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CHAPTER 1

The very idea of writing internet articles about anything from new software for language students to comparisons in security programs, jarred completely with the relaxed tourist lifestyle I maintained. Both these aspects were a far cry from my previous incarnation, but I wasn’t complaining; nobody was getting killed and I wasn’t being hunted. 

So long as I stayed far away from my past, I would be safe. That was the agreement I had with my previous employer. It was an arrangement that was keeping me alive. Despite all this I still looked over my shoulder, you never completely trusted anyone again, ever. Occasionally, you would get dragged back in, usually when you least expected. When that happened, the gloves generally came off.

***

The sun beat down as I languished on the hot sand. Half interested in the idea of a swim, I was undecided whether to snorkel, or just cool myself in the chilled water. 

The storm season had passed and taken with it the sea's constant pressure to throw pebbles high up the beach. The waves depositing fine sandy grains as smooth gentle dunes that would soon be covered with towels, parasols and sunbeds. 

As I flipped onto my back and stretched, the muscles that had suffered nerve damage from old wounds began to ease for the first time in months. My body, once sleek and well-toned, still carried the leftovers of last summer’s tan. Exercise had kept the middle age spread at bay, but the battle was beginning to show. 

Finally, standing up and taking in the view of the bay as the afternoon sun dropped slowly towards the cliff tops, I walked into the sea until deep enough to immerse myself into its chill waters. Then swam until the sun’s heat had been thoroughly chased from my body. 

When I returned to the hot sand I felt completely relaxed and cooled, ready for another evenings hard work on my computer.

An hour later, dry and dressed in t-shirt and shorts, slipping my backpack over my shoulders, I made my way up the beach back towards civilisation and my transport home. 

The powder blue flared motorcycle, cooled in the shade of the newly planted palm tree, burst into a muted roar as I pressed the starter and holding the clutch in, slipped the bike into first gear. 

The traffic, non-existent this early in the season meant I had the road and the view to myself. I sat for a few minutes taking a look around me and considered the quiet emptiness which would, in a matter of days, be just a dim memory as the tourists arrival filled up the space.

The winter had been long and hard. The seasonal tidy-up for the tourists had been frantic and as jets landed at the Island’s only airport, disgorging their contents of pale, sun-seeking tourists, the Tavernas began laying out their wares. 

Summer job adverts festooned windows and noticeboards as beach-based businesses prepared to fill the welcome teams needed to attract and cope with the coming influx. Early arrivals always included seasonal job seekers.

Taking one last look at the sea and with a final adjustment to my shades, I released the clutch and rode off up the deserted street.

Ten minutes of quiet cruising along the potholed lanes that represented a dangerous challenge to life and limb took me to the turn-off for the farm track. 

Many a car had lost its wheel and a fair few bikers had gained their first gravel rash along these roads. It was not a place to speed, or look at the splendid views instead of watching the road.

Jigging the bike up the track was not for the faint hearted either. I had chosen the location purely because it was difficult to approach. The track led up the hill into olive groves a good six hundred metres before swinging a hard left onto a concrete drive.

Another forty metres on bought me to my hideaway, a single storey dwelling that had at some time been a guest lodge to the larger house, situated a further two hundred yards up the track, but sharing the land and view. 

I parked the bike under the orange tree where it would be sheltered from the fine African desert sand which, at this time of year, coated everything. It got carried in on the nightly winds high above and deposited in the heavy dew.

My landlords, John and Abbey Crouch, were green-fingered smallholders who grew everything from wild garlic to crops of aubergines and potatoes. It was a requirement that any tenant had to eat their own weight in vegetables every week. I tried hard, but Abbey was always ahead of me and there were baskets of green vegetables, fruit and fresh eggs outside my door every day. 

I picked up today’s bagging's, some late Jaffa oranges and green vegetables along with six eggs, and pressing the latch on my door that I never locked, pushed my way in.

Mercury was inside waiting for me. He wasn’t the happiest dog at the moment having been confined indoors while the poison bait worked its way through the local rat population. He was a little too keen to taste his kills rather than just bite and drop as I had trained him to do. Still, as a wiry little mongrel he had his moments and he still managed to get plenty of exercise when we were out together. 

I checked he had water and made my way to the fridge to put the new vegetables in with the existing produce. I needed some salad munching house guests, I was getting overrun.

The fridge door magnet had a new message clamped to it, it was from Abbey. 

Dan, Dinner for 7pm bring Mercury, new house guest - so best behaviour, A

Wonderful, if its another one of those natural science boffins from the UK I won't be happy, I thought.

The idea of dealing with guests wasn’t on my list of favourite pastimes. I generally hated to be around people and avoided them as much as possible. John and Abbey were refreshingly exempt. 

I had known them a few years. They were much like me and kept to themselves, only surfacing to put their excess produce in front of local customers. It was how we had met, at one of their unofficial stalls stacked high with vegetables and eggs. I was my usual rude self and Abbey had laughed at me delightedly, making me grin at her unexpected reaction. I took to her immediately. 

That, plus John standing admiring my bike one day outside a supermarket, meant we had several opportunities to talk and, more or less, hit it off.

I moved in a couple of months later when they decided they needed a sitting tenant for their guest bungalow to keep the possible immigrant population from ransacking it. 

I got charged a peppercorn rent in return for providing regular patrols around the property when they were either busy in the fields, or working hard in the sheds. 

It was perfect work for my restless body which spent most of its day working its brain to death and best of all, Mercury loved it. He rarely missed an opportunity to hunt and we managed to keep most of the four legged rodents at bay. 

The only time I had problems with him was when the Pine Marten came calling. The resultant excitement and demonic activity chasing both the spore and the occasional animal was just too exhausting to watch. The Marten, which was way too fast for Mercury, was also a good rat killer so we suffered it although Mercury objected to the competition.

I looked at my watch, I had a couple of hours to kill before cleaning up for dinner. 

Grabbing Mercury we headed for the woods. He wouldn’t head for any poison bait whilst with me, and I could keep him away from those locations anyway. 

We were soon hiking hard up the now drying mud tracks that were deeply rutted from the tractors and Utes that had been climbing up here throughout the winter collecting the olive harvest. The ground would be like that now until next winter’s rains softened it again and new ruts formed over old ones.

Mercury raced along by my side, then running a hundred feet ahead, then galloping another hundred feet behind, quartering the ground and picking up smells, deciding which were old, or not of interest before cutting a new path between the trees. 

He never barked unless he had a cat tree’d which was quite often as there were quite a few wild ones on the Island. He had only once caught up with one and still bore the scar across his nose to remind him of the futility and pain of cornering wild creatures. 

He now had a healthy respect for close quarter cat fighting and tended to satisfy himself with giving them a good chase into a tree and leaving them to stew.

By the time we reached the summit of the steep hill, the sun was beginning to go down and I could see across to the other side and beyond to further valleys that made up much of the Island. 

The wood smoke from the many fires being burned before the hot season closed them down, created a wispy hanging fog effect that as the day gave up its colour, turned everything into ghostly shades of grey and charcoal. 

I looked up, a clear sky, a cool evening, another hot day tomorrow, for sure.

We proceeded back down the track, Mercury calmer now that he had exhausted his territorial urges and ascertained he was still master of his hill. He was calmly trotting by my side, tongue lolling out the side as he cooled from his exuberant endeavours. 

I promised myself I would take him with me tomorrow as he hadn’t been out for a week. He could do with a change of scene and I had a few errands to run where he could glean more than a little affection from old friends who felt he had a raw deal living with me. 

I wasn’t the type of dog owner that they fully approved of because Mercury wasn’t mollycoddled or treated like a substitute child, or grandchild. Seeing as I rescued him from a wheelie bin in mid summer, he and I both knew that we had a good deal going.

He was a working dog so I worked him hard, his reward was more training and more hard work. He loved it. His intelligence and quickness worked for him. We often worked as a team, but I could and did, send him out on his own and he would do exactly as he had been trained to do without supervision. The dog had good instincts.

Coming down towards the cottage, as I had come to call my home, I heard the sound of a small car struggling its way up the drive straining its engine against the torturous incline. 

By the time I got down to the track where it switched to John and Abbey’s, I had missed it and all I could see were the tail lights as the driver braked for the last bend. 

That would be our dinner guest I would guess. I looked at my watch, time to go clean up. 




CHAPTER 2

I’m not one for being fashionably late, so I arrived on the dot of seven and let myself in through the kitchen flyscreen.

It clacked behind me and Mercury scooted at the sound. He had the temerity to look at me accusingly as if I had let it happen on purpose. I bent down and jostled his head and was instantly forgiven.

I saw Abbey at the other end of the kitchen, her fine mussed grey hair piled atop her head as she busied herself preparing vegetables to go with what I could smell was beautifully roasting goat. 

Abbey was a terrific hostess, her meals were perfections of culinary enjoyment. She made food for you to really eat and I never starved around her kitchen. 

“Hi Abb’s, you’re cooking all that stuff up for me and its not even Sunday?”

She chuckled as she turned sideways towards the direction of my voice while still cutting carrots. I could see roasted pumpkin and marrow in the food warmer. I knew there would be roast potatoes and parsnips in with the meat. It looked like a bumper spread tonight.

“There’s a beer in the fridge, or John’s been down and picked up some of your favourite wine. Its over there on the worktop,” she nodded towards the centre aisle. 

“Take the bottle in with you, and those glasses are for the table, although you can have one now if you want, dinner won’t be long, by the way.”

I reached her as she finished talking and kissed her lightly on the head, Abbey’s not one for gestures of affection, but I did it anyway and knew she appreciated it despite her protestations. I left her side and picked up four glasses by their stems and the bottles of red and white, and walked off into the lounge.

The table was set for four, the high backed wooden chairs, that John had made himself, looking grand against the backdrop of the lounge which had no ceiling but went all the way to the roof of the building. As a testament to a love of carpentry the eaves were proudly naked and lightly stained to bring out the colour of the grain, strong and vibrant, as olive wood tends to be. 

