank you for it. Look at the politicos. Fickle as a fickle mob they can be, the dirty ol’ proles. Exploit them, as they deserve to be exploited.’

Alex finished his brandy. ‘Is that how you sold it to Hunter?’

‘Hunter didn’t need any selling. He’s a ‘murican. He still believes in The American Dream. Give him a nice suit, a shiny badge, let him stand around in The White House feeling important, and he’s happy as the proverbial pig in shit.’

‘So the choice?’

‘Ah yes, that...well. We’d prefer to avoid any un-pleasantries, but if you decide to decline our fair bargain then your choice of venue, a slaughterhouse for piggys, is a rather appropriate place to be your graveyard.’

Alex smiled. ‘To deliver a threat David, you have to actually have something to threaten with.’

‘Ah yes. You do. I agree.’ Smythe knocked on the window to his driver and nodded at him. The driver spoke into his radio. The tree line lit up and Alex realised the entire of the farmyard was surrounded with over a hundred armed men. ‘Quite ironic that your execution squad will be your former company comrades. Merriweather doesn’t have your tactical ability, your panache, or your flair for mayhem, but he’s very biddable. Even with his deficiencies, I believe a ten to one ratio should just about do it.’

‘Very good Smythe. It seems you’ve finally learned something.’

‘I’m a keen student of your techniques dear boy. Took a while, but I think I might be getting the hang of these mercenary war lord shenanigans.’

‘Stick to selling the means Smythe, you’ll find it safer and more profitable than using the tools from your shop.’

‘So, what’s it to be? Maybe you want to call the wife, assume she’s wearing the pants now while you’re wearing the panties.’

‘Keep your fantasies to yourself Smythe. I’m not interested.’

‘Tell you what. Give you until sunrise. Seems fitting after all we’ve been through together. Pistols at dawn eh me old fruit?’

Alex finished his drink. He took a deep breath. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you Smythe, you laid the whole thing out and let me walk right into it. How I didn’t see it coming, I don’t know.’

‘Slowly boiling water with a frog in it. You don’t notice it’s boiling until it’s too late to jump out. And you were so focused on your emotions for your betrothed that you took your eye off the ball. Women are always the downfall of great men. It is a weakness. Love addles the brain into a stupor. She made it easy for me.’

Alex nodded. ‘I guess she did...’

‘Until morning?’

‘You’ll get your answer at first light.’ Alex got out of Smythe’s car. He walked back to the farm complex; he was greeted by Nish, Vane, and Vincent. ‘He gave us until first light. Merriweather and the old crew are in his pay.’

‘He knows how to pull someone’s chain. We either get wasted by all the former members of The Company, or we waste them. Either way he wins,’ Nish said.

‘So what’s the plan? You do have one,’ Vane asked.

‘I think he might have us...’ Alex said with some trepidation. ‘I need time to think.’ Alex walked away to a quiet corner. The others walked over to the table. Radic was sat laughing to himself.

‘Something funny Radic? Nish asked.

‘You stupid fucks. You don’t get it.’

‘What?’

‘It doesn’t matter what he offer you. You are all already dead. We are already dead. He’s here to kill me. Radic. Nobody is leaving here alive. He got you out so he could kill me. You stupid fucks do it for him!’

‘Bullshit. What about your insurance policy?’ Vane asked.

‘What you think? It will be all over news that Serbians got Radic out. My people know I escape. He fucking slaughter us here in pig house and nobody ever know it. If he kill me in prison everyone know Radic dead, my people do something, but now, he fuck Radic and they not know until they do all they want then insurance policy is expired. He play you like fucking bitches.’

Nish walked over to Alex. ‘Is he right?’

‘Smythe offered to trade. We give him Radic, we go free on good terms.’

‘So he set us up to get Radic out?’

‘It appears that way.’

‘And why did you not see this?’

‘I don’t know Nish. I was focused on the wrong thing. I thought they were trying to stop the dossier, keep Zara and Bishop quiet. They were just using them as bait to get us into play.’

‘And we walked right into it. Rather you led us into it.’

‘No Nish. You did. The minute you fucking grabbed him, that’s what kicked this chain of events off. They knew you were about to snatch him. That’s why she was taken, that’s why they framed her, the whole thing was simply about Radic.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the dossier was bullshit. Just money accounts and shell companies. Whatever he has got on them is what they are protecting. We were the only people who could get to him, and the only people who could get him out. He’s played every single one of us. You with Radic, me with Zara, Hunter and Vincent.’

‘Well I ask again, how did Smythe get past you?’

‘Because that’s what The Devil does Nish. You just never seem him coming...’ Alex stared out the window. ‘We’ve been playing his game all along. Every move.’

‘So what now?’ Vincent asked Alex.

‘We play a different game, one where we choose the rules.’
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AS THE FIRST cracks of dawn light spilled through the dirty broken windows into the large slaughterhouse main hall, the red phone rang and pierced the eerie silence. The shrill tone of the ringer echoed around the empty space to no response before finally falling silent again.

Smythe stared at the complex bathed in a deep swirl of frosty morning mist. ‘I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down.’ Smythe smiled to himself. ‘Let it begin,’ he commanded.

Merriweather took out his radio and muttered quietly into it before returning to Smythe’s side and raising his binoculars to observe the desolate scene. From the dense tree lines bordering the wide open snow covered fields surrounding the farm, streaks of smoke from the trails of R.P.G’s arced across the void before striking into the building, exploding into the old walls and sending showers of debris outwards in large orange explosions. As the first salvo concluded, a propane gas tank inside the building ruptured in a bright flash of explosive orange before setting light to more tanks. Within minutes the entire building was ablaze, feeding a large column of smoke that hung around the still air of the building, becoming denser by the minute.

Smythe sneered out a satisfied smile as the fire took hold. ‘Make sure you finish them,’ he hissed. Merriweather gave the second order. In a large circle around the target building, over one hundred of Merriweather’s armed men emerged and began to converge on the hundred yard line surrounding the building. As they reached firing range, they raised their carbines and began to empty magazine after magazine into the building, riddling its burning shell with peppering fire — covering all the walls. They reached the hundred yards mark and stopped, plumes of cold condensation rose into a fog bank from off their carbine barrels, the echoes of the rapid staccato fire sent scores of black crows from the trees. As the gunfire fell silent all that remained was the crackling and moaning of the building steels buckling under the fire’s increasing temperatures, the popping of glass, cracking and spitting of wood. Smythe stared at the funeral pyre with satisfaction then amidst the silence came the echo of music from the old P.A loudspeakers set high on poles around the site as the crackling of an old Edith Piath song carried on a breeze.

(Translated from French)


No! No regrets

No! I will have no regrets

All the things

That went wrong

For at last I have learned to be strong


No! No regrets

No! I will have no regrets

For the grief doesn’t last

It is gone

I’ve forgotten the past


And the memories I had

I no longer desire

Both the good and the bad

I have flung in a fire

And I feel in my heart

That the seed has been sown

It is something quite new

It’s like nothing I’ve known


No! No regrets

No! I will have no regrets

All the things that went wrong For at last I have learned to be strong


No! No regrets

No! I will have no regrets

For the seed that is new

It’s the love that is growing for you


Under the feet of the men stood in a circle around the complex, a high-pressure irrigation hose sprang to life spraying a walled fountain of accelerant that soaked them through. Before they had time to react an arc of buried pyrotechnic flares exploded from the soil in a fountain of red sparks, the bright phosphorous fuelled heat immediately caught the fog of accelerant igniting a huge explosive cloud that engulfed the entire circle of men as flames shot fifty feet in the air, the flares spewed a thick bank of fog smoke that sucked inwards drawn by the building fire’s current as it sucked in more air to fuel its growth. Smythe and Merriweather watched aghast as tortured screams pierced the fog in ghoulish echoes before the spectre of his men set fully alight running in panic out of the fog, desperately trying to douse the flames covering them, screaming as the fire burned them alive. As the last of them emerged and succumbed to their cremation, the sudden bark of three large capacity V8’s echoed and rumbled from within the building. Smythe and Merriweather turned their attention back to the building, inside; the doors to the heavy steel cargo shipping containers dropped open. From the darkness the roar of the V8’s revving angrily spilled out before the piercing eyes of a pair of high intensity Xenon gas-discharge headlights lit up. One by one, the Audi S8’s emerged from the smoke and flames surrounding the containers, executing tight right tail-sliding turns onto the snow to exit the courtyard in procession. As they emerged from the smoke heading in Smythe’s direction, a phalanx of black motorcycle riders sped alongside, riding single-handed. They accelerated ahead of the Audis and their hands rose aloft as Smythe and Merriweather stared with horror at the emerging threat. The motorcyclists reached Smythe’s Rolls Royce; parked at the end of the drive, as they rode past they flung Molotov cocktails at Smythe’s car. The bottles collided against the bodywork smashing the glass bottles and showering Smythe, Merriweather, and his small coterie stood adjacent to the car with the propellant, engulfing them in liquid-borne flames. They screamed as the burning petrol seared through their clothes and skin as they flailed in all directions into the snow-covered fields before dropping to the ground and writhing around attempting to douse the fire engulfing them. As the middle Audi approached it slowed to a stop to the side of where Smythe was lying on the ground, prostrate, smearing muddied snow over his face to sooth the burning pain. The soft whir of an electric window lowered. Smythe looked up through his one good eye, the other now sealed shut by scorched red and black flesh. Alex looked down at Smythe; his face raw to the bone on one side, covered in mud tinged dirty snow. He gazed down upon him, staring as Smythe choked and gasped for air.

‘Go on, finish me...I dare you!’ hissed Smythe. ‘Angel of Death! Do your master’s work!’

Alex took a deep satisfied inhale of breath and gently released it. ‘We both know you’ll suffer more this way. Goodbye Smythe.’ Alex raised the window, put the car in gear and accelerated away. Smythe watched as the red spots of taillights blurred into the morning mist before the engine’s song faded into the distance. Smythe struggled to his feet and surveyed the burning carnage around him. The faint snivelling of Merriweather some feet away. He traced the noise to its source and found Merriweather clutching at the snow crying pitifully for help. Smythe grabbed a clutch of Merriweather’s hair in his hand and dragged him by it, eliciting a scream. Smythe turned him to face the carnage as charred burning remnants of his host lay scattered around the field, piercing the pristine white snow with bloodied trails and blackened skin. Smythe pulled Merriweather’s burnt face to look. ‘I want you to see what your failure has cost, Merriweather. Take a good look! Imprint this scene on your memory. This is what your failure leads to!’ Smythe dumped Merriweather at his feet, gave him a healthy derisory kick to the ribs before turning and staggering off in the direction of the main road.
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THE CONVOY OF AUDIS pulled into a small parking lot next to a closed fuel station. Waiting patiently by a Citroen estate loaded with luggage and belongings, Vincent’s wife and children along with a pair of long wheel base Renault Trafic vans. The Audis parked up next to the vans, a pair of Vane’s team emerged from the drivers’ seats of the vans and walked round the back, opened the rear cargo doors and pulled down a set of ramps. Vane’s men loaded their motorcycles in the back and set to work securing them for transit as Vincent got out of the middle Audi. He walked round to the driver’s window. It whirred down. ‘Are you sure you don’t need me from here?’

‘Take care of your family Vincent. Get them to Switzerland. We can handle things for now.’ Vincent nodded in agreement. ‘I’ll call you in a few days when you’ve got them resettled. Take care brother.’ Alex put his hand out of the window and shook Vincent’s. Vincent walked over to where his wife was waiting, Alex watched as Vincent hugged and kissed her then his children, and let out a soft smile, comforted by the scene. Vincent got in the car with his family, coaxed the old Citroen into life and made his way towards the exit. He gave Alex a nod as he went past which was returned. Alex looked in the rear view mirror at Radic who was unusually quiet. ‘You nothing to say for yourself for once?’ Radic looked back at Alex via the mirror. Alex recognised the look, a look he had seen countless times before. The mix of fear, lack of understanding, and sense of disbelief. Alex allowed himself a soft smile.

Vane walked over to Alex’s car. ‘We’re done here. You sure you don’t want us? He’s a valuable cargo.’

‘No, we’ve put Smythe on the back foot for now. It’s bought us some time.’ Vane nodded. ‘That was good work Charles. I like the cut of your jib.’

Vane let out a subtle smile. ‘Careful Alex, any more compliments like that and I might think you like me.’ Vane put his hand out to shake Alex’s.

‘Let’s not get carried away.’

‘I’ll see you soon.’ Vane turned around and got in his van. They reversed out and drove off out of the station leaving Alex’s team alone. Masato emerged from the first car and came to take Vincent’s place in the front passenger seat.

‘So Mister Radic. It’s time for you to honour our arrangement. Do you have an address for me?’

Radic stared at Alex in the mirror. ‘How do I know you will honour it?’

‘I’ve just pulled you out of the fires of hell Radic, if I wanted you dead I’d have left you to burn.’

Radic considered his options. Reluctantly he sighed. ‘Rotterdam. Europoort. I will give you the Haven when we arrive.’

Alex put his S8 in gear; he turned the car around and pulled alongside Nish’s. Nish dropped his window. ‘Rotterdam, Europoort.’ Nish nodded. Alex accelerated back onto the road with Nish and the third S8 pulling in behind. He reached the entrance to the AutoRoute and made the turn towards Belgium.
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THE CONVOY REACHED the Europoort terminal at Rotterdam Docks in the early evening just before 5 p.m. Radic gave them directions to a storage compound for shipping containers on a disused Haven. They drove between the stacked piles of containers until Radic instructed them to stop. Nish got out of his car and walked over as Alex and his men got out. Alex looked all around them for any obvious sign of activity, but the site appeared to be completely desolate, most of the containers showing signs of rust: suggesting it was a long term storage lot that saw little daily activity. ‘Form a perimeter. Make sure he hasn’t got any friends waiting for us. Get a sniper and overwatch up.’ Nish nodded. When his men were in position Alex looked up at his sniper posted on an old crane; he signalled that it was all clear. Alex opened the rear door to the car. ‘Out you get.’ Radic emerged from the car. ‘Just a warning before you open it Radic, you saw what happened to the last person who thought they could get the better of me. Don’t make his mistake.’ Radic nodded nervously. He walked over to the container. Alex and Nish stood well back as he fiddled with the combination padlock. He undid it before removing the chain securing the container doors. They watched as he slowly opened the door by enough inches to slide his hand in. He felt around at the base behind the door and unclipped the detonator wires connected to the three claymores that would greet any uninvited inspections of the container contents.

With the trap defused, Radic opened the door. ‘It is made safe. I have nothing to profit from your death now, it is Smythe who I afraid.’ Radic walked into the container in a clearly subdued mood. Alex and Nish looked at each other then followed him in. Radic found a portable electric light hung from the roof of the container and turned it on. The container was full of old rifle boxes with weapons loaded on steel racks either side. Boxes of grenades and ammunition, tools used to create fake documents, print money, and other paraphernalia belonging to Radic’s various criminal enterprises. At the back of the container, Radic pulled out a set of steel document archive boxes and dragged them to Alex’s feet. He stacked four of them up. ‘Everything you want is in here.’

‘Open it,’ Alex ordered. Radic nodded, bent down and opened each of the cases. Alex checked for any obvious hidden surprises before pulling out a few of the files they contained and flicking through them. ‘Everything?’

‘Everything you are interested in.’

Alex looked around the rest of the container, but it was clear it was mostly assorted trash and nothing of value to Alex. Alex turned to Nish. ‘Get it in the car.’

Nish whistled one of Alex’s men, they picked the storage containers up and loaded them into the trunk of Alex’s S8.

‘And our arrangement?’

Alex nodded and gestured at the exit to the container. Radic walked outside. Alex reconnected the three claymore and C4 packs. He picked up a line of tripwire and tied it around all three then began to spool it out.

‘Get Radic in the car and recall the overwatch.’

Nish got on the radio, waited as the sniper acknowledged before watching him begin the descent down the ladder, when he was clear, Nish shoved Radic into the back of the S8. The cars pulled away at walking pace to the end of the line of containers with Alex’s men walking, guarding Alex as he spooled out the trip wire following the exiting cars. They reached the cover of the end of the container line and the cars parked round the corner. The sniper jogged towards them to return to the waiting cars.

‘That everyone?’ Alex asked. Nish nodded affirmative. ‘Cover!’ Alex’s men took shelter as Alex wound the line taut before giving it a sharp yank, the tension pulled on the trip lines in Radic’s trap pulling the pins from the claymores. They detonated, setting off a chain of explosions as the ammunition crates of charges and grenades took hold. With the steel shipping container’s box containing most of the force of the explosion, the bulk of the kinetic force from the blast was directed outwards sending a wall of flames down the narrow corridor between the lines of stacked containers. As the explosion settled, Alex checked around to see that the container had collapsed and there was only a field of debris left. ‘We’re good.’ Alex and his guard returned to their cars. The convoy quickly sped away to the exit gate, down the long access road before making its way towards the ferry port.
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NISH RETURNED FROM the ticket office to where the cars where parked under the shadow cast by the P&O North Sea ferry: Pride of Hull. Radic was busy getting changed into the clothes that had been provided for him. Nish handed Alex the ticket and passport. ‘You’re really going to let him go?’

‘We did have a deal.’

‘No chance you could fire me like last time.’

‘Tempting, but not on this one Nish. Sorry.’

Nish sighed. ‘Worth asking.’

‘I have a feeling he still has his part to play in this. He may live for now Nish, but his punishment will come when he no longer serves a purpose.’

‘I waited this long. I guess I can wait a little longer.’

Alex walked over to Radic. ‘As agreed.’ Alex handed him the ticket and passport.

‘And what about money? You promise Radic money.’

‘Nish. Pay Mister Radic for his services would you?’

Nish smiled. ‘It would be my pleasure.’ Nish removed a black holdall from the trunk of his S8 and walked over with it. He unzipped it to reveal the contents and dropped it at Radic’s feet. Radic put his hand down and pulled out a bundle of Euro notes.

‘Wait. This is Radic’s money! You try fuck me?’ He looked annoyed.

‘One good fuck deserves another Radic. Don’t spend it all at once.’ Nish winked.

‘You fucking prick Scottish! If Radic see you again he slit your throat from ear to ear. Where Radic going anyhow?’ Alex gestured at the waiting boat. ‘You fucking joke to Radic. You might as well deliver to Smythe house with bow on neck.’

‘Our agreement was that we wouldn’t come after you. We’re all banished from that kingdom. As long as you stay on the island, you have nothing to fear from us,’ Alex replied.

‘And Smythe? What about Smythe? You think Radic safe there from him?’

‘That’s Radic’s problem,’ Nish said with a wink.

‘Fuck you! Scottish!’

‘You’ve got thirty minutes to board. Foot passenger terminal is over there.’

‘Wait! You not even give Radic car? Shit. At least give Audi. You got three. You spare one to Radic so he not walk in like fucking refugee peasant.’

‘Well that’s what you are now Radic, get used to it,’ Nish said rubbing the salts of reality into Radic’s wounded ego.

‘I suggest you take up a more low profile line of work. Then you’ll avoid coming to the attention of our friends in The Red Castle, or Smythe. Good luck in your endeavours,’ Alex said returning towards his car.

‘You guys are fucking bandits.’

‘Our deal is concluded. Goodbye Mister Radic. We won’t meet again.’ Alex looked at Nish. ‘Make sure he gets on that boat.’

‘My pleasure. Come on Radic, pick up your bag of funny money.’ Radic reluctantly zipped up the bag and picked it up. Nish and two of his men escorted him to the foot passenger terminal of the embarkation lounge. Alex returned to his car. He picked up the front car phone handset and punched in a number. The phone rang for a while before answering. ‘I missed that voice.’ Alex smiled.

‘It missed you. Where are you?’ Zara replied.

‘Just throwing some trash into the sea.’

‘How did it go? I see on the news a certain war criminal’s Serbian friends made a daring swoop to release him. You heard about that?’

‘I heard it was successful. Who knows where he’ll turn up next. Be home from that business trip soon. I’ve bought you something as a souvenir.’

‘Anything nice?’

‘I guess it will be a surprise, won’t it?’

‘Any problems on your business trip?’

‘One or two. We’ll talk about it over dinner.’

‘You’ll be home tonight?’

‘I will.’

‘I better start cooking then.’

‘You’re going to cook? Are you sure? Didn’t end well last time.’

‘I took classes.’

‘I’ll see you soon. Kiss you.’

‘Kiss you too.’

Alex put the phone down. Nish returned some thirty minutes later and got in the front of the car. They watched as the port crew cast off the lines from the large ferry.

‘Zara’s cooking dinner.’

‘We just escaped one burning building, let’s hope we don’t walk right into another.’

Alex smiled. ‘I almost feel sorry for Radic. Nothing but what he’s stood up in and a bag full of bent Euros. Quite the fall from grace.’

‘I’m sure he’ll get over it. He’s like a cockroach. They seem to thrive in shit. Do you think Smythe will get him?’

‘Who knows. We’ve covered our tracks as best we can. No doubt the Dutch police will report the explosion of a cache of weapons at Rotterdam docks. Smythe’s connections will put the pieces together and assume Radic fucked us. Buy us a little time at least.’

‘Why didn’t you finish him?’ Nish asked.

‘You know why.’ They watched as the boat pulled out of her berth before making her way down the channel towards the North Sea. Alex’s men returned to the car. He lowered the window. ‘We sure he’s gone?’ They nodded and got back in the second car.

‘Probably drowning his sorrows in the bar,’ Nish said.

Alex checked his watch. Jet’s en-route to Schiphol. You want to pop in and see your Latvian twins before we fly?’

‘No. I’m saving them for when we’re done. Besides, after today I don’t have the fucking energy. Wake me up when we get to the airport.’ Nish reclined the seat a little and settled into a nap. Alex put the car in gear drove around the car park to the exit then led the convoy out onto the AutoRoute in the direction of Amsterdam.
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ZARA WAS BUSY putting the finishing touches to her culinary creation as Alex’s Dauphin II helicopter made its approach before coming to land with a thud on the villa’s roof. Zara shook her head with annoyance as the room shuddered slightly from the building bearing the helicopter’s weight.

Alex and Nish came down the stairs carrying Radic’s boxes of files, dumping them in a stack in the dining room. Alex walked over to the kitchen, wrapped his arms round Zara, kissed her, and peered down into the pan she was busy stirring on the hob. ‘What is it?’

‘Wait and see. Where’s Hunter?’

‘Good question...’ Alex replied. He took a pair of beer bottles out of the fridge, returned to the lounge area, handed one to Nish then collapsed in a heap on the oversized sofa.

‘Are you going to sit there getting pissed or are you going to help?’ Zara asked.

‘I’m going to sit here getting pissed,’ Alex replied. ‘It’s been a long day and now I’m going to drink beer with my friend, watch T.V, and eat the dinner my wife has prepared. Life is good.’ Zara scowled at Alex before she realised he was teasing her as he got up and returned to the kitchen and wrapped round her in a hug. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘You could set the table, get some wine.’

Alex set to work laying the dinner table before selecting a bottle of wine or three from the cellar. Zara finished preparing the meal and they settled down at the table.

‘Shall I say grace?’ Alex said looking expectantly. Zara and Nish reluctantly linked hands and closed their eyes. ‘For the food poisoning we are about to receive, may the lord’s toilet make us truly grateful for it. Amen.’ Zara slapped Alex round the head. ‘I couldn’t resist.’ He grinned. He started eating his meal before his face turned red and eyes started watering.

‘What is it?’ Nish asked Zara.

‘Hungarian Goulash,’ Zara replied. Alex drowned out the culinary inferno with a large gulp of wine. ‘It’s very nice,’ he coughed. ‘Quite fiery, but you know...’

Nish tucked into it and nodded in satisfaction. ‘That’s tasty.’ Alex looked at him surprised.

‘It’s okay honey, I made yours extra special hot, you’re a dragon. I thought you liked breathing fire.’ She winked at Nish with a cheeky grin. ‘So what did you boys bring me back from your adventures?’

‘Four crates of paperwork,’ Nish said.

‘Anything good?’ Zara asked.

‘I don’t know. You’re the intelligence analyst. Figure it out for us. But I can tell you one thing, whatever is in there it was valuable to Smythe and his gang,’ Alex said.

‘How?’

‘I’ll tell you after dinner once my mouth recovers from your bout of culinary-borne domestic abuse.’

They finished their dinner and sank a couple of bottles of wine before Nish looked at his watch and realised it was past 3 a.m. local time. ‘That’s me well and truly done. I’m going to turn in. We’ll sort this shit out in the morning, correction, make that afternoon.’

‘Get all that stuff under lock and key before you turn in Nish. Given what we went through to get it, I’d prefer some nocturnal scallywag doesn’t make off with it.’

‘Will do. Night all.’

‘Goodnight Nish,’ Zara said as Nish departed picking up the boxes on his way.

‘I better clean this up.’

‘Leave it. The maid will take care of it in the morning.’

‘I keep forgetting we have domestic help.’

‘Thank god. Not sure my stomach can cope with another of your mealtime pranks. Bedtime.’ Alex made his way up the stairs followed by Zara to their bedroom suite. He got changed and showered before returning to the bedroom where Zara was waiting for him.

‘So what happened? Zara asked as Alex collapsed on the bed, burying his head into the pillow.’

‘Smythe.’

‘What about him?’

‘It was all Smythe. The whole thing...’ Alex said drifting into a drunken exhausted sleep.

‘What as all Smythe? Alex. What?’ Alex started snoring. Zara gave him a few gentle nudges, but to no avail.
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ALEX WOKE WITH a start as the cacophony of the vacuum cleaner threatened to split his red-wine induced hung-over head in two. He looked up bleary-eyed from his bed as the housemaid quickly shot the hoover around the floor in the bedroom. ‘Maria. What the fuck are you doing!’

‘Sorry Mister Alex,’ Maria said clearly afraid of his response. ‘Mrs Alex was most insistent I must do it now. She not take no for an answer.’

‘Bitch!’ yelled Alex, immediately wishing he hadn’t as it made his headache worse and brought a sudden wave of nausea. He put a pillow over his head, but it still didn’t drown out the noise. Reluctantly he swung out of bed, walked past Maria giving her a look of disdain before ripping the vacuum cleaner’s plug out of the socket as he passed to finally silence the source of his discomfort.

Alex made his way downstairs to where Zara was sat reading the paper with a large glass of orange juice. ‘Oh you’re awake,’ she said innocently.

Alex gave her a scowling glare as he made his way to the fridge and removed some cold juice and downed the whole bottle in a single go. ‘I suppose you find that funny?’

‘No...’ Zara said. ‘But I didn’t sleep a wink last night.’

‘Really? Was someone vacuuming the room?’ Alex replied sarcastically, grabbing a bacon roll from off a plate next to the hob and munching into it before returning to the lounge to collapse onto the sofa. Zara walked over. She stood in front of him with arms folded across her chest. ‘What?’

‘Well firstly, where the fuck is Hunter? Secondly, what was “Always Smythe”?’

‘You better sit down,’ Alex replied. Zara remained defiantly stood. ‘Well, Hunter turned.’

‘What do you mean he turned?’

‘Vincent saw him. With that Sanders spook you were chasing. Went with them. Last we saw of him.’

‘Did they take him?’

‘No, he went voluntarily.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense...’ Zara frowned in disbelief. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘I don’t know Zara.’

‘And Smythe?’

‘He came to the farm. After we grabbed The Serb. It was all his doing. This whole thing from start to finish was Smythe setting us up.’

‘I don’t follow...’

‘He sent you the dossier Zara. Remember that?’

‘Why would he do that?’

‘To light a fire. You followed his trail of breadcrumbs into the mousetrap. The trap came down and you got caught. Your fellow little mouse Hunter ran off to get help. The big mouse came with all his big mouse friends and rescued the little mouse from the trap.’

‘Enough with the mouse nonsense. Just stick to the facts.’

‘The dossier was a setup. Nish had Radic cornered and they knew it. Radic had the real goods on Smythe and friends, but they couldn’t deal with him because he had an insurance policy. Once he was inside custody then if anything happened to him (Radic) the insurance policy would trigger. They knew I would come after you; you would then go after Radic to get the insurance policy. Radic would give me the insurance policy because he trusted me, and I was the only person who could get him out in a way that would make his friends think he was safe. Smythe could then finish us all off. The whole thing from start to finish, Bishop, setting you up for stealing the money, the dossier, what ben David was told, everything was part of Smythe’s plan. Even the boat.’

‘That’s not possible. How does one man orchestrate mischief on such a scale, and bend the will of some many to his aims?’ Zara asked.

‘Well that’s a question...’ Alex sighed.

‘So what happened?’

‘He offered to cut a deal. We all go back to playing friends.’

‘In return for?’

‘Radic.’

‘Or?’

‘Well, let’s just say his alternative didn’t work out the way he intended.’

‘So you killed him?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know where the expression “better the devil you know” comes from Zara? If we kill him he just manifests himself elsewhere. As it stands we know Smythe, we know his operations. We’ve spent years gathering intelligence on him waiting for him to reveal himself and his plans. To kill him would reset that to zero.’

‘Who is we?’

‘You know who is we.’

‘I’m not sure I do, but we’ll pass on that one for now...’ Zara paced up and down trying to make sense of it all. ‘I think I will sit down.’ Zara sat next to Alex. ‘How did you not see it?’

‘I was distracted. By you. I was so focused on you and my emotions I couldn’t see the moves he was making around me. That’s his skill, his mischief. He finds the weak spots. Money, ego, vanity, and love. Then he uses them to bend your will. All I could think of was saving you so it blinded me. Zara, he knew how to play me, and he used you to do it. He’s discredited you from Six to force you into exile, as I was forced into exile. He believes he wins either way. He thought if he removed your options and forced you back into my arms I’d be so grateful then I’d bend to his will. And you’d have no choice but to stay.’

‘But you didn’t. Why not?’

‘Free will. You have to be here because you want to be here, not because you are forced to be. I told you I would never lie to you. He fooled me briefly, but I can see the extension of his game, the blackmail that would come next. Having accepted his gift, he would then have the ability to take it away by revealing to you my complicity in your exile. I won’t be party to such a thing. You do not keep a bird that wants to fly free caged. You let it go, if it loves you it will always return.’

‘Why is it always Smythe Alex? From the very beginning he plays with us, bringing us together then tearing us apart. What’s he trying to achieve? It is envy? Revenge?’

‘It’s a good deal more complicated than that.’

Zara sank back into the sofa. ‘I can’t go back, can I?’

‘Would you want to?’

Zara sighed. ‘Probably not. A girl could get used to all this quite quickly. How quickly money corrupts the noblest of souls...’ Zara flashed a smile at the irony. She rested her head on Alex’s shoulder. ‘No, ironically he did me a favour. I think he made me see what was important in my life. And it wasn’t England and M.I.6. So what do we do now, my love?’