A gangway around the periphery provided a walk space to the IT station in the far corner, where John loved to sit in the evening and look down upon his world. 

The gangway was also the only access to the rooms that fed off it on the first floor. Many of which were still little more than concrete and block-work, or ‘work in progress’ as John would say.

As I placed the glasses at each of the place settings, I heard a movement behind me and thinking it was John, I rattled off.

“We’ve got a tablecloth tonight, does this mean I can’t eat with my fingers and am not allowed to guzzle my wine?”

I knew when I said it that I really should have turned around first. So, when the amused tones of a young female voice replied, I knew I was screwed. She was laughing. 

“Well, you could use your fingers, I have sat at many a table where its normal to do so. However, guzzling wine is accepted all over the world, so please don’t feel constrained on my behalf.”

I turned around to see the source of the laughter and was rewarded with the sight of a beautiful young woman roughly half my age. She sported well tanned features and long dark hair halfway down her back which was riddled with blonde streaks. 

She came up to me smiling mischievously, her brown eyes glittered, her bearing confident and as graceful as a lioness, her tight T-shirt and jeans highlighting the youthfulness of her figure. Twenty five and no children yet, were my immediate thoughts as I took in what was obviously the 'dinner guest’.

I recovered instantly and remembered my manners, just in time. 

“Sorry, you must be John and Abbey’s dinner guest, I’m Dan.” I put my hand out and as she clasped mine I noticed it was cool, dry and firm, and although small in my big hand, it oozed confidence as it met me on equal terms. 

I sense these things and judge people on contact and body language. This girl was poised and carried herself with a physical fitness that indicated she worked out, a lot.

“Alice,” she introduced herself, smiling, “and I’m not a guest so to speak, I’m John’s youngest daughter.”

“Ah! Yes, of course! I heard you were touring the world and making it your home. Are you back for a visit?” I stood assessing her in light of the new information. Her photos really didn’t do her justice. 

As I looked into her eyes I detected a hidden hardness in response to my question as if a deep nerve had been touched. It was gone in a flash, as if it had never been there. Her smile never wavered. I hadn’t missed the sudden hard flint in her eyes though.

“No, I’m home now, or at least on my way back to England. This is just a stopover for a few months to catchup with stuff and to rest up with some good home cooking and TLC. 

Abbey is a good friend and both her and Dad ground me. So its like a half-way house before trying to make a fresh start back at work in England.”

Alice looked great to me, she didn’t look like she needed any grounding at all, my immediate impression was she would manage whatever situation she found herself in. So, I said so. 

“You don’t need any grounding in my opinion, you could eat the job market alive with your worldly experience and you must be streets ahead of your generation with all the travelling you have done.” 

“I would let you have you a job tomorrow if I had one to give!” I gushed like a teenager with a crush. 

Damn! Where did that come from? I thought, embarrassed at my immaturity.

Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “All this and you have only known me for thirty seconds?” she laughed.

I saw a chance to recover and responded quickly in a matter of fact way. 

“Actually Alice, John talks about you all the time, I have seen your old photos, and I get regular updates on where you are, and what you are doing. So, yes! Thirty seconds plus two years of being kept in the loop works fine for me.” I smiled and was pleased to see her blush slightly at this.

It was then I realised I’m still holding her hand. Well, actually no, she’s holding mine. I look down and she lets go, her fingers trailing teasingly along mine as she did so. I look back up to see her still grinning at me, totally unabashed.

“Well, if that’s the case, Dan, I should warn you that Dad has written pages to me about you.”  She retaliated to the old photos jibe, the fire back in her eyes and glinting like diamonds. 

“Your arrival here was a godsend to him and Abbey, they were going insane without someone to mother, and the goats were about to be named before you moved in and you know what that would have meant!” she eyed me knowingly. Damned if she isn’t a real mischief maker, I thought.

“YES! NO DINNER!” the loud announcement came from the kitchen door as John walked through beaming his face off and carrying heavy plates of meat and vegetables. 

Still laughing, we scurried to the kitchen to help get everything together on the table.

By the time we sat down, we were all old friends.

We tucked into the goat which was Abbey's favourite and also her ‘Pièce de résistance’, her culinary masterpiece. 

The accompanying roasted vegetables were also each perfectly cooked and presented. For a smallholders wife, she cooked up a storm. I could get fat on her meals if I let her feed me as often as she wanted to.

I watched as John, clearly ecstatic to see Alice, dominated her attention all the way through dinner. Alice often looked at me as if hoping I would step in, but I knew John was too happy to have her home at that moment to share her with anyone else, except perhaps Abbey who was also letting him take over, albeit briefly.

Abbey looked fondly at them both as they chatted away and she occasionally looked over at me with a quiet smile that said she was more than content. 

I envied her the peace as I did John’s. Their lifestyle was working out perfectly for them here and you could see the years had gentled away much of the evidence of a hard lifestyle that had preceded it.

They had carried the family through some troubled times. His government career had put him in some of the worst places on earth with little, or no support from his superiors and at times, this had resulted in severe hardships for his first wife who had to bring the children up almost single handed while John was abroad and out of touch, often for months at a time.

Alice was the youngest of the five and the only one who had managed to not settle down. Although if the smidgen of information that had come out of East Africa was true she had nearly got hitched to a local and John was now sitting here counting his blessings as well as the cows, goats and sheep he did not have to hand over as a dowry.

I didn’t know much of what had transpired except that she had somehow got caught up in some political affair and had to be pulled out of wherever she was, involving diplomatic measures and John’s personal intervention. The earlier look I had received from Alice I thought was related to that, a bad experience perhaps, wanting to be forgotten. That would be understandable.

Much later, we were sitting in the lounge and chatting amiably; Mercury made himself a new friend by smooching up to Alice. She had decided to sit on the same sofa as me, so we were able to talk without disturbing John who was having a conversation with himself, as he tried to talk to his crony down at the boatyard using his iphone and an earplug. 

John isn’t the quietest chap, ever. 

Abbey was doing the washing up, consisting of rinsing stuff down and loading the dishwasher, a machine that I solidly detested and wanted nothing to do with.

I heard the phone ring in the kitchen and then Abbey’s voice as she answered it. She spoke for a few minutes, a serious sounding conversation before calling to John to hang up his call and join her in the kitchen. 

Mercury was sprawled half on Alice's lap and half on the sofa, a move he would have regretted instantly if I had been my usual stern self, but Alice had softened even my edges this evening. I decided to let it go for now. I could break him of that habit in a second. His sly look over at me while having his tummy rubbed told me that he knew it too.

Alice took the opportunity of us being on our own to put her arm through mine and cuddle into my shoulder. I was surprised, but she made it seem so natural I thought nothing of it.

“You know, I feel like I have known you for years, its a weird feeling to actually meet you for the first time tonight,” she smiled up at me.

“I suppose its a little the same here.  Your Dad, as you realise, is very proud of your achievements and has spent many a lunchtime talking my ears off about you. Abbey, in her usual way is quietly proud too, but she lets your Dad do all the talking. She just adores you from afar,” I said looking at her pert nose which tweaked as she smiled.

I could only wonder if I had been twenty years younger what might have happened. I must have sighed because she grabbed hold of my arm tighter.

“That was a sound of regret Dan. You missing something, or someone?” she asked a little too perceptively for comfort.

I laughed quickly changing the subject and we spent the next half hour talking about the smallholding and the workload, as well as the island's economy. It didn't seem to matter what we talked about, it just seemed casual and easy. She was right, it was just like we had spent years together, things were very relaxed.

When John came back in, his mood had changed dramatically. He was worried, I could tell, so when Abbey also walked in and I saw the tired pinched look between her eyes that she gets when one of her goats is sick, I knew there was something brewing.

“Is everything all right? You both look a little shook up.” I looked at Alice who had also suddenly paled, did she know something about what was going on?

John remained pensive for a moment and then his mood changed again as he answered. “No, Dan, just an old friend who needed some help and advice. Nothing to worry about.” He fiddled with his iphone while Abbey sat in her chair and bravely smiled.

As was my way I never interfered in their lives other than to enjoy their companionship, even when they asked for advice or viewpoints I always made sure I kept it all at arms length. Their problems never needed a third person’s involvement to complicate things. 

John and Abbey worked hard for the rest of the evening to recover the atmosphere. Alice and I both felt for them and rallied. We chatted on and it eventually settled down to an amiable mood once again, the undertones still felt in the room, though dully.

Eventually, as it got late, I moved off the sofa ready to do my last evening check with Mercury. It was a habit we had gotten into after a few late night raids of the animal shed had all but left Abbey bereft of chickens and rabbits. 

My routine was to traverse the property carrying the shotgun and a torch with a searchlight beam. In the two years I had lived at the cottage we had chased off two sets of intruders and there had been none at all for the last eighteen months. It was a very good habit.

“I’m off to the gun cupboard, John. Thanks for dinner Abbey. As always, I love your food, but look forward to walking it off as well. I will see you soon - ‘Miss Alice’,” I winked and smiled to show I was winding her up.

Mercury, visibly reluctant, slid off Alice’s lap and came to heel without being asked. He knew his duty and took it as seriously as I did. Nonetheless, he wasn’t happy at leaving what was a cushy lap and attentive scratcher.

Alice was looking up at me concerned at the sudden mention of a gun. She hesitated, as if to ask something, but changed her mind and looked quizzically at John instead. Abbey looked at her and then at me, a slight frown on her face. Not knowing what any of it was about, I called out my goodnights and with that, Mercury and I left to enjoy the night air, sharing it with the cicadas and the bats.

As we walked through the night I contemplated the evenings happenings. 

Firstly, Alice. She was amazing! I knew I was being drawn to her and like a moth to a flame, I knew I would get burned. I didn't understand the development there, not being the type of bloke to be attractive to women, I was an ex soldier, remote, isolated, apart. I didn't do relationships, especially with young women. My usual acerbic qualities that I used to keep them at bay had been missing tonight. I briefly wondered at that. 

Despite all this Alice had warmed to me, I could sense her proximity like heat from a radiator. She wasn't the kind of girl to not know what she was doing, so I had to assume she was intentionally flirting with me tonight and I hadn't minded. I shook my head in the darkness not making much sense even to myself. In matters of this nature, I was often lost. 

I missed the security that being married and having a daughter gave me. I missed the cocoon they built around me with their presence. Their love and lives rooted me when I was home and gave me the reason to keep going when I was away. But the accident had ripped them away from me, I was just getting used to being on my own again. 

Now, I suddenly felt exposed, something about this situation was unsettling me. I decided I needed to tread carefully around Alice, although I didn’t feel as though I was the one in charge of that little matter.

Then there was Abbey and John. Something had occurred tonight and I wound back my thinking to a couple of months ago. John had disappeared after a series of long phone calls. He had called out to me as he left saying he would get back when he could, but things had gone pear shaped abroad and he had to sort them out, a mercy mission he joked. 

His eyes weren't laughing then, they were not smiling tonight either.

Still, it wasn't any of my business and despite living really close, we did generally keep our lives separate and each other at arms length. My previous history had left me physically as well as mentally scarred and unable to form trusting relationships. They, in turn, I knew, had dark secrets they were holding onto and these were bound to rear their ugly heads occasionally. That said, we had as close a friendship that the three of us could manage given the circumstances.

I thought back to my arrival on the Island, I had retired from a career that most people never get the chance to leave. Yet, I had been required to make concessions and promises to get the release to walk away. I didn’t look over my shoulder, not quite. It wouldn’t take much to set me off though, and I felt that tonight was just one of those situations that set my warning bells ringing. I decided to keep an eye on things for a while, something was not right.




CHAPTER 3

It was four days later when I finally had the chance to go out on the bike. John had to shoot off all over the place on errands and Abbey was testing her new camera out. I managed to get a good shot of her and John on my terrace before he left. I’m not the world’s greatest at taking people’s pictures, but Abbey was ecstatic and rushed off with her new purchase mentioning something about macro photography.

I had only seen Alice once during that time when she surfaced from her slumber to drive John off to the airport. She wasn’t avoiding me, but I think I might have been keeping my distance. I do that, a lot.

As soon as I jingled the keys at him, Mercury knew he was off on an outing. He leapt onto the bike seat and crept forward until his front paws were on the steering bar. Being a small dog, he could straddle the tank to gain relative stability and keep his back legs pressed against the front of the seat. 

Not legal, but he loved it and the local people did too. He was a bit of a celebrity, was my Mercury.

The Island did have rules and regulations, particularly for cars and motorbikes. However, with only three policemen on the Island it made sense for them to keep the locals happy and minimise their workload. 

In return, the locals provided support as needed. The villagers, using a system of ruling Elders, had been self regulating their municipalities for over five hundred years.

As a result, most of the locals ignored rules about wearing helmets on their bikes. Roads being what they are, they couldn’t get up a high speed anyway. The majority of riders were on small engined mopeds and scooters which rarely got past twenty miles an hour. So, when I used my bike I followed the local trend enabling me to blend in, I was accepted as a local which suited me perfectly.

It was a hot morning, summer had arrived with a vengeance. Already I could see the ground drying hard as concrete and wisps of drying vegetation. As I rode the flow of air cooled the perspiration already starting to build, and by the time we reached the road I was feeling much cooler.

When we stopped at the Post Office I was just about to get off the bike when a white car with the logo of the local Police pulled up alongside. My friend Spiro leaned out smiling, his aviator sunglasses hid hawkish eyes that would fix on you and hold you in their grip. 

A good police sergeant, Spiro knew the best way to keep the law was to tread softly, the big stick was never in evidence unless he thought it was going to be needed. We had an understanding.

“Good Morning, Dan,” he put his left hand out for me to grasp. We did a left-handed shake.

“Your new friend up at the house, she is cute, eh?” he smiled revealing his gold tooth which perversely always made me think of an old drug boss I had come across in South America.

I laughed, “Yes, she’s cute all right and you are just old enough for her to call grandfather, so stop dreaming!”

“Pah! If a man cannot dream, then he’s not long for his deathbed, neh?”

I looked at him, he didn’t usually stop to chat about his libido, I kept quiet giving him time to get around to his reason for stopping. It didn’t take long.

Removing his aviators he looked at me, the chiselled look I had come to respect was there, this was business.

“Why have I had enquiries about your boss, ‘Mr Crouch’ in the last week, eh?” he emphasised John’s name and I could tell from his expression he was deadly serious about something.

“He has been doing a lot of travelling recently. My officers tell me they have seen him go through the departure gate at least half a dozen times in as many weeks.” He paused. 

“That wife of his, Abbey is it? She has been gone too, but not together, or at the same time. Do you not think that strange, my friend?” he looked at me, eyebrow cocked in my direction.

I did think it strange. They had done that on the quiet, I hadn’t noticed their absence more than a couple of times. Still, it was their business I wouldn’t gossip about them not even with Spiro. A man had to know where his loyalty lay. An innocent word on my part might cause mayhem for them. Say nothing, regret nothing. 

I still had to respond. “You know bosses, Spiro, they never think to tell the hired help what they’re up to. I do know he went overseas to help his daughter, you know, that cute young lady you saw?” I attempted to misdirect his instinct a little. Whatever John and Abbey had been up to it wouldn’t have been illegal, I was certain. 

I was equally sure that they wouldn’t want anyone drawing attention to them either. Or me, for that matter. One might lead to the other and neither of us wanted that.

“You know Dan, I trust you, right? So, if you knew something was happening that I should know about, as opposed to not needing to know about, you would tell me, right?” His eyes searched my face looking for the affirmation he expected to see there. Seeing what he needed, he pushed his sunglasses back onto his nose; as he put his car into gear ready to move off he left me with a parting comment. 

“You be careful up there Dan, I don’t want to be visiting you anytime soon, okay, my friend?” He emphasised the ‘friend’ bit, like it might be a question as to whether we still were. I hoped so.

I saluted him with a friendly nod and remained sitting on the bike watching pensively as his vehicle drove off. A hundred metres on, it swung left and out of sight. 

“Now, what was all that about, eh, Mercury?” I muttered absently while patting him lightly on his head as I contemplated Spiro’s warning. 

When he mentioned ‘not needing to know’ I knew he was referring back to when I had resolved a local problem with a gang of thieves using illegals to conduct raids on homes and small businesses. He had found himself with a compound full of illegal immigrants who swore they had paid a local hood to work on the Island. They were unable to question anyone, the gang had since disappeared.

After he had worked out what had probably happened from local coffee shop gossip and interviewing illegals, he came to me and questioned me extensively until he had established that either I had nothing to do with any of this, or was never going to say. Since then local elders always invited me to their official festivals. I was always seated on his table with his family and enjoyed ‘honoured’ status. The matter was never discussed again.

He was now telling me that something was bothering him. I trusted his instincts which immediately became mine as I felt a weight settle deeper in the pit of my stomach. Trouble was coming in my direction, or John’s. Either way it was a problem. The premonition I had acquired a couple of nights ago had just got stronger.

The rest of the day Mercury and I ran errands. He enjoyed the attention of friends while I paid bills and ordered supplies for the house. 

He loved these trips out and got excited with the speed despite occasionally being rewarded with a zap on the head from a colliding insect when he poked his nose above the windshield.

Finished for the day, the heat still shimmering on the tarmac, we arrived at our turning looking forward to the shade of the grove and a long cold drink. 

As we made our way onto the track back up to the house I espied a distant walker trudging up the hill, cutting a fine figure in tight khaki shorts and thin red T shirt, the tanned body looked fit and strong. Something about them set of a distant twitch in my subconscious. I was getting paranoid after meeting Spiro.

Many hikers used the trails running between hills and villages it was part of the pull of the Island; an ancient network made up from hundreds of years of olive pickers working the groves.

As we approached I realised it was Alice. She turned smiling at me as I slowed, Mercury barking a greeting for both of us.

The damp had given her tightly fitted T shirt a degree of transparency and it clung to the curve of her body leaving little to the imagination. Tanned legs carried a sheen of perspiration from a hard and long work out. She looked like a real-life Lara Croft, but without the holsters.

Close up she looked hot, small dew beads collected around her neck and chest, droplets running down between her breasts which, despite being bra-less, were rounded and firm; her nipples showed as slightly darker through the material drawing my attention.

When I finally pulled my eyes up to hers she was smiling, taking enjoyment from my immediate discomfort at being caught in the lustful pursuit of her body. 

I knew I should know better with the age difference being what it was, so in penance I paid extra attention to her eyes which still glittered and her mouth which now had an amused smirk, sure she was laughing at me, I probably deserved it.

“You look like you could do with a cold beer, did you want a lift the rest of the way?”

She looked at me questioningly, then at the bike then without another word she slipped her leg over the pillion and flipping down the footpegs planted her feet. Then, leaning forward so she could pat Mercury, she made contact with my back. As I felt her heat she pressed herself harder against me as if willing me to respond. Something stirred deep within. I fought the urge to lean back and increase the contact. I was suddenly in need of that cold beer!

The ride up the track was virtual torture, Alice remained pressed to my back as she fought to keep steady on the robust ride to the cottage. As a result I was overly conscious of the heat she gave off, her breasts rubbing against me distracting me almost to the point of stalling the bike. 

Her arms had tightened their grip around my waist, hands pressed against my sides feeling every muscle against her fingers as I flexed to keep the bike balanced. I had forgotten how intimate a pillion passenger could be while trying to hold on in rough conditions. We eventually got to the top and turned into my concreted drive and although it was now smooth, Alice maintained her firm grip on me until we came to a stop. 