‘In his hubris he has revealed more than he should of. This game is far from done, Zara. This is just the opening gambit in a long series of exchanges before we reach its finality.’

‘I don’t know where this ends. But I’m not letting Smythe win. If he thinks he can use what he’s done to turn me against you then he really doesn’t know me at all.’

‘He doesn’t understand good people Zara. Integrity, decency, compassion, empathy. Love. These are things that are beyond his comprehension. That’s his weakness, that’s what you exploit. That’s how you bring him down.’

Zara smiled. ‘You’re suggesting we cuddle him to death?’

‘That’s not what I really meant,’ Alex said with a frowned smile.

‘I know. Might work on you though...’ Zara hugged Alex and pinned him down on the sofa before they kissed. She squeezed his nose between her fingers. ‘Don’t let him pull us apart. If there is one thing you can stop him doing, let it be that. Promise?’

‘I promise. We’ll endure Smythe’s mischief. Whatever the cost.’ Zara smiled and kissed Alex before resting her head on his chest.
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ZARA LEANT BACK in her chair, stretched, yawned and rubbed her eyes from the fatigue of combing through Radic’s documents. Alex and Nish returned to where she was sat at the desk. ‘Anything?’ Alex asked.

‘Not much. But there never is,’ Zara replied.

‘What do you have?’ Zara sorted through the stack of papers in her “interesting” pile. She pulled out one and handed it to Alex. He looked at it. ‘Tell me what I’m looking at.’

‘It’s a booking invoice from an overland logistics company in Niger. They run haulage around the region. It’s for a shipment of organic non-active fertilizer from a depot in Niger to the port of Lagos in Nigeria.’

‘And what’s interesting about that?’ Alex asked.

Zara picked up a stack of printouts from her Internet research. ‘Well, firstly, the customs declaration for the consignment relates to a fertilizer with a very specific compound meeting a certain U.N specification. The U.N specification is an approved list of fertilisers can than be sold to sanctioned countries, since the formulas are inert and can’t be used in the production of materials for warfare such as Improvised Explosive Devices or other shit what goes bang.’

‘And this means?’ Alex asked.

‘Iraq is on that sanction list.’

‘So Radic is shifting fertiliser from Niger to Iraq?’

‘No...why buy the stuff in Niger? Yes they make fertiliser, amongst other exports, but it’s hardly the cheapest or most convenient place to buy it. And second, why the fuck would Radic be interested in smuggling a product that can be legally bought off the shelf?’ Zara posed.

‘I assume you have an answer,’ Nish said.

Zara handed over a stack of more papers. ‘Niger is one of the world’s leading exporters of uranium ore, specifically the production of yellowcake.’

‘Yellowcake?’ Nish asked.

‘Take the mined uranium ore that they have a large natural supply of in Niger, leach it through a solution of acids, and you have the basis of a compound used for enriching uranium into U235. The stuff stinks, but is inert, has a half life of about four billion years so only has trace radioactivity levels, and to the untrained eye, despite its name, is usually a brown granular substance — which looks an awful lot like...’

‘Fertiliser...’ Alex said.

‘Bingo. We have a winner.’ Zara nodded with a smile.

‘You’re going to tell me there is a problem,’ Alex said.

‘There is. All we’ve got is evidence of someone shipping fertiliser. Without a sample that proves it’s yellowcake, we’ve got nothing. And we’ve no idea where it goes when it hits Lagos.’

‘Is this all we have?’ Nish asked.

Zara nodded. ‘Smythe isn’t stupid. He wouldn’t put all his eggs in Radic’s basket. At a guess he’s just one of a network of people used to break the components into small enough chunks that no one part arouses interest. He’s an expert in this, he’s had plenty of practice — as you both know.’

‘So why go to so much trouble to deal with Radic if all he was covering up was an ambiguous shipment of fertiliser?’ Nish asked.

‘She figured it out. Maybe he realised if she could, someone else could,’ Alex replied.

‘Or it’s just a continuation of the game he’s been playing us with,’ Zara said. ‘Did he tell you the truth, or what he wants you to think? That is the question.’

Alex looked thoughtful. ‘What do you think?’

‘If he’s still playing us, there is nothing we can do to avoid playing along. It’s heads he wins, tails we lose. If we don’t play then the whole Saddam plot continues unopposed. If we play, and foil that plot, we’re potentially digging ourselves deeper into the hole he’s set us up in.’

‘Nish?’

‘She’s right. I don’t believe we yet have the upper hand on him. But, I do think we need to stall for time until more is revealed. This shipment moves in thirty-six hours. If it goes, we may not get another in.’

‘We’ll proceed with caution. We need to avoid alerting him that we’ve got a continued interest in his affairs. As things stand this evidence could have been destroyed in the explosion at Radic’s container. He can’t assume we have it. We’ll use that window of confusion to our advantage. We’ll leave from Libya to cross the overland border into Niger. We follow the trucks and see where they take us.’ Alex checked his watch. ‘We don’t have much time. Nish, call the pilot and get us a flight plan into Benghazi. If he’s watching us then he should assume we’re going to supervise our packing up and departure. We can get away overnight and slip into the desert.’

‘What do you want me to do?’ Zara asked.

‘There is a set of books in my library, start with “How to Build an Atomic Bomb” and work through the rest. We need a list of all the components we are looking for; compile a list of source suppliers. Try and figure out if there is anything else buried in here. The yellowcake on its own gives us nothing. It can be used for powering low-grade civilian reactors, or making fuel rods. Without all the constituent parts there is no smoking gun,’ Alex said.
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SOOTY WAS BUSY supervising the packing of The Company’s equipment into shipping containers inside a large warehouse by the docks when Alex and Nish arrived. They walked through the open loading door and headed over to him. ‘Sooty, we needed a Land Rover unpacked,’ Alex said.

‘Tell me you are joking. We’ve done all the export paperwork already,’ Sooty replied with dismay.

‘Sorry, priority job.’

‘I’ll need an hour for Two-Stroke to get it prepped. They’re already packed for transport and drained of fluids.’

‘Get on it. How far off are we?’

‘Before your intervention, I’d say twenty-four hours. This might put us back another four.’

‘I need the ship squared-away no later than thirty-six hours from now, and ready to sail with all the boys on board.’

‘It’ll be tight but we can do it. Where are we going?’

‘We don’t know yet. You’ll find out when we find out. What about the Mig and Hind?’

‘Mig we’re about to close on. We had to chop two mill’ for a fast sale. The Hind we’re still working on. We’ve packed it up for transport for now.’

‘Keep on it.’

‘It’s a buyer’s market at the moment. Iraq are interested, but getting it past the sanctions is out of our time window.’

‘Just do what you can.’

‘Will do. Anything else?’

‘Before you leave port get Mister Patel a full set of kit from a lab. Spectrum analysers.’

‘What will he be looking for?’

‘I need him to determine if a sample is yellowcake.’

‘I’ll take care of it. Is there something going down I should be aware of?’

‘We’ll brief you when we get back, we’ll know more then. If anything goes down then Zara is at the villa.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’re doing a good job Sooty. You should know we cooked Merriweather and his new outfit on the barbeque in France. It might make recruitment difficult for a while, if people ask — then they brought the fight.’

‘Understood. I’ll take care of your transport.’

Alex and Nish walked over to the temporary canteen facilities and grabbed some cold water bottles from the fridge. ‘We should get some sleep. We’ll have to drive all night to get to the border, and most of tomorrow to get to the rendezvous in time.’

The pair found some sleeping cots in a storeroom that was a little quieter than the hustle and bustle of the main storage hall. They both settled in for an afternoon nap.
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ALEX KILLED THE headlights on the Land Rover and made a sharp turn off the main highway before bumping onto the uneven desert track. An old smugglers’ route over the border into Niger, he had used it countless times in the other direction and knew it well. The Land Rover Defender was fully equipped and upgraded for off-road expedition driving. In the passenger seat, Nish supervised the routing on the G.P.S, ensuring they didn’t get lost in the now near pitch black night-time desert, bereft of light pollution due to the complete lack of civilisation in the remote corner where Libya’s border touched Niger’s. It was several hours harsh driving before the Land Rover finally found tarmac again the other side of the border, Alex turned onto the road and illuminated the headlamps as he accelerated back up to try and make progress south to the shipping depot. Nish and Alex took alternating shifts of driving as they pounded across the vast, often featureless, country. The other catnapped as best they could as they traversed over the potholed or broken roads. By the time they arrived, the formerly pristine metallic grey Land Rover looked like it had just completed the full Paris to Dakar. A useful side benefit of their off-road excursion was the dirt, rock dings, cracked windscreen, and scratches now camouflaged the vehicle well into the other dirty battered vehicles that clogged the small town’s streets.

Alex navigated to their target destination, pulling in at a small African cafe bar, its dilapidated Pepsi Cola sign faded and flapping in the wind.

Alex and Nish emerged from the parked Land Rover and walked over into the small cafe where the welcome relief of air movement, from the overhead electric ceiling fan, broke the humid and stifling hot afternoon conditions. Alex ordered some food and drink whilst Nish went and relieved himself. They took up residence at a table under the main draft from the overhead fan, overlooking the entrance gates to the trucking depot opposite. The waiter brought over their food and ice-cold Pepsi in glass bottles, which brought Alex and Nish some welcome cold relief to their dry parched throats.

The afternoon passed slowly as a procession of trucks arrived and departed without much of interest, and boredom from a long op on observation started to set in when finally the activity they’d been waiting for started.

The trigger was the arrival of a clearly rented vehicle. Too clean to have spent any real time on the dusty roads, its occupants too fresh to be weather-beaten by the harsh African sun. They pulled into the trucking compound and were directed to the foreman’s office. The pair of P.M.C’s, and their suit in charge, were far too clean-cut to be the usual scruffbag local soldiers of fortune. They went into the office before emerging an hour later, and waited briefly before supervising the departure of a line of four H.G.V’s loaded with international cargo shipping containers. The P.M.C’s and suit-in-charge returned to their car and drove out of the compound before following in the direction of the trucks.

Alex and Nish returned to their drinks as if nothing had happened. Patience was on their side, since they knew the shipment was bound for Lagos, and there was only one principal road suitable for H.G.V’s to get there from their current destination, they had at least an hour to maintain cover of weary travellers before beginning the pursuit and surveillance. They would wait until just before dusk to get out of town, ensuring by the time they caught up that their vehicle would not identifiable under the cover of darkness. They would be fully into Nigeria before the dawn broke, and the P.M.C’s would likely have long forgotten any vehicles such as theirs that had caught their attention from a surveillance sweep of the departure point.

As the time approached, Alex and Nish both relieved themselves of the vast quantity of hydration they had consumed, paid the bill in old local currency notes and departed. They stopped for gas, which consumed another 45 minutes as the attendant manually pumped the petrol from its tanker before filling the extended long-range tanks of the Land Rover by buckets. They paid for the fuel and then made their way on the main road south-west towards the Nigeria border where they knew the H.G.V convoy would be caught for several hours while the slow and bureaucratic African customs officers processed the endless stream of traders crossing. They caught up with the trucks three hours later on the long road in the middle of the night. As Alex had suspected, any opportunity to inspect the trucks’ cargo wasn’t presented — the P.M.C and suit-in-charge kept a close eye on their shipment as it crawled slowly through the line at the border, and each of the trucks had a full compliment of replacement drivers so they didn’t stop to rest. Experienced as they were, both Nish and Alex were highly skilled in using the cover of other traffic to maintain a watchful eye without the P.M.C’s becoming aware of being trailed.

As they reached the outskirts of Lagos, the first element of their intelligence gathering was complete. Whatever was on the trucks was what had left Niger, and hadn’t been exchanged en-route.

The trucks pulled into Lagos docks, Nish parked up near the perimeter fence and they watched as the convoy made its way to be offloaded in the customs clearance area. Nish had already taken note of the international standard identification numbers on each of the containers so they could be tracked once they were loaded onto one of the several large container ships now waiting in port. Nish spotted a small hotel with a direct view over the port’s cargo area. He left Alex briefly to maintain the observation whilst he went to the hotel, returning some thirty minutes later. They pulled the Land Rover into the hotel’s side car park under the shade of a carport, unloaded their bags, and made their way inside.

Nish collected the room keys, they headed up a set of old wooden stairs to the uppermost of the four floors, unlocked the door and went in, dumping their kit on the bed. Nish pulled open the curtains shading the room from the afternoon sun, and stared across the commanding view the window gave over the entire of the wharf apron. Alex unpacked their camera with a telephoto lens and tripod then handed it to Nish to set up as he pulled a pair of chairs close to the window. Nish trained the lens down on the port then rigged up the output A.V line from the camera and plugged it into the video AUX-IN socket on the T.V. Alex turned the T.V on and switched it over to the channel to get the output signal from the camera.

‘You’re good,’ Alex said as the view of the port came up on screen. Alex took a portable video recorder, plugged it in the T.V’s AUX-OUT socket and set it to record. ‘You want to take first watch?’

‘Yeah I’m good,’ Nish replied. Alex took out some bottles of water from the minibar fridge and set them up for Nish before walked over to the bed, taking his boots off, and settling in to get some sleep.

It was past one in the morning when, under the dock’s floodlights, the containers were finally unloaded from the trucks onto waiting collection stands. Nish was suddenly jolted into activity as he focused the camera on the suit-in-charge and the P.M.C’s boarding the middle of the three waiting cargo ships.

‘Alex, I think we’ve got something.’

Alex got up and walked over to the window. He picked up a set of binoculars, focused it on the ship and watched as the P.M.C’s plus suit-in-charge made their way down the boat’s cargo deck.

‘Where are the containers?’

‘On the wait stand. You think that’s our boat?’ Nish asked.

‘Could be. They could just be getting a ride home. We won’t know for sure until they’re lifted. I’ll keep eyes on it, you go and ask around. Find out what you can about where they are going, and when they’re due to leave. We need to find out how long we have to act once we confirm. If they’re last on then we might not get on board in time.’

‘On it. You want me to pick up some food?’

‘Yeah, try and get something hot. And get some more salted pistachios.’ Nish grabbed his jacket and left leaving Alex to watch the boat.

Nish returned some four hours later.

‘You took your time.’

‘Those port workers took a lot of liquid lubrication.’

‘You get anything?’ Alex asked as Nish unpacked the takeaway cartons onto the table. He pulled out a notepad from his pocket and tossed it to Alex.

‘Middle boat is headed for Mombasa, rear is going to Seoul. The lead boat is off to Buenos Aires.’

‘Mombasa?’

‘It’d be my guess. Could be trans-shipping on to The Gulf.’

‘When’s it leaving?’

‘We’re good. The chief mechanic is laying waste to the local women of the night. They’re waiting on a new fuel filter to arrive and fit it before they go. I’ve got us an in. They were short-crewed. One of the guys I lubricated with refreshments cousins has gone aboard as a deckhand. He’ll get us on the boat. Mechanic says security is tight. He thinks it’s because they’re running pirate alley, but I think it’s more down to those containers. They’re expecting to leave port around 2 a.m. tomorrow. We should get a look just after midnight when they switch to off-watch.’

‘What about the containers?’ Alex asked.

‘Not getting loaded until tomorrow after they do the first customs clearance inspection around 10 a.m.’

‘Good work.’ Alex unpacked his dinner and settled down to eat.