Mercury immediately jumped from his position on the fuel tank and went haring off to do his usual circuit of the cottage. Alice’s hands slipped almost reluctantly off my waist as she leaned back, they briefly landed on my shoulders as she stood on the pegs before swinging her leg across and placing herself on firm ground. I hoped she didn’t realise how much I had enjoyed that, but a part of me suspected that she did. 

Pulling the bike onto its rest, I removed the keys and looked towards the door. Alice was already standing on the deep veranda that ran the length of the cottage; her hand brushing absently over the wood uprights that had over time weathered into a rich dark, smooth colour.

“Did you know I lived in this cottage for a while before I went on my travels?” she said wistfully as her hand trailed along the handrail. She plopped herself down in one of the rattan chairs I had put there to enjoy the afternoon sunshine.

“No, I didn’t, John said it had been used by family members occasionally, but never said who.” 

I walked up the steps to the front door and clicked the latch to let Mercury inside so he could get to his water bowl. He shot between my legs making straight for it as I leaned my head back out and asked,

“Cold beer, juice or water?”

“Oh! a beer sounds good to me if its cold.”

I walked over to the fridge pulling out two ice-cold beers. Knocking off the tops on the edge of the counter and grabbing two chunky glasses, I went back out on the veranda and sitting in the opposite chair, pushed a bottle and glass towards Alice.

Leaning forward, Alice wiped the fleck of foam that had materialised on the top of the bottle and ignoring the glass, put it to her lips. She leaned her head back to swig directly from the bottle, her long neck exposed, the muscles moving up and down her throat as she drank.

I poured mine into my glass and by the time I had filled my glass halfway, Alice had plonked her bottle on the glass table keeping her hand on it as if claiming ownership. Half the contents were drained and she laughed as the gas fought its way back out in a loud belch.

Studiously ignoring her, I finished pouring my beer and then when full, bought it up to my lips and sipped delicately, bringing guffaws of laughter from her as I maintained a respectable pose and continued sipping. She continued to laugh and Mercury trotted out to see what all the fuss was about, wound himself around her legs, looking up at her expectantly.

Alice was certainly something else! Her worldly experience gave her the confidence to know when she could get away with anything, and also I suspected she probably didn’t give a damn what anyone thought anyway. My like for her intensified as we sat there chatting about nothing in particular, but just enjoying the relaxed company of friends. We certainly had become that overnight which was not really surprising as we knew a considerable amount about each other from John and Abbey’s desire to include each of us in their communications.

The sun continued to stream onto the veranda and as the talk died a little I went into the kitchen to retrieve two more beers. When I came out Alice had moved from the chair to the recliner, fidgeting while she settled her now completely naked body into a comfortable position in the full sun!

I froze! That, I certainly hadn’t expected! As I stood there halfway out of the kitchen I couldn’t help myself as my eyes swept across her taut well toned body, her all over tan the result of considerable time in the sun. She was beautifully proportioned and remarkably at ease. 

As my mind raced over the signals I had been getting from her, I realised that suddenly we had moved into new territory. I quickly scanned my memory to see if I had somehow sent inappropriate messages to this girl who was so much younger than me, realising as I did so, that I was seriously attracted to her. She had not been slow to pick up on that and was now telling me that she was also interested. 

The next move was obviously up to me. However, this prompted me to immediately consider the feelings of John and Abbey. So, as I reached her lounger I nudged a small box to act as a drinks table closer, giving myself a few moments to consider my situation.

Alice looked up without moving, squinting with one eye open and reached up for the beer in my hand. I let go as I felt her grip on it take the weight.

“Aah, thanks Dan.” 

Remaining silent, I pulled the chair she had been sitting on around to face outwards over the veranda placing myself in a position where I couldn’t see her lying there. I sat and brooded. I had a very good relationship with John and Abbey. I didn’t want to lose them as friends, or have to move. This was going to be awkward. I decided I needed to address it head on.

I turned to confront her to find she was sitting up with her beer in one hand, feet crossed, her knees up with arms resting nonchalantly on them leaving me nowhere else to look. She watched me closely as I struggled to keep my eyes on a level with hers. I felt my face redden, she shrewdly gauged my reaction. 

“They won’t mind,” she said.

“Who won’t ?”

“Dad and Abbey. They won’t mind me being here with you like this. They know me very well and accept that I live differently to them.”

She took a swig of her beer and looked out across the garden giving me time to pull my thoughts together.

“Perhaps, but maybe it’s not just about how they feel towards you, but also about how they will feel towards me. They have been very good to me over the last two years and I don't want to abuse a good friendship. That’s just for starters, the next thing is you're half my age, and.... “ I stopped as she laughed.

“Okay, ‘Old Man’, I understand!” She slipped off the recliner and popped her shorts back on. Her T Shirt followed and in seconds she was kneeling down in front of me. As I started to lean back from the closeness of her she grabbed my head and pulled me towards her. The kiss when it came was exquisite, her lips soft, her mouth parted just enough for her tongue to flick out. As I began to respond she pulled away.

“Not now, ‘Old Man’,” she laughed and before I knew what was happening, she was off the veranda and heading towards the main house. I could still taste her lips on mine. What on earth had just happened?

I went to turn into the cottage when I heard a noise and looked to the edge of the wall where the drive came down from the chicken shed. It wasn’t in view or directly on the way to the house so anyone there would have had to detour to get to that corner.

“You handled that rather well ‘Old Man’!” John said as he walked around the corner smiling, but his eyes showed the concern for me and perhaps for her too. I couldn’t tell.

I sighed, “How long were you there, John?”  I looked at him holding a brace of skinned rabbits still dripping blood from their skinning; I had a passing thought at that moment that I was really glad he didn’t carry a shotgun.

“Oh, about long enough to know that I was right about you Dan,” he nodded approvingly. “The trouble with that one is, she has always known her own mind. When she decides she wants something, anything, then there is no stopping her. Her Mother was much the same!” He sighed in a sad way and leaned against the corner of the veranda.

Dammit, he actually looked sorry for me. I almost believed the worst.

“The trouble is Dan, if she has you in her sights, then you are not going to get off that easy. The only thing I can say is, that one day she will meet a man who will make her happy and content and I don’t care who that man is, if she settles down and turns from girl to woman so she can avoid the pitfalls her mother fell into, I will be eternally grateful.”

He turned to go, I said “John, I promise...,” but didn’t get a chance to finish.

He turned back sharply, “Dan, don’t promise what you can’t deliver. Abbey and I will not lose sleep over anything that goes on so long as she doesn’t get hurt. At the end of the day she is my youngest, but she lives her life as she sees fit and we have never been able to change her.” He smiled kindly as he walked off following Alice to the house.

“Oh, I almost forgot the reason I called by - BBQ at 6pm Dan, be there. Okay?” he called out over his shoulder as he walked away, rather ponderously I thought, up the lane. He didn’t wait, or expect an answer as he left me contemplating what had just happened and how I felt about being given permission to be chased by the twenty five year old daughter of a good friend. 

John was a lot older than me and I was well past her age group. Definitely the strangest day I had experienced for a very long time. 

I went in to change for my patrol around the holding, the blood and guts from the rabbits would have stirred up some work for Mercury and I needed time to think.




CHAPTER 4

The BBQ on John’s terrace overlooked the valley. You could see for miles at this time of year, before the dust and pollen took hold. The setting sun still giving me a clear view to the distant hills as I approached the house.

“Hi Dan” 

Abbey saw me coming down the path and walked out to meet me. That’s different, I thought. She took my arm and walked with me. I was just about to ask what was so special that I got an escort when she turned looking up at me as she spoke, patting my arm in that way that some people do thinking it pacifies a nervous suitor.

“Alice isn’t down yet,” she smiled at me as if I was being taken to one side for a parental chat prior to taking their daughter on a first date. I felt odd, as if I was being prepped for something. I decided to chill and let Abbey lead, she obviously had intentions to discuss something. My gut feeling continued to nag at me. I remembered Spiros’ revelations that they had both been travelling recently and briefly wondered, looking at her as we walked, whether I really knew these two people after all.

She took me through to the garden that adjoined the terrace. It was her favourite retreat and was often the coolest place to be at the peak of summer. John broke his back for two years to make sure her flowers and grass made it through the hot summers. 

I thought I knew what was coming as John and Abbey held no secrets from each other. What was Abbey going to tell me about Alice? That I couldn’t fight it, but to keep my mitts off her anyway, or no more roast dinners.

“Dan, you are a dear friend. You have become very much part of our family these last two years,” Abbey began and I got to thinking, this is worse than I thought. 

“We think you should know that in the event anything happened to us here, that you have been left the Cottage and most of the land, so it goes without saying that we hold you in very high esteem.”

I went to interrupt but she held her hand up to stall me.

“John hasn’t told you this before because there was never a need to. We didn’t want you to feel trapped or beholden in any way because that would break John’s heart if he thought you felt at all like that.”

I stopped walking forcing Abbey to wait for me and giving me time to catch on to the conversation. We had arrived at the little patio in her favourite corner.

We sat overlooking the lawn and the terrace above and back to the house. The smoke from the BBQ was building up to something spectacular. John loved using charcoal, but never really quite got the hang of it. As a result it was often either too hot, or burnt cooling ash before cooking commenced.

I tried to take the initiative to forestall what seemed to be Abbey and John’s last will and testament. With my gut telling me that there was something seriously wrong, I knew I was just making a last ditch attempt at denial before accepting the changes culminating from their recent actions. I felt my retirement begin to slip away.

“Abbey, I don’t know what you are saying all this for, I have never felt the need to own anything and I am not even sure I would want to stay here if you were both gone. Are you telling me something is happening that might change things?”

Abbey sighed, I could see tears forming. I thought this was going to be about Alice, but now I could feel that there was something more going on. I could see John by the BBQ was pretending to damp down the fire, but from his stance and the position of his head I knew he was looking directly at us. He was tense too. What the fuck was going on?

In the momentary silence I toyed briefly with telling her that I already knew about their recent travels and relating Spiros’concerns, but Abbey resumed the conversation.

“John wants to talk to you later, but I wanted to chat to you first. I have to tell you that both John and I have to leave very soon, and Dan...” she put her hand on my arm again, “for the time being, so do you. You need to disappear and we need you to take Alice. You will be at risk if you remain here.”

“Me? Take Alice? Are you completely bonkers, Abbey?”

Abbey smiled, “Yes, John told me what happened, you were a good friend there Dan. Alice is very wilful, but an absolutely beautiful person inside. We love her dearly and unfortunately cannot refuse her anything. I know what it must have taken for you to back her down and she will fight the harder for it, so be warned. BUT, yes, she needs someone like you and will need your strength.”

I looked off past the garden and terrace while I mused over what she had just said, as much as not said. Some aspect of this was throwing me . There was obviously something going on related to their pasts that had caused the frenetic activity over recent weeks. Danger wasn’t a problem for me, and perhaps not even for John, but Alice? Well, she seemed pretty capable to me. What kind of trouble was coming that would put her in danger, I wondered.

“So, you both have to go away, and John is going to fill me in with the details later, meanwhile you want me to put Alice out of harms way while whatever it is blows over. Is that about it?” I asked gently, making sure I was getting the details right.

“Yes!  And Dan, it’s going to be dangerous, but we know you can take care of yourself. We both know precisely what you did to stop the attacks on our animals and ensure our safety. We never said anything, but it did get back to us. When John found out about it he had you checked out with some of his old pals from his previous life back in Whitehall, they couldn’t find out very much, except that you have some important friends in high places. We found out enough to know that you can handle yourself.”

Abbey looked at me as if expecting me to expand on her knowledge, but I knew better. People don’t really want to know about the seamier side of ‘M’ Service, the Dirty Brigade, the WetShop. The side that definitely wasn’t James Bond, Martinis and fast cars.

I looked at her for a few long seconds and finally nodded, and then across at John. He nodded, even from this distance. I wondered if he could lip read. It would have been in his training in his previous life.  He had been a Spymaster during the cold war and had played a big part in bringing it to an end. Much of the peace we enjoyed today was through him and others like him putting their lives on the line every day far from home without a friend nearby.

“How long do we have before I have to do this?” I asked, not liking the idea of uprooting my life and getting back into a world I had thought I had left far behind.

“A week I think, maybe more, it might well be less. If we can we will get more notice of anything, but beyond that it won’t be safe to stay here,” Abbey said authoritatively and it was then I suddenly realised what it was that had been nagging at me. Abbey was talking as though she herself was part of this and not just John. Somehow, I had failed to take account of this lovely woman who loved to cook and feed John and me.

My face must have shown something of my inner turmoil because she took my hand in an attempt to reassure me.  “John and I were trained to cope with these situations. We will be fine, just take care of yourself and Alice.”

It wasn’t exactly my concern, but her answer told me what I had just surmised, that she as well as John had been in the espionage game. I had no doubt she was right, they would quickly blend into the background and disappear. Strange, I thought, that in my background checks Abbey's name didn’t come up. As an agent she would have been tagged with John and I would have known about it. I made a note to check it out at the first opportunity.

Abbey stood up and said cheerfully, “We have BBQ’d rabbit for dinner, Alice’s favourite. Lets go and enjoy it and rescue some of the cheer of summer while we still can.” 

With that she pulled me up in an iron grip. Dragging my arm into hers she forced me up the path with exaggerated jolliness just as Alice came around the corner from the kitchen. Alice promptly launched herself at John, giving him a big hug as she realised rabbit was on the menu.

As Abbey dragged me inexorably towards my future charge, I reflected briefly on my situation and found that despite my feelings of foreboding for everyone I cared about, that a small positive charge was building in me as if something dormant was waking after sleeping for too long. It was helped along with Abbey's next comment.

She turned to me and whispered. “If you need answers they are under our bed, Alice’s key and her birthday will tell you all you need to know.” With that we were back out of the garden and John and Alice immediately took us both in hand and the past ten minutes were quickly forgotten as we drank red wine and ate our fill of nearly four kilos of tender rabbit. Alice regaled us with tales from her travels and when I sank comfortably into the rocking chair I did so at the behest of Alice who had positioned us perfectly to ensure we landed close together. 

John and Abbey looked on amused at my discomfort, but did nothing to rescue me from my fate, instead they gave each other a hug and took their favourite love seat to quietly watch the sun setting across the valley. Peace was our short term companion this evening and we took advantage of it while we could.

Alice, having learned from her earlier experience this afternoon took things quietly and instead of overwhelming me with her sexuality, instead decided to take the coy approach and pretended to be interested in my life on the Island. I didn’t disappoint and gave her a rough layout of my weekly life. Truth to be told, there wasn’t much to say about it, considering the events of the last few hours, I had realised just how small my world had become. 

Circumstances were now conspiring to remind me of what had gone before and now, when I was least expecting it, I was about to be thrown back in the deep-end. I just hoped that I could remember how to swim.

It was dark when John came over from their love snug chair and asked if we could take a walk and check the perimeter. He had my shotgun and searchlights and Mercury was wagging his tail while Alice fed him titbits left over from dinner.

“You will put him off the hunt feeding him like that,” I said jokingly.

Alice turned around as quick as a flash. “You know full well that what he’s had is just a taste of what’s to come!” It didn’t escape me or John for that matter that the comment was directed at me and not the dog!

John chortled as we walked off into the dark leaving Alice to go sit with Abbey.

I just shook my head in mock concern at the scale of her attack on my quiet monk-like existence and  was glad that I could neither see John’s face, nor he mine. It would have had us both laughing which somehow was not fitting for the matter up for discussion on our walk.




CHAPTER 5

I decided to pre-empt things because the last thing I needed was for John to feel he had to prepare the ground. I had already seen a full dossier on him and had some ideas as to where his problems were originating. He had pissed off a lot of people at the end of the Cold War. Both the British and the Russians. He had played a game of Russian roulette with state secrets and brought two hawkish governments to heel. So I knew I could start this rolling with a confession and save us both time.

“John , before you start on your explanation of everything, can I cut in and tell you that I know about your previous life. I have contacts of my own from my previous career which I now know you are also aware of, so we can come at this from a point where we probably know enough about each other to cut to the chase. So, on that note - What the fuck is going on?”

John chuckled, “Yes, you probably know as much about me as you could get out of the files, the rest is 'history' as they say. The only thing you need to know at this point is that one of our old enemies never forgave me for my involvement and swore vengeance on me, and mine. The Service is protecting my family in the UK, but unfortunately these people have learned of my location through recent events and are now actively hunting me down.”

“When you say recent events are we talking security breach kind of stuff, or something else?”

“No, the fact is Alice found herself in trouble in east Africa when she was nearly wed to a member of the Royal family which would have thrown her into a harem. She was trapped and couldn’t escape. The only way I could help was to come out of hiding and activate old contacts. It seems that one of those had turned in the intervening years and pointed my old enemy back at me.”

“So, this was when about five weeks ago when you disappeared for four days and Abbey wouldn’t talk to me?”

“Err! Yes! I told Abbey to keep quiet. We always had a sneaking suspicion you had been put here for our Masters benefit and I was about to breach retirement protocols and activate ‘dead’ contacts. If the Service had found out beforehand they would have put a stop to it and Alice would have been trapped in a not very good place.

I naturally thought it best that I did this in as clandestine a manner as I could and it is unfortunate that one of my old contacts learned of my present location. The enemy that is seeking me followed a chain of agents which led to him and last night I heard that he had disappeared. 

This morning I was informed by the Service that his body was found floating in his swimming pool with a message pinned to his back by a knife commonly used by the Russian Speznatz during the Cold War. I know who sent the message and it means they are on their way.”

“Bugger!” I exclaimed. “Why did you have to go and piss that lot off?”

“I know and isn’t it always the way, that when you least expect it, they will find you and force you back into the game one last time.” The bitterness in his voice was not lost on me.

As expected John was still playing things close to his chest, so I decided to call him out on what I knew because I needed to know everything.

“There are a few inconsistencies in what you’re telling me John. The first is that you had a call the other night which no doubt put you in the picture judging by your mood after dinner.” As I spoke I swung the torch to the left across his path spotlighting Mercury romping in the undergrowth.

“The other point is that you and Abbey have been flying in and out of here to various locations for the past month attracting the attention of everyone, including official departments here.” 

I knew he would be astonished at that and used his surprise to push home my advantage. I needed full disclosure, but was not sure I would get it. John was at heart, still a master strategist and he would have had a plan to deal with me being in the loop. I saw we had come to the clearing at the top of the hill and turned to face him.

“Okay, so what’s your plan? 

Obviously you want me to use my experience to get Alice away from here and out of sight so she cannot be targeted or used against you. Consider it done.” That’s gonna cost me if Alice has anything to do with it, I thought. 

“So meantime what will you be doing, and can I help in any way?”

“No, you need to keep clear from this, the less you know the better for you. The Service has been informed of your involvement and will leave you alone provided you don’t step on their toes. I think they are going to use this opportunity to clear away some old ‘dead ground’ between us and the ‘old bloc’. Unfortunately myself and Abbey may become casualties in the process.

Abbey has already told you of our will. When it is all over, and if we cannot come back, please make use of the place for us. It would make us both happy to know you are around. I also think Alice might like it here if she can find any way to settle down. 

This, at the very least, is my overall objective in all of this, seeing as it all happened because of her need to find peace. If its going to be somewhere, let it be here,” he said with considerable heart and in that moment I felt deeply for my friend who was facing the worst nightmare of anyone’s life just because he wanted to protect his daughter from an African despots attention. I would have done exactly the same given the circumstances.

“Who precisely is coming after you and how did they find you if Alice was in Africa?”

“Ahh! good question Dan, I believe its a section of the old Russian politburo that went underground at the end of the Cold War and they want access to secrets from both sides that Abbey and I kept from everyone. It was this that in the end, forced the wall to come down and has kept the peace. I discovered they were active in Africa when I went to rescue Alice, I think they were watching her and have followed the trail back. A lot of my old contacts have been assassinated. The trail leads here.”