They continued the observation throughout the following day as the Nigerian customs officer made a cursory inspection of the containers before they were sealed with tags and the port crew set to work loading them via the overhead cranes onto the boat. Alex and Nish watched intently as they traced them to their final position on the vast cargo ship loaded with containers stacked several high. Nish made a diagram of the deck layout and marked the row and positions of the four containers of interest to them.
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ALEX AND NISH prepped their equipment and headed downstairs to their Land Rover, got in, drove out of the port and up the coast before parking on a small beach.

They went round and got changed into their wetsuits and scuba gear. Nish removed a small inflatable dinghy and attached the air compressor from the Land Rover. Alex started the car’s engine and set the throttle to a fixed 2.5K R.P.M accessory position as the air compressor noisily filled with air and began to inflate the dinghy. Once it was assembled, Nish dragged the inflated dinghy down towards the shore whilst Alex brought the small short-range silent running electric powered outboard motor and attached it to the rear bulkhead. They locked the Land Rover, and then paddled the boat out before jumping in.

Nish turned the outboard on whilst Alex pulled the dinghy’s nose up with a cord to clear the swell from the large Atlantic breakers until they reached calmer open water. Nish made the turn south once they were out of the light washing from the shore, and continued to trace a path round until they reached a large oil tanker sat anchored off an offshore pipeline loading point, some distance out from the shoreline.

Nish killed the outboard power and let the dinghy drift in towards a buoy where Alex lashed it to an anchor point. They put their flippers on, checked their scuba gear and re-breathers before silently dropping backwards into the water.

Alex looked at his wrist-mounted compass and got a bearing then turned on his soft cyalume marker that radiated a faint blue glow in the inky darkness of the water as they descended so Nish could keep track of his position. The pair began to swim silently underwater towards the port.

The deckhand was busy mopping the rear deck behind the bridge superstructure as one of the routine security patrols made his way lazily round the deck. The deckhand nodded politely at him as he went past. He waited until he was out of view before walking over to the fire fighting and emergency cupboard and removing a black nylon rope ladder. He checked he wasn’t being observed before connecting it to a pair of mounts on the side of the deck bulwark then gently lowered it over the side down to the waterline. He checked in both directions before throwing an orange overboard — the signal all was clear. From the inky black water, Alex and Nish emerged, spotted the orange bobbing on the surface and found their way to the rope ladder. Nish removed his expandable backpack and tied it securely to the base of the ladder. Alex and Nish removed their flippers and stowed them in the stash bag before climbing up the ladder against the side of the ship. They climbed over the weather rail and onto the deck and dropped to a crouch in the shadows.

‘You have twenty-five minutes before he will complete his patrol and pass again. You can store your things in here.’ The deckhand opened a metal bulkhead door to a cleaning cupboard. Alex and Nish removed their scuba tanks and gear then stowed them. The deckhand closed the door. ‘You must be quick.’

Alex and Nish threaded their way along the deck through the shadows cast by the containers from the floodlights, using the gaps between to make their way down the long deck out of sight of the view from the overhead bridge. Nish got his bearings, and using the map he’d created, found the target containers. Alex went to the end of the row and kept watch of the guard making his way slowly down the long deck. Nish carefully removed the metal customs seal and eased the container locking pins open before slowly opening the door. Alex gave him the thumbs up then returned and they squeezed in through the container’s open door. Nish removed a waterproof torch to reveal the container was stacked full of metal silo drums. They worked quickly to pull one down. Marked with the fertiliser supplier company’s logo and details, plus a spray painted U.N reference compliance number. Alex opened the drum with a metal pry to reveal the contents — a brownish-tinged rough aggregate powder that looked like gravel. Nish took out a large metal flask and dug it into the powder to fill it before resealing it and securing it in his webbing. Alex quickly replaced the drum lid and they put the drum back where they found it. They exited the container and closed it. Nish replaced the metal customs seal with one he had procured from his contact in the bar. They made their way back down the lines of containers to the end of the ship to where the deckhand was continuing to mop the deck clean. He nodded at them all was clear, and opened the storage room door for them. They quickly got their scuba gear on and made their way to the ladder.

‘Good lad. I’ll get your reward to your cousin as promised before we leave,’ Nish said patting the deckhand on the shoulder.

Nish and Alex made their way down the ladder silently slipping into the water. They replaced their flippers; Nish removed the bag from the ladder and gave the ladder a gentle tug. The deckhand quickly hauled the ladder back up, untied and re-stowed it with the fire and safety equipment. He was about to pick up his mop when the security guard made his way round the corner.

‘Hey no slacking off boy! You are here to work not fuck about. Get this finished quick!’

‘Yes boss.’ The deckhand returned to his mopping. The security guard put his head over the side of the ship and peered into the inky black waters. He frowned at the orange then thought nothing of it and continued on his way.

Nish hauled the boat back onto the beach, relieved to find their Land Rover hadn’t been stolen by some enterprising nocturnal car thief, but figured they were all probably too busy writing out 419 scam emails — which seemed to be the new thing in Nigerian criminal circles as the Internet gained popularity. They packed the kit up and made their way back to the hotel.

The following morning they watched as the cargo ship pulled out of the port shortly before 2 a.m. ‘By the time we get back we’ll be at least three days sailing behind her.’

‘I paid off the chief engineer. He’s told the captain they need to run in the new filters for several-hundred miles so he’s got limited revs. He should be capped to about twelve knots, we should be good to catch up,’ Nish replied.

‘In any case I want someone to fly on to Mombasa and keep an eye on its arrival.’

‘I’ll get on it.’

‘We’ll leave after breakfast.’
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SO IS THIS STUFF going to turn my balls green?’ Nish asked, looking at the stainless steel container. Alex smiled as he drove their Land Rover back out of Lagos on the route north back through Niger to Libya.

‘No, it’s pretty inert until you enrich it. Needs to go through a gas centrifuge. Things don’t get exciting until you’ve got 90 percent enriched U235. That’s weapons grade. Assuming you’ve got a physicist who can make the numbers work as they should. Miscalculate, and as Oppenheimer found out, all you get is an expensive damp squib firework and not the sort of bang that shakes the foundations of the earth.’

‘So isn’t it kind of risky letting Saddam know all this stuff is being buried in his backyard?’

‘It wouldn’t do him any good. Getting the components isn’t that hard. It’s the knowledge needed to make it all work that is tricky. The real security is round the handful of people with the brainpower and expertise to successfully build and detonate a nuke. The theory is all over the Internet these days. Pretty much any teenager with a copy of The Anarchist’s Cookbook has the recipe to make a bomb, but the timing to make it actually work is the tricky part. You need a room full of Einstein’s for that. Watch the guys that can make the thing, and you control who can realistically build the bomb.’

‘So how is this plot credible?’

‘Because people just imagine you chuck the whole lot in the microwave for three minutes and bake your proverbial nuclear cake. They don’t need to prove Saddam is credibly capable of building it; just that he’s bought all the bits and wants to. That’s enough to scare the voters.’

‘You know if they go through with this, business is going to be hard to come by. All the American shops are going to get the spoils of war in that theatre.’

‘I know. Back to doing shitty jobs, in shitty places, for shitty people, for shitty money. Not the sort of work that inspires the brightest and best to join our firm is it?’

‘You thinking about calling it a day?’

‘If we can’t sort this mess out, I don’t think we have much choice, do you?’

‘We always have a choice. It’s just a question if the choice you have is the choice you want.’

‘I’ve got enough to settle. You?’

Nish smiled. ‘I’ve got the Latvians, plus a few quid in the retirement pot I saved for a rainy day.’

‘But?’

‘What am I going to do? Play bloody golf for forty years? What you going to do?’

‘I’ve spent my all my time so far ending lives. I’d quite like to know what it feels like to create one or two.’

‘You think Zara is the maternal type? I don’t see it myself.’

Alex shrugged. ‘Time will tell. Trouble is Nish; I don’t think this business we’re in ever lets you out, not really. It lets you have a bit of downtime, but sooner or later it just sucks you right back in so it can spit you out again.’

‘Do you regret it?’

‘No. If I hadn’t have got in that car with you, hadn’t become Alex Green, I’d maybe have never crossed paths with Zara. She’s the one decision I’ve never regretted. If the price of our meeting was the world we inhabit, and can’t escape from, then I’ll bear that cost. Besides I don’t much like golf.’



ALEX PACED NERVOUSLY whilst Mister Patel prepared the solution from the sample they had taken for analysis. He put it in a centrifuge to mix it before removing the test tube and smearing it across a glass slide then placing it in the spectral analyser. The program worked for a few minutes before the printer spat out the results. He handed the printout to Alex.

‘This certain?’ Alex asked.

‘I’ve used three separate test samples. All came up with the same result.’

Alex took a deep breath and sighed slowly handing the paper to Nish. ‘Get the last of the kit on the boat Sooty. Tell the captain to make best speed for Mombasa.’ Sooty departed to finish packing the equipment. Alex and Nish walked back to Alex’s car.

‘So what now?’ Nish asked.

‘We still have to prove it’s going to Iraq, we still have to prove it’s being used for a bomb. If we don’t have that, we can’t convince Saddam the plot is credible. He’s not going to pay us to act on a plot that isn’t credible. You need to get to Mombasa. I’ll see if Zara’s dug anything else up.’

‘What are we looking for?’

‘Gas centrifuges, other weapon components, triggers, casings. She should have a list by now. I need to get us an expert. We need someone who can basically look at all this shit and provide witness testimony that they have the full package. When you get to Mombasa keep a low profile.’

‘Assuming we’re on?’

‘We try and cut a deal with Saddam. Worst-case scenario we do this job and split the bounty then go to ground. We’ll figure it out Nish. We always do.’

‘Where you going?’

‘I need to go to Moscow.’

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’

‘I made a deal with Grigor to buy us time. I have to honour it. I’d have liked to have more to act on than we have, but we’re out of time.’

‘You don’t want me to come with you?’

‘No, this is out of our hands now. I need you to keep on that shipment. That’s our only lead right now.’

‘You going to take her?’

‘I think it’s time. Whatever happens we’ll face it together. She seems to be resolved to that now. We’ll know the fate of the Russia House soon enough. If it falls then the situation in Iraq becomes academic. We’ve already lost. If you don’t hear from me within seven days assume the charter is gone, divide the assets and scatter on the wind.’

‘As you wish.’

‘Take care Harry. I’m sure we’ll see each other soon. Do me a favour, call the pilot and tell him to ready the jet, I’ll be there in thirty minutes.’ Alex got in his car and drove towards the exit. Nish watched him depart then returned to supervise the final pack up. With all Mister Patel’s kit packed they headed down to the boat and boarded it.

‘Boss not coming with us?’ Sooty asked.

‘No. He’s got to do what bosses do Sooty; he’s got to find us a way out of this. Tell the captain we’re ready to go. I’ll brief everyone after dinner.’

Alex arrived at the jet terminal and parked his car. He walked over quickly to his jet where the co-pilot was doing final checks. As Alex approached he called over. ‘Change of plan. We’re going to Amman.’ The pilot finished the checks as Alex boarded. As he settled into his seat, Alex punched in a number to his cell phone. ‘We need to meet. Urgently.’ He put his phone down and stared out the window.
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YOU LOOK TROUBLED Alex, tell me what is on your mind,’ Hani asked softly as Alex nursed his tall glass of tea.

‘It is nothing Hani, beyond the usual affairs we find ourselves amidst. And we must wait for Gabriel to discuss that.’

‘But I sense this is something personal.’

‘Something that has been on my mind for a while. Since Zara returned. I understand my purpose Hani. My job is to take lives, ones that don’t want to be taken. I am something of a burglar of souls in that regard. It brings me no joy. I see in your eyes, and Vincent’s, and others, the joy that the creation of life has brought and I find myself guilty of envy. I would like for once to create a life, and not simply take it.’

Hani nodded with understanding. ‘I often feel of all the brothers, the heaviest burden has most unfairly fallen to you. That you are denied that which is given so freely to others, I cannot imagine the suffering it must cause, but that is also why you were gifted the most beautiful of the swans as some recompense for your troubles. Is it not enough to possess such a treasure in your life that you can sacrifice that which you now desire?’

‘It should be. I know. I ask too much. I’m guilty of the very greed I despise in others. I am blessed.’

‘If it is was only that simply, we can be blessed and cursed in equal measures.’

Devreaux finally arrived. ‘Sorry to have kept you, it was short notice.’

‘I apologise for that, but needs must Gabriel.’

Devreaux sat down. ‘What is it Alex?’

‘I believe our longstanding enemy has finally revealed himself. I believe our enemy to be Smythe.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘He came to Paris. He spoke with me. His vanity and ego betrayed him and he spoke too freely. He boasted that all the trials which have beset us recently have been by his hand. He turned the will of all my men, bar the devoted, to his own ends, and he set his will against us to manipulate Zara. I have never seen him exercise such capability before, more importantly, that he was able to get past me with his schemes. I did not see the outcome until it was upon us.’

‘Then I fear it is as we suspected. Did you strike him down?’

‘No. Hani, we, we all worked too hard to learn of Smythe’s operations. It would serve no purpose to allow him to simply manifest in another.’

‘Then you acted wisely my brother. His scheme against you does indeed sound very familiar. He will not take kindly to its failure. He may raise the stakes, or find another vector to attack us with.’

‘Gabriel, I sought your counsel because I cannot be sure if his scheme has failed or we merely continue to propagate it further. I’m wary of his trickery that his decision to parley was merely another subterfuge in a much greater continued deception.’

‘And you found yourself unable to see past this deception?’ Devreaux asked.

‘I cannot be certain. I find myself not entirely focused, I see too much or I see too little.’

‘No Alex, I believe you grant him too much credit. His malevolence is certainly without limits, but his capacity to plot such things is limited by his own impatience. I believe he has tested you, and been found wanting. He will now seek redress by other means. You must be on your guard. He knows of us all that you are the gravest of threats, he’ll seek to destroy you by indirect means.’

‘You think he’ll go after Zara again?’

‘No, he’s already tried that and found her to be remarkably resilient, as we would expect her to be, to his machinations. Now she is becoming self-aware her strength grows by the day. It is no longer his game to play, but Zara’s game. And she has proven to be most adept at it.’

‘I fear my wishes are selfish in that regard. The path she will take will steal the very innocence I find so endearing. I’m concerned as she grows as a person...’

‘She’ll become too much like you?’

‘We are both black swans, are we not Gabriel?’

‘But you swim together.’

‘Not always...’

‘You must work hard to strengthen than bond, so when the time comes she remembers it. So back to the matter in hand.’

‘What do you propose we do?’ Hani asked.

‘We must continue on the path we have taken. While some are convinced of our theories – Vane, Souza, Vincent, there are others who still remain sceptical and refuse to act. Until we have the will of the entire Guild Council to act then we cannot defeat our common enemy or fulfil our plan. We are not ready. Let us hope this current bout of mischief is merely temporal in nature and we have more time to prepare. Alex, you must go to Moscow. You need to impress the need for urgency to clean up these domestic problems and begin the greater implementation. If our enemy is active then he has awoken and he will renew his search for the weapon.’

‘I will go to Moscow.’

‘We must operate with caution now. If he has turned men within our sphere then we must choose our company carefully. Continue with your plans Alex. I will give consideration to how we deal with this,’ Devreaux said.

Alex got up to leave. ‘If it is him?’