“So, what am I to tell Alice, or is she 'in the know' already?”

“In time you can tell her everything EXCEPT the reason they are coming after us. Alice doesn’t need to carry that baggage around with her for the rest of her life. Initially she will follow you for no other reason that she trusts you and has for some inexplicable reason become attached to you.” I could hear his smile when he said this.

“I have managed to obtain a set of passports for you both to get you off the Island. They won’t bear UK Passport control and I suggest you dump them and use your wits and some money we will give you to keep yourselves under the radar for the next few months. 

There is a motor-sailor in the Marina just out of town, it bears the name Alice II. Its not in our names as it belonged to an old friend who recently passed away. It has a full tank, all the papers are in order and in the name of the passport which is currently behind the books where you keep your pistol.”

“You seem to have thought of everything!” I said keeping my own counsel over his plans and his searching of my cottage.

“To be honest Dan, we always keep plans for quick escape on the back burner, we just adapted them to fit your immediate needs. Oh, with the passport you will find a series of addresses, these are all safe-houses across Europe. They are only known to me and Abbey, so are as ‘safe’ as we can make them. There is gear that will help you at each point along with funds to keep you on the move.

Whatever you do, don’t make contact with your own people and only make contact with mine if it becomes a literal matter of life or death for you two. Then ring Whitehall and give them the code 424244 INDIGO CHARLIE and you will be put in touch with my handler. From there you will be guided in. Don’t tell them anything just get them to bring you in and feign ignorance in all else.”

“But, Dan, there’s one other thing you have to know.” He paused as if knowing what he was about to say could hang him.

“The enemy has someone in our camp and part of this operation is meant to flush them out.  We know its someone in the department, but not who.” 

I sighed! “What a fucking mess this is already!” I didn’t need the complication, “it’s going to be dangerous enough without that.”

“Yes, I’m afraid it is. So Dan, I need you to take Alice as soon as you have a plan. Don’t tell anyone what it is, your very lives may depend on it. Go when you are ready, but as soon as possible, and just go, don’t say goodbye or anything. It would be best to make it look like you're just going out for the day and don’t come back. If we are being monitored it will be your best means of escape.”

I sighed again, “I’m going to miss you two, keep yourselves safe if you can. When will we know its okay to come home?”

“That’s a good question and I’m not sure I know the answer to that.”

I did have some dead drops, so I told him of three methods to contact me when it was all clear with safety protocols that would tell us if it was a trap. I would monitor all three on a regular basis and all being well we would all get through this. Nobody but the two of us would know the methods.

At the end of the drive leading to the house I shook his hand and we embraced as men do when they think they cannot be seen and might never see each other again. I feared that in this case it might well be true. I continued to watch as his torch showed his progress up the lane to the main house.

Damn, I'm really getting too old for all this crap! I thought to myself, and then added the saying from an old friend ‘you never, ever, truly get clear of this shit, it follows you to the grave.’ 

The night was warm, but I shivered anyway. I had a sense of foreboding about this and my senses were usually right on the button. I also didn’t think we had a week. I reckoned at most two days. We would have to leave tomorrow.

There would be no sleep for me tonight. I wondered if I was going to be up to this, but also knew Alice’s life might depend on it so, I decided whatever it took, it would have to be enough.




CHAPTER 6

I awoke, Mercury was at my feet on guard. He had stayed as he had been trained to do and would be listening for strange sounds. If he heard anything he wouldn’t bark, but would just alert me so that I wouldn’t be taken by surprise. 

He was silent as I mussed his head and he licked my hand briefly acknowledging the affection without changing his stance. We had worked together out in the groves stalking rats and wild cats. He was highly intelligent and had learned quickly. He couldn’t kill anything bigger than a rat, but he could do so silently if ordered. He was under such orders now. 

Silent patrol was a game we played for hours. It had its uses.

Now, at the end of a long night, I had put together a working plan which depended on Alice still being smitten with me and a natural departure for a days outing which would have to be convincing in case of any watchers.

I had gone out with Mercury during the night on Silent patrol and we had established a radius around the property to the extent of the small mountain we were on and the approaches to the property via the main tracks. We were clean up to a few hours ago and I had been able to hike some of my kit to secure locations that would be accessible after today in case I was unable to get back to the cottage. I also didn’t want it discovered in the event of an incident.

Picking up the small pannier I had filled with essentials I walked out to the bike and strapped it onto the luggage rack. Then I walked around the cottage checking everything was closed; I would be locking the door today.

I walked over to the main house and heard the normal sounds of John and Abbey going about getting the day started. I wasn’t normally a breakfast guest and I didn’t intend to stop. I did plan on getting Alice to come with me and hoped she would be amenable. I knew I would have two strong supporters in Abbey and John so decided to play it really casual.

“Hi, anyone up for a day on my private beach?” I asked as I entered the kitchen and noted all three standing around getting their breakfast.

“Hah! You mean you want us to go and strip off on that dirty strip of sand you call a private nudist beach, don’t you?” said Abbey, trying hard to sound disgusted, it was her favourite too. Good, she was playing the game already.

John turned around and smiled, relieved at my presence, “We would love to join you today, but Abbey and I have some errands to run in town so, if you can take Alice it will save her mooching around the house waiting for us to get back.”

“Alice, there’s your chance you said you needed to let rip, so to speak. Dan has a brilliant little beach that not many people know and its probably the best sandy beach this side of the Island and has great snorkelling. Perfect for you.”

Alice looked at me while her teeth fought their way through some of Abbey’s home-made bread and jam. I couldn’t tell if she seemed confused or even suspicious. However, Abbey and John hadn’t exactly left her any room to manoeuvre. She nodded and continued to chew her bread.

Abbey turned to me and asked if we'd like a picnic, her eyebrows were raised so I knew that she was thinking we might be gone for a while. “Yes please, Abbey, small and manageable though, if you can, its going to be a bike full as it is, I’m also taking Mercury.”

John turned around as if to say something, but seeing the look on my face suddenly realised that things were in motion. I nodded discreetly at him and saw the realisation and acceptance in his expression. He hadn’t expected me to move so quickly so was surprised, but covered it with a cough. “You might want to check out the kit thoroughly Dan” he said, and I quickly surmised he was referring to the scuba outfits we kept down at the beach in a locked box out of sight, but easily accessible. 

Why had he referred to the gear when I knew it would be ready? I made a mental note to do as he asked when I arrived. They had used it last and it was normally a week, or so between use and refilling. John must be thinking way ahead as usual. I realised now it was probably another part of his and Abbey’s escape plans. I wondered briefly what their plans for evacuation were, but in situations like this its always best not to know.

“It was a quiet night, and the anticipated excitement from the rabbit kills didn’t materialise,” I said. This told him that up until a short while ago there was no unexpected attention. He would glean from that information everything I intended.

Then, as though we were kids again and being told to play outside, Abbey was thrusting a rucksack full of food and drink in my hands and we were both packed out the back door laughing lightly with Alice still munching her breakfast, which I couldn’t blame her for as Abbey’s home-made bread was munchylicious.

As we walked back down the lane I looked at her, she was dressed in shorts which were barely there and a top which almost covered her breasts with just a string support on each side. She had open sandals which thankfully were low heeled and buckled up. Not ideal for trekking, sneakers would have been better. With her sunglasses in her hand she looked perfectly dressed for a day at the beach.

She was looking at me suspiciously, “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? You three have been acting weird since yesterday evening and that double speak back there was not funny.” She let her anger show through a little and I realised that, much like me, she had a sensory feel for when things weren’t right – 'street smarts' is what they often call it, and Alice would have to have had the smarts to survive around the world as she had. I couldn’t underestimate her, but I had to get her to safety. It was going to be a tough day, or two.

“We had been talking through some issues that came up and we’re all just a little frazzled by it, I will explain all when we get to the beach.” I reassured her hoping that would suffice for a bit.

She wasn't mollified at all. “Its like working in the secret service around here, you creeping around during the night, those two up and down whispering and clacking on the computer until God knows what time this morning. If you think you're subtle, you're not! I sleep light and my hearing is excellent, my night vision is honed in the African desert and my sense of smell is amazing, which all adds up to me to a sack of shit, including me getting hoicked off to a nudist beach by you, of all people, AND my parents.”

Alice caught my arm and stopped me dead. “When we get to the beach you're going to tell me what’s going on, or I might just have to beat the crap out of you until you do, ‘Old Man’!” she warned, her eyebrow arched, her face deadly serious.

I almost laughed, but just in time  stopped myself and instead smiled at her and said, “Absolutely, no problem with me on that score,” and I let it ride until we reached the bike. “Do you really have a keen sense of smell?” I asked.

“Yep! I can smell fifteen different types of animal dung from 20 paces. I am so such an expert on shit, you just wouldn’t believe!” We both burst out laughing which broke the thin ice that had temporarily formed between us and we were still roaring with laughter as I gunned the bike down the tracks with Mercury running alongside.

At the bottom, I stopped long enough for him to jump onto the fuel tank and we were off. Now Alice was holding onto me again I felt the warmth from her flowing back into me. It seemed to restore me from my nights activities and I unwound a little as the sun shone bright and the blue sky promised a hot day, perfect weather for a day on the beach, except I wasn’t expecting one.

I had a plan, it was going to require the whole day and I hoped to be gone by nightfall, but I needed to pull Alice along with me and that meant explaining and then persuading her to follow the plan until we got off the Island and somewhere safe.

I didn’t think we would be at risk today, but I was prepared in case I was wrong. I knew most of John's background, enough to know that the people that would come for him and Abbey would be utterly ruthless. I wasn’t put off by that, I came from similar stock. In fact, if they pushed my buttons they might just find out what made me ‘ numero uno’ in my previous career.

Wishing we had more time and with a growing sense of relaxed comfort emanating from the warm body lying against my back, I longed for a full day, fervently hoping that we wouldn't be chased, followed or spooked. At best I wanted to be in a position to double back and help John if the opportunity arose. At worst my gut told me we wouldn't be going back. It and I had a lifetime of experience reading the trails and smelling carrion on the wind; there was death in the air. I intended for it not to be ours.

Thirty minutes later, we slowed so I could judge our position and then turned off onto a small track which would take us to the beach. I had been keeping an eye on the rear view mirrors all the way and deliberately took a convoluted route through old rarely used tracks in the groves which would have shown up any surveillance. 

I was pretty sure we were in the clear. I had checked the bike first thing for any GPS devices, and yes, I was that paranoid, and had switched off my phone, removing the battery. I didn’t think Alice hadn’t bought one yet and she was unlikely to be hiding anything that could track her in that skimpy outfit! She was not going to be amused when she couldn’t have a change of clothes, but I had planned for that, sort of.

We continued on to the beach which was another mile or so, via small tracks that would be difficult for anyone not knowing the area to find. It would be unlikely from here on in, that we could be traced and I began to relax as we approached the parking point, a stand of olive trees that provided almost total cover. 

Mercury leapt off and at my command ran a Silent patrol. It would keep him busy and quiet. He always got too hot on the beach so keeping him working in the shade did him good.

I pulled the bike onto its ramp as Alice pulled the backpack off the bike. I took her hand, and like lovers, we walked towards the beach which was just over the rise. At the top I stopped. Whistling to Mercury to remain on Silent patrol I watched as Alice took in the small sandy bay and the pristine waters. 

She turned to me and smiled. Why did I not like that glint in her eye?

I was not surprised when she took off her top and shorts and bending over giving me the benefit of her rump, she unbuckled her sandals, and coolly made her way down to the sandy beach. 

What a girl! I thought pensively, shaking my head with disbelief. I was going to have my hands full I could tell. I sighed and continued down to join her as she pranced around the small beach. When she began doing cartwheels and handstands I decided wisely not to get involved and instead called Mercury to me and we found the remnants of our last shelter and built it back up to give us some relief from the sun.

When I turned around, she was standing looking at me, and she waggled her fingers. “Come on Danny Boy, let’s have your clothes off, this is a nudist beach after all, and I have been waiting to see you naked!” she teased. 

I sighed yet again, with the thoughts going through my head I wasn’t on the right wavelength for her attentions, but I had to keep her mind on me and off other stuff, so I shucked my shorts, pulled off my shirt and kicked off my sneakers. 

“Happy?” I asked smiling at her.

Her surprising reaction was to come up to me and walk around me slowly, looking me up and down. When she reached the scars on my back, she sucked in through her teeth as she let her fingers trace their indentations. “Mmmh! bullet, probably 9mm, another, same calibre.” I flinched as she moved her finger down. “Shrapnel, I think,” fingering a jagged scar above my left buttock.

She circled around to my front and studied the long scar across the top of my leg. “This looks like a knife cut.” She proceeded to examine my chest drawing herself closer so her nipples scraped along my stomach. “Been through the wars, have we Soldier?” she huskily asked as she put her arms around and hugged me to her.

She placed her face lightly on my chest before continuing.

“When you live in Africa you get to see wounds like that every day. Most of them don’t heal as cleanly as yours, some never heal at all. Without medicine or proper surgery many die. Many of them just kids, boys who know nothing else and are measured only by the amount of kills they have to their name.” Her head now lay heavy against my chest while I remained still.

I realised Alice was more than just a girl with wanderlust. Her knowledge was not anecdotal, she had lived on the edge, experienced those memories first-hand. I could sense pain under the surface. I wanted to know this young woman very much.

I put my arms around her. She pulled in close as I felt hot tears running down my chest continuing to hold her until she recovered her poise. Releasing me from her clasp, she wiped the remnants of tears away, turned back towards me and faced me squarely her glare now fixed on me.

“So, Dan! Why don’t you tell me what’s going on: why my Dad is scared; why Abbey is terrified; why you have been skulking around all night up and down the hills. Why you are acting as if we are being followed and why is Mercury behaving like he’s running point for you.... In short Dan, why don’t you tell me what the FUCK is going on?”




CHAPTER 7

I took Alice by the hand as we walked the short distance to the shelter which wasn’t just for protection from the sun, it gave us privacy from the hills behind us. 

Sat on the hot sand I thought about things for a few minutes while Alice watched. I knew she would be able to tell if I lied or skipped stuff. Her brief explanation of her time in Africa told me clearly that despite her young years, she knew the way of things in the world. She could handle the truth I just needed to phrase it right.

I told Alice everything that had transpired over the last twenty four hours excluding her accidental involvement. I gave a brief explanation of her Fathers career as I knew it, but made no mention of Abbey’s. I only told her I had been a soldier which she accepted, her nod leaving me in no doubt a fuller explanation would be required at some point.

“So, they are in grave danger and are going to do a runner while we do the same, but in a different direction?”

“Effectively, yes.” I agreed.

“And you're happy to do this?” she looked sternly at me, perhaps questioning my willingness to protect her, I thought.

“No. Yes.  I mean, no! I’m not happy about leaving my friends to manage alone, but, yes, I am happy to be giving them one thing less to worry about by keeping you out of reach of their enemy.” 

“But....” she tried to interrupt, I held my hand up to halt her.

“As we don’t know these people I consider your Father to be a better judge of the situation. Unless anything changes I intend to do as he asks.” I paused while I watched her face closely for a reaction, negative, or otherwise.

“They can take care of themselves Alice, both of them; and they have their employers behind them whoever they are. There are also other issues that you and I are unaware of, so it may prove counter productive to get in the way,” I explained.

Finally I saw as Alice reacted and went into full guilt-mode. I had been expecting it because nobody takes news like that and keeps their cool. Watching her very closely now I sensed when she almost lost it, then brought it under control again. She was strong, no doubt about that and bright. She handled it much better than I would have expected. 

“We need to go back!” she panicked, her hands grabbing mine her grip incredibly strong.

I could see her desperately trying to take it all in. Her eyes wide, her breath gulping, I could see thoughts flying through her head as she picked them up, examined and discarded them searching for something she could do to stop what she deep down knew she couldn’t control.

“No, we need to follow your Father’s plan, they may have already gone. Everything was imminent and you were the only factor that they couldn’t account for. My gut instinct tells me that we moved at exactly the right time, before they knew our whereabouts, or before they arrived. If we went back now, we could walk right into them.”

We sat quietly, on our knees facing each other while Alice digested everything I had told her. 

Finally, her shoulders sagged as she leaned back and I could see the run of her thoughts ending as she realised that anything she thought up was irrational and that we were better off keeping out of the way. Her grip loosened, but she kept hold of my hands. 

“Your Father and I discussed the possibilities and left ways for us to communicate with them without compromising our safety, we just have to trust that they can handle whoever it is that’s coming after them,” I added, hoping to settle her mind.

“What’s the plan, Dan?” she giggled a little nervously as she realised the way it came out and I smiled. She was beginning to get a grip and we were now moving forward.

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I need a swim and then a bit of kip in the sun. I was up all night as you know and I think we are going to need some rest before the next part of my plan unfolds. We will need all the energy and strength we can muster while we escape to a safe area.”

I stood up pulling her with me and as she came upright she leaned in provocatively, deliberately letting herself fall against me. My skin tingled where her naked body briefly brushed against mine.

She placed my hands on her shoulders and I gently grasped them feeling the soft fine toned muscle moving beneath my fingers. She slowly caressed me from my shoulders to my loins, I shuddered internally as something inside me awoke from a deep slumber and began to uncoil. 

As her hands reached my hips she spread her fingers and moved them around to grab my cheeks pulling me in firmly towards her. Her eyes raised up to meet mine looking down at her.

Gazing into my eyes as if searching for something then, obviously seeing what she wanted, pushed herself up a little using just her toes, her small firm breasts rubbing deliciously against my chest until her mouth met mine. She kissed me deeply until, despite my best efforts, she felt me begin to respond to the heat of her body, her hips wiggling minutely to deliberately excite me.

Then releasing me she slowly turned away and walked towards the placid and crystal clear sea, turning once to smile demurely, knowing full well the effect she was having on this ‘Old Man’.

I groaned following her down the hot sand and into the water. I welcomed its cool embrace after the heat of her against me. It was going to be a long day and I thought back to yesterday and Abbey’s request for me to protect Alice, idly wondering if she knew then what she was asking of me. 

We spent a good thirty minutes in the sea and then we rested on the beach where the water gently lapped at our legs while the sun warmed us again. I looked at Alice, her skin was already lightly bronzed and she had no tan marks from clothing, I wondered about that. 

Africa wasn't generally a place for nudity and it didn't sound like she'd been near a beach anyway. Her body looked well toned which spoke volumes about her fitness as well as her diet. I guessed that a western diet of burgers and fries was not so readily available. I remembered reading somewhere that fish was a major food source in many African countries.

Her eyes were closed and her head back, her dark brown tresses still dripping from the sea. She looked very desirable leaning back on her arms, her breasts glistening and the water still running in small rivulets some of it pooling in her navel. I could feel myself stirring as my look took in her body which glistened from myriad pearls of seawater that defied gravity and held to the skin of her breasts, chest, all the way to her loins.

I needed a distraction and looked around the beach. Not working! So I leapt up and went back into the water where I could at least cool my feelings a little. I continued to watch Alice as she leaned forward raising her knees to rest her arms on as she looked at me suspiciously.

A glint in the sky caught my eye. It looked like a plane, must be high up I thought as it was so small, usually they were much lower than that as they took off or landed from the local airport.  Probably just a flyover. I decided my suspicious nature was getting the better of me and looked to the hill behind the beach scanning for a small four legged sentry.

Mercury had been on guard all this time and had been quietly patrolling the beach and nearby grove. I called him with a short whistle and he rewarded me with a small ‘whuff’, to let me knew he was no longer on Silent patrol and he raced down the beach and leapt into the water splashing Alice in the process. 