‘Then it has already begun...’ Hani said with a solemn nod.
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ZARA LOOKED UP from the documents she was reading as Alex emerged from the aircraft restroom, now changed into a smart black officer of the Kremlin Guard dress uniform. The ornate red and gold epaulettes signifying his most senior rank as a Marshal of the Russian Federation, a chest emblazoned with lines of campaign ribbons and decorations for service. Adorning his wide peaked hat: the gold wreathed Red Army star. Knee high black leather winter riding boots impeccably polished, carrying a long ceremonial cane of polished wood, adorned with a cast gold dragon handle, its eyes set with pure green emeralds, claws clutching the Soviet red star decorated with red diamonds. He returned to his seat opposite.

‘I’ve never seen you in uniform,’ Zara said softly.

‘Purely for ceremonial duties.’

‘A celebration not a funeral, I hope.’

Alex downed his vodka and recharged his glass from the bottle. He stared out of the window. ‘We just crossed the border into Russia.’

‘How do you know?’ Zara asked. Alex nodded out of the window as a group of four winter camouflaged Sukhoi Su-27 Flanker fighter aircraft folded into escort formation around the Challenger 604. ‘Friend or foe?’

‘Just a precaution I expect. Not all of Russian airspace is friendly.’ Alex looked out of the window and returned the pilot’s salute. Alex returned his attention to Zara. He took her hand and squeezed it gently. ‘What’s troubling you?’

‘Hunter. I can’t believe he betrayed my friendship.’

‘He didn’t. You have to learn in this business to separate business from friendship. It’s possible to hold different political viewpoints, and still remain friends.’

‘Ever the pragmatic Russian.’

‘Pragmatism and Russian politics are essential bedfellows. You know Zara; once you step off this plane it will be very hard to go back, your options may become very limited. Are you sure this is the decision you want to make? I can have the pilot return you to Spain.’

‘No. My place is at your side now. Besides, what is there to go back to?’

‘Hunter clearly found his way back on side, perhaps you could to.’

‘No. I can’t work for the people who protect Smythe and his ilk. This scheme they have created, I want no part of it, either directly or complicity by my inaction.’

‘As long as you understand the consequences.’

‘I understand.’

‘Good. Regret is a terrible thing.’

The Challenger began its descent into the military airfield outside of Moscow. Zara looked out the window at the cold and snow covered landscape. Alex returned from the wardrobe closet with a full-length black coat on. He brought a thick wool coat with fur lined collar and fur hat for Zara. ‘You need to wrap up warm. The pilot reports current outside air temperature of minus twelve. It will take some acclimatisation after Spain.’

‘What do you suggest? Starting by sitting in a fridge and working my way on to the deep freeze?’ Zara said with a sarcastic smile.

‘Just drink more vodka.’ Alex smiled as he helped Zara into her coat. He buttoned it up for her then pulled her hat deep over her ears.

‘I feel like an extra from Doctor Zhivago.’

‘You’ll fit in well. In The Motherland it is better to be warm than fashionable.’ Their aircraft rolled to a stop outside the reception terminal. Alex put his hat on and picked up his cane as the engines spooled to a stop. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked Zara.

‘As I’ll ever be.’

‘Good. Let’s not keep him waiting.’

‘Who?’ Asked Zara.’

‘The President of the Russian Federation.’

‘Is he here?’ Zara expressed with shock.

‘Of course.’ Alex headed to the door as Zara dipped her head for a look through the jet’s small window, her jaw dropped with shock as she saw what was waiting for their arrival.

Two soldiers supervised the opening of the door. They rolled the long red carpet out to the base of the steps as Alex stepped out, he turned to help Zara steady herself as she made her way down the steps before guiding her to position in front of the waiting reception. A full company of black uniformed Kremlin Guards waited flanked either side of the red carpet, behind them, the ceremonial military band and army male choir. Stood at the end of the red carpet, beneath the statue of Lenin, a large wreathed Soviet red star behind, and the most surprising for Zara, but not Alex, the flag of the Soviet Union gently flapping in the light winter breeze. It was as if she had been transported back in time into the depths of The Cold War. Orders were barked; the honour guard presented arms and saluted. Alex returned the salute as the band struck the opening chords to the recently restored, and signed into law by the president, music from the State Anthem of the Soviet Union, not the Russian Federation’s post Soviet National anthem, sung by the military choir.

(Translated from Russian)


Russia — our sacred State,

Russia — our beloved country.

A mighty will, a great glory —

Is your legacy for all time!


Be glorious, our free Homeland,

Fraternal peoples, a union for the ages,

Common wisdom handed down by our forbears

Be glorious, our country! We pride ourselves in you.

From the southern seas to the arctic circle

our forests and fields spread before you

You are unique in the world, you are without compare

The land of my birth protected by God.


Open spaces for dreams and for living

Are opened for us by the coming years

Our strength is given to us by faith in our Homeland

Thus it was, so it is and always will be!


Zara felt the hairs on her neck bristle from the unashamed patriotism on display. She had become used to the slightly grubby and tarnished anthem of her own country that had become something that drunken football hooligans chanted to annoy foreigners at away matches, or people mumbled through reluctantly, such was the lack of any real affection for the kingdom these days.

The anthem concluded, Alex took Zara’s arm through his and walked the length of the red carpet to the waiting president who stepped down from the small stand, walked over and put a hand on each of Alex’s shoulders, smiled warmly and embraced him with a kiss on each cheek. A greeting Zara didn’t imagine Her Majesty would be likely to copy for any commanding officer arriving home.

‘Welcome home Aleksandr. It is good to see you.’

‘President.’

‘And this must be your charming wife, Zara. Welcome to Russia.’

‘Thank you. It is a great honour,’ Zara replied. The president raised a delighted eyebrow and a beamed smile.

‘Ah, your Russian is very good.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Let us get out of the cold, come.’ Alex and Zara followed the president through the building to the exit where his limousine was waiting along with another hundred or more black state security and F.S.B cars in escort, an entourage so long Zara wondered if they had anyone else doing any work that day.

‘You can ride with Grigor. I have to speak to the president, you’ll understand if he prefers not to discuss state business with a former M.I.6 agent.’

‘Who is Grigor?’ Zara asked in a whisper.

‘He’s the head of the F.S.B. He’ll take care of you.’

‘As a former M.I.6 agent, I’m not sure I want to be “taken care of” by the head of the F.S.B. Does he know?’

‘Of course he knows, he wouldn’t be the head of the F.S.B if he didn’t,’ Alex said with a smile. He spoke briefly to the president, soliciting a hearty laugh. ‘You’ll be fine.’

Alex kissed her on each cheek and got into the back of the president’s armoured limousine. One of the president’s aides directed Zara to the car behind. She got in the back. ‘Ah Zara,’ Grigor said. ‘It is good to finally meet you after I’ve heard so much.’

‘Nothing bad I hope.’

Grigor smiled. ‘Your husband, when he drinks too much, never stops talking about you. Of course all good, he is a very proud husband, and I can see why. Close the door you idiot before we freeze to death!’ Grigor snapped at the aide who quickly shut the door. The convoy took off at speed towards Moscow, and Zara quickly realised the reason behind its size as every single road had been completely shuttered to traffic to clear the path for the president’s passage, bringing a large area of Moscow to a standstill as they waited for the long line of vehicles to speed past.
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SO TELL ME Aleksei, is it as I suspected?’ the president asked. Alex removed an envelope from his inner coat pocket and handed it to him. The president opened it and scanned through it. His former K.G.B intelligence officer skills had not diminished and he required no guidance as to the significance of the contents as his eyes fell on the ringed payments to a pair of named companies. ‘The evidence appears irrefutable.’

‘It would seem so. Based on our conversations, and the contradiction with your directives, after my conversation with Grigor in Crimea, I believe there is little doubt remaining that he acts in concert with our enemies.’

‘I suspect he is not alone in this mischief. The oligarchs are not taking kindly to their removal from the table of power. Their greed overwhelms them. It is not enough they have already looted the people’s treasury; they now wish to subvert the path of democracy as well. It is a great irony to me that the greatest proponents of democracy believe in it the least, when it doesn’t suit their purpose.’

‘How will you act?’

‘What do you counsel?’

‘This continued domestic disturbance has become an irksome distraction to the greater plan and architecture for restoration of The Motherland. They are enemies of the state, and like all enemies of the state they must be purged. In this regard I do not believe a few show trials for tax evasion will be sufficient to deter further activity of this type.’

‘I’m inclined to agree with you. They are the cancer eating us from the inside. Left to fester in a Siberian prison cell we risk these tumours to merely become more malignant. Perhaps it is time to cut them out so the patient may recover to full health.’

‘They need reminding the old ways of doing things have not been forgotten.’

‘Is this the appropriate message to send?’

‘Stalin burned these things into the psyche of every Russian man, woman, and child, for eternity. A reminder of it will demonstrate to them that Russia is not so easily bought by the imperialists simply because there is a McDonalds in Red Square.’

‘A little fear goes a long way. I like your thinking. It seems prudent. Are you confident you can recover the money and assets that have been taken from the people?’

‘I believe my wife may prove entirely useful in that regard once the current situation we are dealing with is resolved. She has your keen eye for the small details Vladimir. She is an expert in following the money, as she so diligently proved against The Saudi Group subterfuge.’

‘Yes, I had wondered what you had planned to amuse her. I don’t imagine her to be the sort of wife who would stay at home and cook borsch and commit to idle gossip with the neighbours. She reminds me of your mother. Very well Aleksandr, we must act swiftly. That they have chosen to act in such a fashion suggests they believe I am vulnerable, we must show them strength. You will take care of it personally?’

‘I will.’

‘Very good. Then you have my authority to act on the matter as you see fit. The domestic problems are in hand. We will carry out this purge as you suggest, find those that are planting discord in our ranks, and remove them. We cannot allow this continual meddling in our affairs by foreign actors to create imperfections in our system. Perhaps it is time we indulged in meddling in their affairs to remind them another of our skills has not been lost?’

‘I think that is an area of expertise you excel at. I’m sure you will require no assistance to create the desired outcome.’

‘I shall quite enjoy it.’ The president smiled. ‘One always likes to return to the old game when the new becomes stale. I presume you have not had time to make plans for your first evening in Moscow, so I insist you and your beautiful wife attend the performance of Swan Lake at the Bolshoi as my guest this evening, prior to the banquet.’

‘It would be our honour.’

Zara looked out of the window in awe as the convoy pulled in through the red walls of The Kremlin. ‘Quite something isn’t it?’ Grigor said with a enigmatic smile.

‘I didn’t ever expect to be going inside.’

‘Fortunately you are here as a guest of your husband and the president. I suspect if it had not been the case, and you had been brought as a guest of one of my employees then your stay would regrettably be less pleasant,’ Grigor said with a laugh.

‘I can imagine.’

‘It is strange is it not? For so long our agencies have fought a secret war against each other, and yet now here we are.’

‘I’m not the first agent to have switched sides to your house...’

‘So are you officially defecting Miss Scott?’

‘Defecting? I’m not sure it’s even possible given my status was likely rescinded long before I arrived. Besides, if you’re expecting to learn any great secrets from me, you would be disappointed. My relationship with an agent of your state ensured I was never trusted with anything more significant than dealing with the basket case of Pakistan. I expect you have better intelligence there than we do.’

‘Probably. But you know Zara; this business is not about revealing secrets. It is about understanding them. You bring a unique perspective from your country that my agents simply do not possess. They cannot understand the minds of the English any more than yours can understand the minds of the Russian. You can steal the secret, but to understand it. That is the trick, is it not?’

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

The convoy pulled up to a halt outside the Kremlin Palace. ‘We should drink tea together. Soon.’ Grigor handed Zara his business card from an ornate gold case. ‘Enjoy your stay at The Kremlin. Your husband is very important to us. We are all at your service as his most beloved wife.’

‘I don’t expect you to answer; I suspect it’s one of the state secrets they’re discussing during the drive over here. But why is he so important?’

Grigor smiled. ‘The world is descending into anarchy and chaos Zara, you can see it, but your husband can not only see it, he can chart a course through it. For The Motherland to survive we need to restore her before the jackals pick all the meat from the carcass and leave only a skeleton behind. Russia must be returned to The Soviet. This experiment with capitalism has been an abject failure, and only served to enrich the few greedy pigs with their noses in the trough. It is time the pigs were slaughtered and roasted on the fire so the many can feast on what they have gorged.’ Zara suppressed a smile. ‘Something did amuse you?’

‘My apologies. My husband often speaks in metaphors. I had often considered he was just a crazed philosopher who spent too much time in Parisian bars attempting to impress gullible undergraduates with some faux-intelligentsia, but it seems to be a very cultural thing.’

‘It is a hangover from Stalin. We have learned to talk in metaphors that can be ambiguous so we can never be directly denounced of saying what we actually mean to say, and can simply dismiss it as misinterpretation. Or as you suggest, we just try and impress pretty girls with our intellect. Good Afternoon Zara. I wish you a most pleasant stay at the Kremlin Palace.’

‘We’re staying in the Kremlin?’

‘Where else would you stay? Did your husband not tell you?’

‘No.’

‘He has a state apartment here.’

‘He’s full of surprises.’

‘Yes, he is.’

The door opened and Zara stepped out of the car to be met by Alex. They walked up the steps. ‘You never told me we were staying here.’

‘You never asked.’

‘Anything else?’

‘We’ve been invited as the president’s guest to the ballet and state banquet this evening.’

‘Nothing special then...’ Zara replied.
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ZARA WATCHED FROM the comfort of a far-too elaborate and ostentatiously palatial four-poster bed in a grand bedroom of the Kremlin Palace as Alex buttoned up his pristine white immaculately pressed and starched dress shirt. ‘I keep thinking I’m dreaming. This is the most surreal experience of my life.’ Alex turned round to look at her as he picked up a pair of hammer and sickle stamped gold cufflinks from the nearby table.

‘You’ll get used to it.’

‘Will I...’

‘The novelty wears off quickly enough. I hated this place growing up. All the kids out there with their bourgeoisie black market videos and bootlegged music, and I was stuck in here being lectured on the history of the Soviet economic model in the military school.’

‘Is that why you left?’

‘Partly. Teenage rebellion. You know how it is.’

‘Well not really, my teenage rebellion involved having a cheeky smoke on the way home, not chucking a ladder over the Kremlin wall and running away to the evil and decadent British Empire. Bit of a different league. So what’s the plan for today?’

‘I have to visit someone for the president. Deliver a message.’

‘And me?’

‘Take advantage. Not many western tourists get a full tour of The Kremlin, least of all former M.I.6 agents.’

‘Still getting used to it being the former M.I.6 agent. My supervisor would spit his tea out if he knew I was sat in a car with the head of the F.S.B last night. Might take a bit of an issue with being in the president’s box with him at the ballet as well.’

‘They’ll know by now. I should imagine at least half a dozen people in that audience developed a sudden need to leave before the first act was complete, for some strange reason.’

‘Burgess, McClean and now Scott. A new era of Anglo-Russian politics, yet the defections continue. At least I can tell them I was seduced by a handsome agent in a reverse honey-trap.’

‘I always thought you seduced me,’ Alex said putting his tunic on and buttoning it up.

‘Call it fifty fifty.’ Alex finished dressing, walked over and sat on the bed. ‘So are we allowed to talk about your situation, or has Grigor got the whole room wired up?’

‘Probably.’ Alex smiled. ‘Things are fine. There’s nothing for you to worry about here. I just need to take care of a few domestic issues then we’ll get back to your plan to save the world from itself soon enough.’

‘I thought we were playing your game now?’

‘No. I think we’re all playing Zara’s game. You just want us to think we’re playing our own.’

‘Who told you that? I bet it was Hani.’

‘Good guess. Something about the secret to a successful marriage. Let your wife make the decisions that you agree to or words to that effect.’

‘Told you Hani was smart.’

‘I have to go. I’ll be back before dinner.’

‘Should I stay in my room?’

‘Why? Have you been naughty?’

‘No...just. Feel like everyone thinks I’m here to burgle the place then run off out of the gate with bundles of documents under my arms.’

‘I think they’ve got security under control in that respect. I’ll see you later.’ Alex picked up his coat and headed out of the room. Zara got out of the bed, walked over the grand window and stared out at the snow covered gardens, a picturesque but strangely chilling scene that would make a nice tourist postcard were it not for the evoked memories of the era when The Kremlin was the seat of power that was the ever present threat to her own country. And yet she felt no sense of not belonging there, rather than being an enemy intruder, it felt strangely familiar — as if some part of her destiny had drawn her there. She gazed out, captivated by the sheer weight of history the walls contained, imagining all those that had passed before her, and the great game that had been played out from within the walls of The Red Castle. From outwards appearances it seemed an impenetrable and intimidating place of ultimate power, but she wondered if its occupants didn’t feel the same fragility and terror at the prospect of annihilation that those on the opposing side felt, and the stoic rhetoric was merely a front to their sense of isolation, persecution, and demonization by the supposed powers of freedom and democracy, powers Zara had long since learnt were nothing more than a facade for the self-interests of the privileged few. There was grandness to the Soviet ideal that appealed, however poorly it had been executed, and Zara couldn’t help but feel some admiration for Lenin’s grand vision of social justice. She stared at his statue in the centre of the garden, one hand held aloft, book in the other, and wondered what might have been if he had survived long enough to remain architect for the implementation of the principals of the revolution before Stalin transformed them into his own cult of personality. Perhaps nothing much would have really changed, perhaps Stalin really was a much needed, if brutal, next step in the progress to transform the agrarian idealists into an industrialised military power. Perhaps the brutality was inevitable, and unavoidable, to make Russia as she needed to be. As she finally returned from her thoughts, Zara resolved to explore more of the history and principles to better understand the world as Alex saw it. Removed from the constraints of her former employer she could see Marxism from a more academic perspective and free from the pollution of counter-argument brought about by those with alternate agendas. For all she felt she knew of the world, in many ways, Zara realised her real education was just beginning.
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ALEX’S STATE-FLAGGED limousine drew up behind the lines of military trucks and F.S.B cars as they reached the circular end of the long drive to the faux neo-classical mansion in the densely wooded suburban district of Moscow that had once been home, and still was in parts, to the modest traditional tin roof dachas of the communist party and military elite. Many of the plots had been, or were in the process of being, torn down and replaced with McMansion monstrosities: questionable pastiches of architecture borrowed from just about any style you care to mention to suit the whims of the over-pampered and preciously narcissistic oligarchs’ wives who commissioned them. They had embraced capitalist values with zeal, and created in the process an entirely new arms race fought with credit cards, expensive handbags, shoe collections, and oversized over-furnished homes that would make the Tsar’s palaces look like Scandinavian minimalism.

The French influence on Mikhail’s house was clear: as some scaled down version of Versailles, although bastardised with the usual neo-Georgian English/Roman classical portico, pillars, and sash windows. It was a house that couldn’t decide what it wanted to be, torn between interpretations of the past, and an idealised view of modern luxury, that bore no relation to either beyond the superficial. In many ways a reflection of the minds that commissioned it.

The black uniformed soldiers of the Kremlin Guard’s Special Forces unit spilled out from the back of the trucks. German Shepherds strained on leashes panting out clouds of hot breath as they sucked in air for any scent of hostility. The troops were quickly corralled into order as Alex’s adjutant opened his car door. Alex emerged, leather gloved hand wrapped firmly round his cane to steady his exit as his boots slipped slightly on the ice compacted beneath the fresh snow, he stood up straight and felt the icy cold air assault his nostrils, instantly freezing the moisture inside that had warmed from the comfort of his Audi S8’s powerful climate control — built to keep out the toughest of winter conditions, be it Bavarian or Siberian. He stared across the gardens, now covered in a thick blanket of snow, before slowly plodding his way through the tracks made by the trucks towards the grand double front doors. The house guards had already surrendered to the overwhelming forces present. As Igor made his way down the steps, Alex didn’t look up from below his deep brimmed cap — now catching a light dusting of snow, as he brushed nonchalantly past as if Igor wasn’t even present. Igor looked back towards him as if to say something, but realised it was pointless, and accepted his fate of being bundled into the back of a waiting truck with the other guards.

Alex stamped the compacted snow off his boots before placing them under the electric polisher in the hall to rebuff them back to black. Not out of any particular good manners to prevent staining the no-doubt expensive Chinese or Persian tufted rugs and carpets, but merely a practical task to prevent the undignified slipping about on the over-polished imported French marble floor in the grand salon hallway. His men already lined all the doors as several F.S.B agents began ransacking Mikhail’s study and packing all its contents into sealed containers. Alex made his way slowly, but assertively, towards the double doors to the grand rear salon at the back of the house. He flung the doors open in a possibly too theatrical manner, imagining his best interpretation of how his predecessors may have desired their entrance to best reflect the mood of “The Boss.”

Mikhail didn’t look up from the sofa where he was sat nursing a crystal cut bowl glass of (what Alex assumed to be, based on the fact he was swilling it around and nosing its aroma) his most expensive cognac. Alex walked into the room slowly, tapping the length of his cane against the leather palm of his glove as he surveyed the room silently before reaching the oversized classical armchair located next to the fire, burning crackling apple logs and radiating warmth into the otherwise too cold room, where the grand high ceilings and oversized proportions of its architecture were better suited to the milder climate of the French or English countryside, and not the depths of the Russian steppe. Alex unbuttoned his coat without removing it, suggesting the manner of his visit was completely bereft of even the basics of accepted formal etiquette. Boots, hat, coat. It was a visit from the past when the exercise of power was to remind the occupants of the house they owned no property, and had no right to private space. Everything belonged to The Party, and the agents of The Party would enter and do as they pleased. Mikhail swallowed, a veteran of the system, he recognised every theatrical trick Alex was playing, and knew each was designed to transport him back from the current illusion he had built of safety, protection, and privilege, behind his own rented army, to the world he thought they had left behind, but understood had merely taken a reasonable vacation and would once again become a spectre that haunted every Russian’s peaceful existence.

Alex sat under the dark shadow of his hat peak, staring intently at Mikhail who simply ignored him and focused his attention on savouring the aroma of his cognac. Many minutes passed. No words were spoken. Alex just stared; Mikhail felt The Dragon’s eyes burning into him, unblinking, relentless. It reached the point where he could not even speak for fear of the broken voice he’d produce from a mouth now parched with fear despite the lack of appearance otherwise. This is how it was. There was nothing to be said. He’d been judged, tried, and sentenced in his absence with no rights of appeal. Perhaps Alex would have liked him to speak, engage a little in the intellectual debate of their opposing views of the future of the country — Alex’s hard-line Marxism demanding a return to the era of tough parentage where the Soviet ruled over her wayward children with an iron fist of discipline, or Mikhail’s libertarian free-wheeling capitalism where the weak were trampled by the powerful in a different way. There seemed little point, this was Mikhail’s time, he would not grant any more of it to his enemy than he was forced to, instead choosing to reflect on the moments he wished to remember most.

Bored of the psychological mind game he was playing, Alex got up and walked over. He took out a small pad of paper from his napoleon pocket in his coat and an ornate Mont Blanc fountain pen. He tossed the pad down on the table in front of Mikhail and held out the pen for him to take, when Mikhail refused to do so, using the dragon’s head of his cane, he placed it under Mikhail’s chin — forcing him to look up at him and acknowledge the offer of the pen.

‘Take it.’

Mikhail refused again, Alex pressed home the point by rotating the dragon until its pointed nose stuck up into the soft skin under Mikhail’s chin and began to press in to the point of discomfort. Reluctantly, Mikhail took the pen. Alex immediately retracted the cane and tapped it down on the pad of paper.

‘Names.’

Alex walked over to the piano and stared at it.

‘What names?’ Mikhail finally managed to utter.

Alex pressed a few keys on the piano then looked over his shoulder slightly. ‘You will denounce your conspirators. You can assume we know these names, so any deception will serve no purpose. Your denouncement will merely serve as your testimony of their guilt, as theirs to yours.’

‘Why should I?’

‘I won’t pretend there is anything to do that can help your situation Mikhail. But your denouncement will save Ludmila, and Oksana, from sharing your fate. If you don’t co-operate...’ Alex gave a nonchalant and dismissive shrug then sighed. ‘It is your choice.’

Alex took off his leather gloves. He sat down at the piano and stretched his fingers. He began to play “The Swan Theme” from Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake, softly, and expertly, on the piano. Mikhail stared at him, this black uniformed apparition from the past transporting him to the home of his childhood when another black-suited apparition had said much the same words to his father. Mikhail looked at the photo of himself with his wife and daughter then looked at the pad.

That was how they got you, and they always got you.

They exploited that weakness, the selfish desires, the emotions. They knew unlike The Party loyalists, the zealots who believed the system was absolute and incorruptible, who accepted every decision, even if it led to the death of their loved ones at their comrades hands, the weak and those that didn’t believe could not bear the loss by being comforted in the idea that the greater good benefited. Mikhail cared nothing of Russia’s past, present, or future — only of the life around him. He wasn’t a patriot, and would be persecuted as such using the things he feared to lose the most to betray the very loose allegiances that bound those that joined such plots by self-interest, not ideology and idealism. His stall was merely to solicit a better bargain, not out of any sense of care or loyalty to those whose names he would denounce. He removed the tip from the pen and wrote slowly the names onto the list, replaced the lid then placed the pen down neatly next to the pad and sank back into his chair before savouring his cognac sip by sip as Alex filled the room with music.

When Alex finished playing, he simply placed his leather gloves back on and lowered the cover over the keys, knowing the piano would never be played again by anyone in the house for the memories it would evoke of this day.

Alex walked over and picked up the notepad and pen and placed it back in his pocket. ‘Let’s take a walk,’ Alex said as he walked over to the ornate french doors leading onto the rear garden terrace. He stopped briefly at them as he stared out. ‘Maybe you can show me the roses.’ Alex pushed open the door letting a chill blast of winter air in, the flames flickered in the fire and pushed back as a flurry of snow blew through the room and was sucked by the chimney’s vacuum towards it. Mikhail felt the first cold blast on his cheek. He finished his cognac, placed the empty glass down on the table and got up slowly then walked towards the door and exited. He squinted briefly as his eyes adjusted from the subdued softer warmer lights of the living room’s table lamps to the harsh white glare cast from the snow. His face suddenly chapped by the sub-zero temperature and even colder wind chill. Alex stood waiting for him on the terrace. He walked Mikhail over to the steps leading to the rear lawn. At the bottom, either side, a line of soldiers with rifles waited at attention. Alex reached the top of the steps and stopped. In a last demonstration of his power over him, Alex put his cane out across Mikhail’s path in front of his chest to stop him. Forcing him to linger in the freezing cold until his stoic determination to remain dignified was reduced to a shivering, teeth-chattering, quiver.

Satisfied Mikhail had reached a sufficient level of humiliation, Alex released the cane from his path and returned it to his side. ‘Now you can go.’

Mikhail didn’t even have the ability to utter words in response as the hypothermia quickly set in; it was all he could do to make his way down the steps. As he reached the bottom he stumbled and fell in the snow before crawling back up from his knees to walk forwards. As he passed them, the waiting soldiers folded into line neatly behind him. Mikhail continued forwards, stumbling blindly through the snow until he reached thirty yards. He stared out at the garden, thankful at least his whole body was now so numb it would be incapable of feeling the impact of pain it was about to be subjected to. He drew a deep breath. Praying seemed pointless to a committed atheist, he knew his life was spent and an eternity of nothingness was all that lay beyond. He turned round on his heels to confront his executioners. Without orders the men raised their rifles in a neat line.

The sharp crack of the rifles pierced the chill morning air, flushing a coterie of starlings and crows from their nesting places in the trees in a cacophony of cautionary bird calls.

In the window on the first floor, Ludmila shut her eyes tight closed as the shots echoed out, singular tears rolled down her cheeks.

Mikhail slumped in an undignified heap onto his back in the snow, the pristine white gently flooding out into a pinkish then deeper crimson red as he continued to gasp his last breaths, eyes fluttering slightly to focus on the trees as final memories recorded the moments frame by frame. The cold having slowed his heart rate sufficiently to reduce his blood pressure, kept him alive far longer than it should have.

Alex walked softly down the steps, removing a Makarov automatic pistol from his side holster; he walked through the existing footsteps in the snow to ease the passage until he reached Mikhail’s position. Mikhail, paralysed, lain down sideways prone, couldn’t lift his head; he merely used what little control he had to roll his eyes to the side to see the blurred black outline silhouetted on the sky above him. Alex raised his pistol to aim at Mikhail’s head.

‘Goodbye Mikhail.’ Alex fired two shots into the side of Mikhail’s temple. Alex lowered the pistol and stared briefly at the lifeless corpse, eyes pinned wide open. He understood the vacant and meaningless stare into the abyss. The final captured image of a man who believed in nothing of value, and expected nothing of his end. No fear frozen on his face of the coming hell, or quiet resolution and peace to finally be on a journey to paradise. Nothingness – just an empty portrait of a faceless man.

Alex turned around and traced his steps back towards the house, as he holstered his pistol he became self-aware of eyes watching him. He glanced up from under the peak of his hat without lifting his head to present his face to be snowed upon, and saw Ludmila stood staring back. Emotionless, empty and as devoid of any response as her father. Alex stared briefly at her as she stared back. Whatever she expected to get in response from Alex was not forthcoming. He returned his attention to the steps as he concentrated on making dignified progress up the ice-covered marble before entering the rear of the house through the back hall. He made his way down the hallway and stopped as he reached the large swept stairs wrapping around beneath the cupola glass dome at the mid-point of the house. Alex looked to his side and up to see Oksana, Mikhail’s wife, stood on the stairs. She stared at Alex, the same cold empty emotionless stare as her daughter, and her husband. Alex stared back. He imagined what Zara would do in such a position, no doubt a screaming hellish vision of a thing fuming to exact her retribution. But no, nothing.

Alex wondered if such people loved anything beyond their own needs. Merely co-existed out of benefit, he didn’t imagine they understood love, so didn’t imagine they could even care enough to feel the unrelenting pain from loss of a beloved person. Their grief was entirely self-motivated by what they would lose — status, power, money. They were, somewhat ironically, the very product of the system Mikhail had sought to champion, and the very opposite of the one Alex wished to achieve where everything was stripped bare of material things and comfort was brought about by friendship and love. For all the hate and resentment burning in their eyes, and their belief that Alex represented a monstrous uncaring authoritarian regime, it seemed to Alex that such people were the very thing they imagined him to be.

Alex turned away, continued his walk out of the house and made his way down the steps. His adjutant opened the rear door to Alex’s Audi S8 and Alex slid into the back. The car drove away escorted by its guards as the F.S.B completed the packaging and removal of the products of Mikhail’s labour. Assimilated back into the state’s possession, he would soon be merely another forgotten businessman who imagined his material wealth was symbolic of some power, and was reminded how powerless he truly had been.
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AS ZARA MADE her way along the courtyard garden path behind the Kremlin Palace, she approached an old man sat on a bench, feeding the birds from a bag of breadcrumbs. He looked up at her and flashed a brief, but warm, smile. ‘Hello Zara.’

Zara frowned then smiled back politely, but with curiosity. ‘Hello. Do I know you?’

‘No.’ The old man sighed. ‘You should. But you don’t. That is how things are here.’ He shrugged with a dismissive smile. ‘I’m glad you finally came. I often wondered if you would. It seems history is repeating itself. You are as torn between two worlds as his father once was. I wonder how this time things will end?’ He looked at her with a saddened face. ‘Without tragedy. I hope.’

Zara’s curiosity was now fully piqued. She walked over and gestured at the bench next to the old man. ‘May I?’

‘Yes, please sit. But I don’t advise to sit for long, the cold catches you unawares then you find you can never stand again. More than one person has frozen to death because they stayed in one place too long. Maybe that has some meaning, for you.’ He flashed a smile and returned his attention to the birds. ‘He used to like to feed the birds, the ducks mainly. I have often wondered at the English love of feeding ducks, yet ignoring other birds. I like to feed all the birds. I don’t discriminate in favour of a specific breed.’

‘I suppose they look cute. The way they waddle along and quack.’

‘Yes. The superficial love of cuteness. It is a western trait to love only that which is beautiful, like the swan. People have no time for these nondescript masses of little birds. They are unremarkable in so many ways, yet when you watch them fly in unison they are a magnificent display of the wonders of nature. Instead you say, pity the ugly duckling until it turns into a beautiful swan.’ He shrugged. ‘Swans can be beautiful, but dangerous. These little fellows, they threaten nobody. They merely want to exist.’

‘Is that symbolic of the plight of the Russian people?’

‘It is symbolic of the plight of all the peoples. I don’t know why people assume peasantry is the exclusive preserve of the Slavs. America has her poor, as does England. They are made to feel superficially rich because they have a slate roof and not tin, brick walls and not wood, perhaps their dinner comes wrapped in plastic and doesn’t run around a mud yard. But they are peasants none the less, they just don’t realise it because they have a flushing toilet, colour T.V, and feel wealthy from it. Material things are not wealth. They are impoverished in other ways. So where is Aleksandr? Busy with The New Boss I imagine. I know this role too well. I was a loyal servant of Stalin, and I survived beyond everyone else, but now, here I am. Loyal comrade only to the birds.’

‘I’m sure they appreciate it.’

‘Food is hard to find in the winter. I help them survive until spring. This reminds us of the past, when our people’s only hope was to survive to the spring. Now we have burgers, and pizzas, and German cars.’

‘The world changes.’

‘They say for the better. But what is better? Who is to say what is better for me, or for you? It is not better, just different.’ He finished feeding the birds. ‘So, tell me Zara, why did you really come here?’

Zara shrugged. ‘Curiosity. I wanted to understand the place that made my husband who he is.’

‘This place did not make Aleksandr who he is. The boy The Kremlin sired is long gone, I think he is more a product of your country’s brutality than ours.’

‘Brutality?’

‘He ran away from here because he felt we were too strict, but he didn’t understand our discipline, the walls he considered imprisoned him were all to protect him. He sought sanctuary in the place that meant to do him the most harm. I could not stop him.’ Zara frowned. ‘I’m Alex’s grandfather Zara. I raised him. If you have come looking for answers about him, I can answer what I know, but I fear he is as much a stranger to me now as you are, so whatever I can tell you is simply from the past. But to understand the present we should know where everything begins. Yes?’

‘Yes.’

Alex’s grandfather smiled. ‘I have photos of Alex, as a boy. At our dacha. You would like to see them, if you have time?’

‘Of course, but leaving...’

‘Don’t worry. They don’t care that much any more. They are more worried you are here to smuggle sex tapes of them with their mistresses to their wives than state secrets to your friends in The River House.’

‘Seems we’re not so different these days after all.’

‘Globalisation. Men are now the same everywhere. Help an old man up. I’m sure someone will drive us. It is not far.’
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THE DACHA WAS as original as when it had been built. A simple wooden construction under a corrugated steel roof, patched up over the years. The garden was mostly laid with vegetable patches and greenhouses. An old wood-burning stove provided the heat. Zara sat at the table as Alex’s grandfather made tea before serving it with black bread and a variety of other sweet and savoury snacks, the obligatory vodka on standby. Zara flicked through the old album of family photos from the past. As a boy dressed in a junior sailor’s outfit at the beach in Crimea, or in a cadet uniform standing smartly to attention. The photos were more formal than a typical English family scrapbook, as with most Russians nobody ever seemed to smile in photos, lending them a Victorian formality. The photos also provided a glimpse behind the iron curtain. The old man poured tea into ornate glasses and brought a plate of sliced lemon with them. Zara sipped her tea gently to provide warmth from the chill outside. He sat down at the table.

‘You can call me Grandpa, or Nikita, or Niki. As you wish. So, you want to know who your husband is?’ Zara nodded. Nikita poured two glasses of vodka. ‘You might need this when we’re done.’ He downed the shot then refilled the glass. ‘Alex’s parents, it is a good place to start. My daughter, Alex’s mother. Izolda. She was the lead dancer for the Bolshoi ballet. She had grace, elegance, and poise the likes of which you have never seen. I don’t know where she got it from, my wife was quite fat. If she dance it is like elephant in bath not swan in lake. She was a gift. She was also a K.G.B agent. A very good one. It should not surprise you; they were a touring company and could go to places that were very difficult at the time. This is where she met Alex’s father. He was a M.I.6 officer. Handsome, in that British public schoolboy kind of way. Wealthy, of good family, an aristocrat compared to the proletariat Slav’s left after Stalin’s purge. I didn’t take to him, but Izolda loved him.’

‘Did he know she was a spy?’

‘I imagine so. Because of my disapproval she rarely spoke of him or their relationship. I can only account for the happening not the reasoning. Those I believe she took to her grave. She was in London, they were due to have dinner but she had left something in their house in Belgravia. It is a Russian superstition to never go home for things you forgot; I guess she had become too English to remember the reason why. She returned home while Alex’s father took the boy on to their dinner. The police account was that she surprised a burglar who struck her during the escape. The K.G.B account was that an ambitious young M.I.5 agent had made a bungled attempt to plant evidence that Alex’s father was a double agent, and murdered Izolda to cover his tracks.’

‘What happened?’ Zara asked slightly shocked by the revelation.

‘When she didn’t arrive, Alex’s father returned home. It was Alex who discovered his mother. I’m sure his father knew what happened, but never spoke of it. He took them straight to the Russian Embassy. Of course the station chief knew what it meant, they put them on a diplomatic flight to Moscow. His father was devastated. He drank and became depressed. He took his own life by hanging in a hotel room some months later. It was suspicious.’

‘That’s awful. Alex has never mentioned it.’

‘I brought him up in the Kremlin. It was difficult. Alex adored his mother the way boys do, but there was more than that. To Alex she was like an angel or princess. Not a surprise to a young boy who watched his mother dance as if on air, impossibly beautiful and glamorous. With her death it was as if all the light and wonder of the world was extinguished, and only darkness remained. He was forever changed after that.’

‘With good reason. Do you know who did it?’

‘No. They wouldn’t tell me. I’m certain they would never tell Alex, if his capabilities are as the rumours I hear say they are, then they would be wise not to. I’m sure the K.G.B knew.’ Zara downed her vodka. Nikita refilled it. ‘There is one more thing you should know.’ Nikita’s voice dropped to a hushed tone. ‘I didn’t see much of my daughter; with her touring commitments she was rarely in Moscow. But on the early morning of January the Seventh, Orthodox Christmas Day, she came to my house in a panic. She had returned home from the party after the Christmas performance of Swan Lake, she was The Black Swan. Always the Black Swan. Two baby boys had been left wrapped in blankets inside baskets on her doorstep. It should not be a surprise; she was a very high profile star. There were a lot of problems in Russia, many orphans. Someone maybe thought they would have a better life with her or someone within the privileged circle she knew who could not have children.’

‘What happened to them?’

‘Alex was one of those babies.’ It took a moment for the revelation to sink in for Zara. ‘I advised her to turn them over to the family department, but she wouldn’t hear of it. There were plenty of orphanages at the time full of children lost to the world, she had seen such places and knew the fate of children who were sent there so she took them in. She had Alex’s father register the births in England as to not arouse any questions within The Party that she had not given birth, covering it up that it happened while on tour.’

‘Does he know?’

‘No. I didn’t have the heart to tell him. While they were alive, there was no point. After her death to see his heart break so much...a heartbreak I felt as deeply, I could not tell this helpless young boy he was nothing to me. Just a street urchin abandoned by someone on my daughter’s doorstep. But he was not of my family.’ Nikita shrugged. ‘Perhaps that is why I never felt any affection for him, nor he me.’

‘I had no idea...’

‘I find Alex to be incapable of loving any living thing. They say he is the Angel of Death. It is something I can well believe. This child that comes from no parents. The only person who ever loved him: his mother — taken from him. His father, who felt nothing for the boy but jealousy for the attention and dotage his wife gave to him, at the expense of his own needs, and a grandfather who sees him for what he is.’

‘Which is?’

‘He is something not of this world. As I have grown older I am sure of it. I have seen many types of men, I have never seen one who possesses what he does. Be careful of him Zara. My daughter loved him, and it brought her end to her too soon. I hope you will fare better in your relations.’

Zara frowned briefly. ‘What happened to the other boy?’

‘What boy?’

‘You mentioned there were two. Two boys. What happened to the other?’

‘I loved my daughter, but she was selfish. There was something about Alex that she bonded with, the other boy not so much. Her husband had a brother in England. They could not have children. They agreed to take the second boy and raise him as their own. I never heard anything more about him, I never asked about him because he means as little to me as Alex did.’

‘I wonder what happened to him,’ Zara said.

‘I don’t know, I hope something more productive than the work your husband turns his hand to. I fear the world cannot stand two like Aleksandr.’

‘Why does The Kremlin have such an interest in him?’

‘You would have to ask them. They no longer share secrets with an old man from Stalin’s era. When he left for England as a petulant young teenager I expected never to see him again, you can imagine my surprise when he was anointed a Marshal of the Russian Federation at such a young age by the new president. He has made powerful friends over the years it seems, perhaps they know who left him on my daughter’s doorstep, and cursed us to be a part of his world.’

‘You don’t feel anything for him?’

‘Fear. I feel fear. I was never afraid of Stalin or any of his replacements. They could be manipulated in some way or had some weakness. But him, he is like a brick wall that repels all arrows.’

Zara looked at her watch. ‘I need to get back.’

Nikita nodded. ‘I think I will stay a while. Your driver will take you.’

Zara got up and put her coat and hat on. She looked down at the old man. ‘I’m sorry for the loss of your daughter.’

‘It was agents of your country who killed her, because she foolishly gave her heart to a man who worked for your employer. Your country killed my little girl.’ He looked up at Zara. ‘When you hear the tales demonising us, remember we offered you tea, bread, and vodka in our homes. We did not kill you because you were foolish enough to love one of us. Now tell me Zara, between Russians and English, who should we fear the most?’

‘I don’t know Nikita. I have a feeling it’s not a question of fearing nation states, flags, or their agents. It is whatever drives men to do such things, that’s what we should fear. Thank you for the tea. I’ll see myself out.’ Zara got up and headed to the door.

‘Don’t forget to feed the little birds as well Zara. If you remember anything from your visit here, remember that...’
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AS THE CAR rolled down Novy Arbat towards Red Square through the traffic clogged rush hour, Zara stared out of the window captivated by the lives going on around her — all seemingly oblivious to the great game of politics and espionage that was played out daily around them. Notions of national security interests, spheres of influence and control: all lost on simple little birds finding scraps to eat to survive the winter until spring arrived and the world was renewed under the life-bring warmth of summer. She thought about Alex, the coldness of Nikita towards him, the trace of bitter resentment he perhaps felt — the younger man in his ascendance as he drifted into his own obscurity, and contrasted it with the love she felt for a man whose description she didn’t recognise. The all-encompassing love she felt from him, likely filling the void his mother had left behind. She smiled a little to herself as she watched a mother hurry her children, their heads wrapped in novelty fur animal hats, as they skipped playfully in the snow, and Zara realised beyond the dry patriarchal uncaring world of the corridors of power, the Russian people possessed the very same qualities as their supposed enemies — they cherished their children and simply wished to exist in peace. The threat of nuclear annihilation and animosity towards those that rested their finger on the trigger was felt as equally on the streets of Novy Arbat as it was on 5th Avenue or Regents Street. The enemy wasn’t Russia or its people; the enemy to all mankind was the corrupt and heartless men who played with the collective lives of billions like so many chess pieces to be traded in pursuit of some personal victory. Her hatred was not directed towards the notional enemy that had been manufactured to keep the population in a perpetual state of fear — the very realisation of the Orwellian never-ending conflicts between Oceania, Eurasia and Eastasia, but the Big Brothers who masterminded such concepts to keep the population under their control, and ensured any attempt at upsetting the status-quo from such idealists as Lenin would be quickly quashed with ruthless efficiency, and converted back to their purpose before the population ever got a taste of the utopian state of being in a world that operated for the benefit of all, without the need for constant conflict to sate the greed of the few. In that moment Zara realised she had been seduced by the same Marxist idealism that drove her husband, she was at once elated but saddened, for she knew that to pursue idealism was to be cast into the pit of fools who believed that simple people could effect change in any meaningful way, and not simply be crushed under the relentless juggernaut tyranny of the selfish.

Zara was broken from her path down a philosophical self-debate about what it all meant as the car pulled to a halt outside The Kremlin Palace, and her driver opened the door to let a cold blast of air into the comfort bubble of the reality distortion field that allowed her to dream, just for a moment, that anything could really ever change. She got out of the car feeling dejected by the whole experience, and traipsed up the stairs with little enthusiasm. As she walked inside an aide approached her. ‘The president would like to invite you to share afternoon tea with him.’ Zara looked up and drew a deep breath suddenly standing up straight again, aware she was in the castle of the most powerful leader on earth, the title often claimed by the U.S President, despite the fact he was merely granted a temporary hold on the levers of power by a fickle electorate, whereas thanks to the inherent autocratic expectations of the Russian system, everyone pretty much knew the Russian presidency was a job for life for anyone with the skills to manipulate the levers sufficiently to maintain control of it all. Zara nodded politely and followed the aide to the president’s office, suddenly feeling quite fan-struck as she realised she was stood in a place where more than half the world’s nuclear stockpile could be unleashed with a push of a button.
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THE PRESIDENT FINISHED signing his papers and handed them to his aide then got up from the desk and walked over to Zara, gesturing at the two chairs next to a table in the corner by the window. ‘Thank you for coming, please sit down.’

Zara nodded. The aide took her coat and hat. Zara sat at the table. Tea was poured. The president sat down and simply dismissed them all with a passive/aggressive hand gesture that seemed to be Russian Dictator for “fuck-off quickly”.

‘We haven’t had much opportunity to talk since you arrived.’

‘I imagine you are quite busy with the affairs of state, as well as sending nastygrams to the guy in The White House et al.’

The president laughed softly followed with a grin. ‘Aleksandr warned me of your humour. What do you think I should put in the nastygram?’

‘Stop pointing your nukes at us would be a start.’

‘I tried. They sent it back with much the same response.’

Zara shrugged. ‘Everyone seems to have dug themselves in to a hole in that respect.’

‘You know the history of it?’

‘No, I’m sure you do.’

‘I imagine you know the story of the Manhattan project. It is the little details that are often overlooked. By the time they had finished the first weapon, we had concluded the war in Europe and only Japan remained. The Allies wanted our help in this matter, and we sent a large amount of forces to Manchuria. The fact is we have a instrument of surrender in The Kremlin archive submitted from the head of the Japanese forces before the bomb was dropped.’

‘Japan had already surrendered?’

‘Yes. They simply understood they could not fight the Red Army, and they had learned from the Germans’ experiences that Stalin, unlike the Americans, was prepared to spill any amount of blood to achieve his military goals. Stalin did not fear the invasion of Japan; in fact he relished the opportunity to seize such valuable strategic land before the Americans had chance. The Japanese knew the Red Army would slaughter them with impunity. There was really only one purpose to use the atomic bomb. Nagasaki, Hiroshima — they were not even strategic targets, and in fact, despite the shock of it, the conventional firebombing of Tokyo created more destruction than the atomic bomb did. It was simply a statement of power.’

‘To halt the Red Army in Berlin?’

‘After the U.S President died, his replacement wanted out of the war as quickly as possible, he did not want to commit to Churchill’s ambition to push Stalin back, and didn’t much care if Stalin over-ran Europe. But what he did care was that if the Soviet Union annexed Japan, then she would have the same strategic capability to threaten the American West Coast and Pacific interests as Japan had.’

‘So you think the bomb was used to warn the Soviets?’

‘Consider that in the entire history of the Cold War, the Soviets never once used an atomic weapon in any conflict. In Afghanistan we never used it even when we were losing. The only people to ever use nuclear weapons in a conflict are the Americans, and yet they blame the threat from Russia for the reason why they built them, and then the arms race that followed. Once they had it, we had to have it. But we, like Britain, didn’t want to waste such money on useless weapons, it was simply a mechanism the Americans used to bleed our country of resources to keep pace with them.’

‘They blame you, you blame them, round and round we go...’

‘Round and round we go. Yes. I like that. It is exactly how it is. The question is if someone is brave enough to stop, then how do they know the other will not simply take advantage of their decision and abuse it? That is why we go round and round until...’

‘The stakes become so high either the other is forced to stop, or worse attempts to stop the other. I understand.’

‘I knew you would. He also said you were very intelligent. He has been correct on all counts from our limited conversation.’

‘I think my husband flatters me.’

‘What good husband does not? Be worried when he speaks nothing of you, or badly. You took a trip to meet the old man?’

‘The old man?’

‘Alex’s grandfather,’ the president said with a dismissive wave.

‘Yes.’

‘I imagine he told you quite a tale.’

‘It was a little...I don’t even have the word.’

‘Be careful, old men are terrible records of events. As an analyst you should know this. I was an analyst like you. I’m sure your press would have you imagine I was some evil assassin poisoning people’s tea, but I was merely a collator of information. That is why I wish to drink tea with you. It is nice to converse with another who shares the same love of uncovering secrets.’

‘Is there any truth in it?’

‘There is truth in everything, there is truth in nothing. His recollections are coloured by the distortion of his opinions. The more he recounts this tale the more it becomes embellished with facts he perhaps imagined. Eventually the lines blur, and not even he knows the truth. That is why we keep records. So things that need clarity cannot be disputed.’

‘You think I need clarity?’

‘Your husband has important work to do for us; it is vital for our national security interests. I would prefer he is not terribly distracted by matters of a personal nature. He needs the support of his wife, not the mistrust that he is not all he appears to be. If I can give you clarity then you can understand, from documentation you can find reference points and validate yourself. Then you can determine what is fact, and what is mere coloured opinion.’

‘That would be helpful.’

‘What would be helpful to you, would be helpful to me. But I must caution you. What I reveal to you is a secret given from one spy to another. We both hold Aleksandr in great affection; I keep certain facts from him for his own good. He is a man of great capability, and without rational control and discipline, he has the capacity to run amok and cause devastation on a scale seemingly unimaginable to us.’

‘I can keep a secret. If it is a secret that protects him, even from himself.’

‘Then come. Let me show you where we keep our secrets.’ The president got up. Zara followed him down the corridor. They made their way to a secure lift that was heavily guarded. The president used his thumbprint to activate the lift doors and they stepped inside. The lift descended until it reached a level that Zara best guessed to be many hundred’s of feet below The Kremlin. ‘As you can imagine for a long time we have prepared for the fact the first place the bombs will land is on The Kremlin. We must protect our legacy so the government can function after such an event.’ He gestured her out of the lift. They walked through to a hermetically sealed passage that sucked all the air out before the inner door opened to the vast hall of records where The Kremlin archives were kept. Zara looked at the racks upon racks of collective secrets of the Russian Federation, and Soviet Union before it, and wondered at the treasure trove of information they contained. The president led her down to a number and letter referenced aisle. He walked down the line until he found the cabinet he was looking for. He took out a secure chip key from his pocket and entered a pin number. ‘These are our most secure presidential sealed files. Do you want to know who killed J.F.K?’ He grinned before removing a large thick sealed file envelope. Stamped with the crest of the K.G.B, and a red wax presidential seal. He held it with great care. ‘What is in here, I cannot stress the importance of it enough. This is who your husband is, more importantly what he represents. You understand there are people who would use the knowledge contained in these documents to destroy him. I understand when I look into his eyes, into his soul, the bond he has with you. And I know what you represent to him, and to us.’

‘What?’

‘A path to a better future.’ He handed her the file. ‘You must use this at your discretion. Wars could start over what is contained in here.’

‘So why are you giving it to me? Why trust me with it?’

‘Alex has brought you here because he believes you have a part to play, to stop this circle going round and round for eternity. We all have an opportunity to stop this, and to make a final resolution. To get to this position you need to make your own journey, find your own knowledge. The answers in here are the beginning. Alex found his way, now you must find yours. I believe only together can you bring us to our natural conclusion.’ The president locked the filing cabinet and gestured Zara to follow him. She clutched the file and returned to the reception. The president signed the file out. The clerk of records took the file from Zara and placed it in a steel briefcase with security features.

‘Please choose a security code. First to unlock it, second to destroy it.’

Zara entered two pin numbers. The clerk handed her the secure bracelet and chain, she attached it to her wrist and followed the president back to the lift. When the doors closed he turned to her. ‘When you have had chance to review the situation, I would be pleased if we could drink tea together again, and discuss how you might act on it.’

‘Of course,’ Zara said nervously. He flashed a smile at her. ‘Is Alex okay? Where he went today.’

‘He is returning to The Kremlin. Everything is taken care of.’

‘That’s good to hear.’

The door opened. The president gestured for her to step out. He walked her back to his office. ‘Now if you must excuse me, I have to go back to writing nastygrams to world leaders,’ he said with a playful smile.

‘Thank you. For the clarity.’ He nodded and smiled politely then left. Zara walked over to the aide’s desk. ‘Can someone tell me which way to our apartment? I don’t want to walk into some meeting discussing the invasion of Poland by mistake.’

The aide smiled. ‘For sure, there is no such meeting today. They are discussing trade tariffs on pork products with the E.U delegate from Denmark I believe.’

‘They do like to flog a bit of bacon do the Danes. Big dogs and biscuits as well. And butter.’

‘I’m sure it is just pork today. Maybe big dogs are tomorrow’s meeting. Victor will show you to your apartment.’

‘Thank you.’ Zara returned to Alex’s apartment. She unlocked the case from her wrist. Before she had chance to open it, Alex returned and walked through the door. He nodded at the case. ‘I leave you alone for one day and you’ve broken into the state archives.’

‘Oh that. It’s nothing. The president just wants me to look at some stuff.’

‘Anything interesting?’

‘I believe it’s intelligence on the Danish negotiating strategy for pork products. They’re trying to do a trade deal.’

Alex smiled. ‘Twenty-four hours in and you are already helping nobble the E.U trade deal with stolen intel. How quickly Grigor has corrupted you.’

Zara shrugged. ‘If Russians get cheaper bacon, that can only be a good thing.’

‘I think they want more expensive bacon. To protect our farmers. That’s generally how protectionism works. We don’t do free trade here.’ Alex took his jacket off and hung it up.

‘How did your day go?’

‘As expected.’

‘Do you have time to talk?’

‘Of course.’

‘We should sit down.’ Zara walked over and sat in one of the chairs.

‘Don’t tell me, he’s charmed you with his immense power and you are leaving me for him.’

‘He’s not really tall enough. No, this is something else.’ Alex frowned, he settled into the chair. ‘I met your grandfather. Outside. He was feeding the birds.’

‘Yes. He does that...’

‘He told me quite a story.’

‘Yes...he does that as well. Look Zara, I’ve been out in the cold all day. Can I get a shower and something to eat first? As much as I’d love to hear about what the old man has to say, I’m sure I’ve heard it all before.’

‘Sure...’ Alex kissed Zara, got up and headed into the adjoining bathroom. Zara walked over to the case. As curious as she was to know the contents, she respected the president’s warning and placed it out of the way in the wardrobe.
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ALEX WAS BUSY packing his bags on the bed as Zara stared out of the window.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to go back to Ibiza? I can send Vane and his boys to keep watch over you there.’

‘No...I think I’ll stay here if that’s okay.’

‘Sure. This is about the most secure place on the planet, as long as G.W doesn’t have a spot of the mental and drop a warhead on it out of the blue.’

‘There’s a good bunker I hear.’

‘Grigor’s going to send you some help. We need a Subject Matter Expert on the package to provide testimony to Saddam. If it comes from here then he’ll trust it. Assuming we find all the components.’

‘I’ll get on with it. Alex, before you go, can we talk about what your grandfather said?’ Alex sighed and zipped up his bag. ‘I know it’s the past and you don’t want it dragged up, but I just want to understand you better.’

Alex nodded reluctantly. He walked over to the table and poured a glass of vodka. ‘Well you won’t get that from him. Given the amount of Pavlo’s Special Blend the old fool drank I’m surprised he can remember which country he is in.’

‘He seemed quite lucid. He told me what happened to your parents.’

‘Did he give you the baby in the basket tale?’ Zara nodded. ‘I used to get that one. Usually on the second bottle of vodka of the day before he took his belt off and figured some reason I deserved the end of it.’

‘You don’t believe it?’

‘He’s a bitter old man Zara. My mother hated him; he was one of Stalin’s henchmen. He had no good in him at all, that’s how he survived. Birds of a feather and all that. He only got sentimental in his old age now he’s realised he’s nothing more than a museum piece.’

‘So it’s not true?’

‘He hated my mother for loving a British spy because he hated what that represented. The idea that even with all that ideology she could cross that invisible wall they created to divide us into our tribes, and love someone from the enemy’s camp. Especially given my father belonged to the most hated of classes in The Party – the landed inherited wealth gentry. My mother was pregnant before she was married, you can imagine what a scandal that would have caused. Lead dancer of the Bolshoi, K.G.B star agent knocked-up by her millionaire M.I.6 lover. Not exactly the stuff The Party wanted on the gossip circuit. She told the old man that so she didn’t end up in some gulag with everyone else that didn’t tow The Master’s line. He was from the era when people denounced close members of their own family to save themselves. Parents denouncing their children, children denouncing each other, husbands, wives. I think even the dog would have joined in if they’d figured out a way to get a paw-print as a legal signature on a confession. It was a deception.’

‘You believe the official version?’

‘They lived in an expensive Belgravia townhouse. The burglar confessed to it in Belmarsh and got sent down for it. My father committed suicide because he couldn’t stand life as a neglected former agent in some rundown communist apartment. He didn’t defect, so he didn’t get any kind of heroic pat on the back and welcome to Moscow. He ran away to avoid the consequences after her death when it came to light she was working for the K.G.B. They thought he was a double agent but he wasn’t. It didn’t matter though, just the suspicion back then was enough – he’d have been ostracised from society, followed everywhere he went. But having gone from a life of wealth and privilege to one of poverty and neglect, plus the heartbreak of grief. What was left? Me? He never gave a fuck about me, took too much of my mother’s affection from him. Whatever went on, both my parents took it to the grave. And I was left with a bitter old relic of Stalinism who didn’t have a shred of care in his body to comfort a child who’d lost his mother. That’s why I ran away. The man lied for a living. I don’t think he even knows what’s true and what isn’t.’

Zara nodded. ‘I guess not...’

‘I don’t care. Nothing will bring them back or undo it. There are no happy stories in Russian history Zara. We were born into tragedy, it’s all we really know.’

‘And what about us?’

Alex shrugged. ‘I’m half English, you’re not Russian. I think we’ve got a seventy-five percent chance of a happy ending,’ Alex said with a smile.

‘I’ll take those odds.’

‘Me too...’ Alex walked over to Zara. He wrapped his arms around her. ‘We make our own way in this world Zara. Some things are better left in the past. Our future is what matters. And we can exert some control over that.’ Alex kissed Zara softly on the forehead. ‘Everyone keeps telling me what they think I am, asks other people who they think I am, nobody ever asks me who I know I am.’

‘I do.’

‘Then you know who I am. I’m the man who loves you.’

‘I love you too.’

‘Then we have all we need to be happy. I ask for nothing more.’ They kissed. ‘Now I have to go to Mombasa and hunt down the parts for a nuclear weapon in an international plot to frame a sovereign nation’s dictator as a casus belli for war.’

‘I should have married a plumber.’

‘I’d come home stinking of shit every day.’

‘Electrician then.’

‘You’d get bored. Before long you’d have me putting wiretaps and hidden cameras in just to spy on people. We can’t change who we are.’

‘No, I don’t suppose we can.’ They hugged warmly. ‘Take care in Mombasa.’

‘I’ll call you as soon as we have something new. Keep working on what we already have.’

‘I will do.’

Alex picked up his bag; he walked over to the door, stopped and stared at Zara. She smiled at him. He nodded and smiled back before departing with some sense of reluctance. Zara drew a deep breath. Her head swimming with the conflicting versions between the man she knew, or at least thought she knew, and the recollections of an old stranger. The seemingly mediating voice of reason from the president, who likely had his own dog in the fight somehow. Not that she could really trust him, she couldn’t even trust his version of the Japanese surrender being anything other than manufactured propaganda, no doubt written by Stalin himself and recorded as fact.

She looked across at the case before overwhelming curiosity and a desire for answers took firm hold. She walked over and picked it up, took it back to the table, carefully placed it down and unlocked it. She removed the file container from within and carefully broke the seal on it with a toast knife from her plate before removing the stacks of bound documents. She piled them up, took one off the stack, removed the red ribbons holding the bundled intelligence reports and documents together and started reading through them slowly. She struggled at first, despite her best efforts, the Cyrillic was still hard to decipher, but little by little she started to piece together the nuggets of intelligence they contained. She stopped briefly and stared out the window as a small bird landed on the window ledge outside and stared through at her. She smiled softly. ‘Hello little friend. Are you here to spy on me?’ She picked up her plate of toast crumbs, gently opened the window as to not scare off her visitor, and lifted the plate to sprinkle the crumbs on the top of the snow covered ledge before retreating her hand. The bird looked around briefly then started quickly pecking at the crumbs. ‘You were hungry.’ She stared at the bird as it moved down the line, lifting its head up occasionally to check for bigger birds that may threaten it before seemingly looking at Zara. ‘You should come back again at lunch. Breakfast is at eight. Lunch is served at noon on the dot. Dinner is served at seven, formal dress is not required.’ The bird hopped along the ledge to the shelter of the corner and tucked itself down to rest. She spoke softly to it. ‘You keep an eye out for burglars, and I’ll keep watch for the cat. Deal?’
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