She laughed delightedly and came back into the sea to frolic with him which made him all the more excited as he thrashed around in the shallows. 

Leaving them to play, I proceeded up the beach and walked behind the dune where the lean-to was built and uncovered a large box that had been bolted to a concrete plinth. Something in what John had said prompted me to look inside and the combination lock quickly sprung under my guidance. After I had opened it and careful of snakes, I started pulling out the diving gear and checking through it. 

There were two sets, both of them belonged to John and Abbey, but I had on occasion borrowed them when the desire took me. As I took out the second tank I saw a wooden cigar box in the bottom of the store. There was a note attached. I recognised the clear handwriting.

‘Dan, you might be glad of this. John’

I picked it up, it was heavier than I expected. It wasn't sealed shut and I opened the box. Inside was a plastic bag containing a pistol and with it a lumpy silencer, I recognised it as a Glock. I quickly looked up to check on Alice and seeing she was still in the water, pulled out the gun, unwrapped it from its plastic bag and quickly checked its load. Good! A full magazine plus two spare clips in the box. It would do fine. 

I wrapped it back up, silently thanking John for his foresight and his choice of kit. The man was a bloody marvel. Hiding it amongst the weight belts for the time being I began to move the kit down to the corner of the cove out of the sun and close to the sea edge. We might use the gear later on and I needed to be distracted from Alice.

She saw me with the diving gear and called out to ask if I needed help, but I just told her to carry on. It was only two loads and I was already going back for the second when I glanced up and saw the glint of something up in the tree-line. It could be nothing, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I scanned the rest of the area without appearing to do so and continued walking up the beach to the scuba gear.

Where the box was located would take me out of sight of anyone above and I carried on towards it as if nothing had changed. My old instincts kicked in and I began quartering the area above the beach from the location where I had noted the glint. It didn’t take more than a few seconds to note the movement. One person, dark clothing. Surveillance? If so he wasn't very good. I would take no chances.

Once back at the box, I removed the gun from its bag, swivelling the silencer onto the end of the barrel, I gently slid a round into the chamber. I ran for the cover of the sharp gorse, not looking forward to the possibility of spiking myself on its rapier sharp thorns while totally naked, but not wanting to waste time dressing.

It didn't take me long to get above the location where I had seen movement. I anticipated whoever it was had just arrived and was moving into position when I had seen a reflection. I hoped it would be a minute or so before he began to miss me. I didn’t know whether they were hostile; I would be ready either way.

Keeping down and working from memory, I judged where I would come out to be directly above the visitor. Sliding the safety I bought my gun to bear on the top edge as I crabbed my way silently up and over the ridge, a two handed hold on the gun for accuracy, as the target came into view. Years of experience dropped into place automatically giving me immediate feedback on threat level. Male, short cropped hair, dressed in black jacket, trousers, boots, all military grade. No handgun visible, no sign of radio earpiece. A knife stabbed into the ground beside him. 

Lying prone about twenty feet away he hugged a sniper rifle, a bulky silencer attached to reduce the sound of the shot to a mere cough. I could tell from the angle, it was aimed in the direction of where I was last, waiting for me to reappear. Finger stroking the trigger, he meant business. I recognised the stance and the tension in his body; he would shoot when I reappeared from behind the dune.

An amateur. His downfall was concentration, it was too intense. He had blocked out everything between him and his target so he didn’t hear me coming; barefoot, with the sun in front and no clothes to create any friction sounds, all the advantages were mine. If he turned, seeing me naked might give him a split second’s pause, I would use that.

I reached him in seconds, placed the gun near the back of his head and squeezed the trigger. The quiet, but deadly impact drove his skull forward as the bullet exploded out the front of his forehead. He never even knew I was there! 

I learned from bitter experience never to give the enemy a chance. These guys wouldn’t have in my position. I knew now the game was on and we were a valid target. I kept down and spun around on my heel checking around me in case I had missed a second gun. Something made me look up. I caught a glint of reflected light as whatever it was up there caught a thermal and banked taking it out sight. Strange.

Finally satisfied I was clear, I stood and whistled to Mercury, he would be on Patrol with Alice until I climbed back down to them. I had a job to do first. Alice looked up at my position. She could see me and I detected uncertainty in her, wondering why I was back up on the hill. Mercury was already on the beach and looking towards me, pacing up and down looking for danger.

I removed the contents from his pockets, then turned and hanging the rifle  over my shoulder, I made a dash for the tree-line. Once under cover I recognised immediately that the assassin had been a loner, he had arrived by motorbike which he had parked near mine, he must have silently wheeled it the remaining distance. 

Good! Likely he was following me and keeping his distance although I wondered how he had managed to follow me at all, I'm that careful. I thought about the strange glint in the sky, I was beginning to get a bad feeling about that.

I hadn't noticed a mobile in his gear. He had to be an advanced guard which meant the main force was either still coming, at the House, or on its way here. I reasoned they would be at the House and we were a secondary ‘easy’ target. They judged that wrong.

On a hunch I returned to the body and put my hand down under the collar. I soon found what I was looking for, a comms earpiece, probably with a limited range. He had wanted no distractions and removed it prior to stalking the kill. A professional would take verbal instruction right up to the pull of the trigger. I wondered where this one came from, he looked eastern European. I thought about the object in the sky, was it a link to his communicator. It fitted the scenario.

I ran back down to the beach, there was no time for finesse now, we had to move, and fast. I saw Mercury before Alice, she had sensibly swum out into deeper water where there was little chance of her being jumped. Mercury was patrolling the dunes.

Alice saw me and swam back to shore, fast strokes, the realised urgency of the situation pressing her to excel. As she came out of the water she looked at me and saw the rifle and gun still in my hand. I dropped the papers and keys and quickly dressed. Slipping the gun into the back of my trousers I took the rifle, an excellent Russian Vinty model with built-in silencer and put it into the carrier I had taken from the assassins bike.

“We have to go. Now! Change of plan. There’s no time to explain, get your clothes on, we have to get a long way from here as fast as possible.”

She nodded, now pale and just a little scared. It didn’t take a second for her to put two and two together. I hid the rifle deep under some gorse and threw the ammo pouch in with it. We couldn't take it with us, it would be too obvious and I didn't want it lying around for anyone to pick up. In the gorse it would be safe from accidental discovery. 

Alice soon dressed and after looking around and seeing the diving gear still spread about, we quickly lugged it back into the box, locked it down and then hightailed it back up the ridge. I sent Mercury ahead on Patrol, he would bark if he heard, or saw, anything which would give us a few seconds warning.

We paused just before the ridge where I had killed the assassin and I heard Alice gasp as she caught sight of the body which was a good distance away. Mercury reappeared alternately sniffing the air towards the body and panting from his racing around, I patted him on his little rump as we moved quietly into the tree-line again towards the bike. For a small dog he was very effective.

Keeping the revs down we moved through the grove on an almost parallel path to the one we had arrived, but on a higher track. I didn’t want to meet anyone coming towards us and this route would take us farther along the coast before cutting through a property to another dirt track leading us to where we needed to go. I was on home ground and had the advantage. Now all I had to do was keep us hidden and alive.

I had checked the bike again for any devices that might have given us away. If there was anything at all I couldn't find it. If it was inside the seat, engine area or tyres there was nothing I could immediately do about it. I had decided that it was more important to put distance between us and our pursuers.

I felt Alice clinging tight to me, even Mercury was concentrating on keeping his position on the tank. I pushed the speed up when I could. When we finally reached a potholed back road we were nearly half an hour out and a good six miles away. 

Keeping up the pace until we entered a small village just before our intended destination, I stopped the bike and wheeled it into a derelict barn. We needed to change our profile; they would be expecting two passengers and a bike.




CHAPTER 8

It was getting on towards siesta time as we walked on through the village. I lead us between the now quiet rows of small terraced cottages that ran higgledy up the side of the hill. There was a TV mast at the top and a fairly fast track down the other side which would take us as far as the bay where the Marina was situated. We could be there in about forty minutes and I would have to weigh up our next move once in sight of our destination.

The downward journey took an hour. The track had been churned up towards the end of the rainy season and it was ankle-breaking rough coming down especially with Alice wearing light sandals. I kicked myself for not getting her to change into sneakers this morning.

We could not approach the Marina without being seen. My preferred option would have been with the Scuba gear, but it was back at the beach. We could surface swim the short distance, but I wasn’t happy about that aerial anomaly I had detected; I suspected a small hand-controlled drone with limited comms and an on-board camera. 

I had deliberately kept the bike in the trees and through the groves to hide direction and progress. I had not seen any sign of it since the beach, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

I settled instead on a nonchalant lovers walk along the beach with Alice, Mercury trotting beside us. We looked like a normal couple just out for a stroll. The boats papers, passports and food in the rucksack were slung over one shoulder, the gun was out of sight under my T shirt at my back within easy reach, also hidden by the rucksack. 

As we neared the gate to the Marina I tried to visualise the layout and where the boat would be. It was in a rented mooring and if I remembered it right that would place it at the furthest point, closest to the sea on the second pontoon. More good planning by John, I thought.

Something nagged at the edge of my vision, out of place. Instinct made me stop, looking down at Alice I pulled her towards me and kissed her deeply. She responded immediately and as we both got caught up in it I had trouble concentrating. It would appear to anyone watching to be a perfectly natural action. It certainly felt like it to me.

Angling my position slightly I was able to eye up the car parked in shade a little up from the entrance on the other side. The two men inside were watching us, but not intently. When I let her go we continued walking together, more relaxed and intimate now. On reaching the beginning of the gate she looked up at me smiling, “Was that ALL for me, or did you just want to put on a show?”

I laughed, she was amazingly quick. Her ability to interpret what she saw and act within a character made her a ‘natural’ and as we both chuckled it took us past the gate and onto the pontoon. We looked like we knew where we were going and noting the numbers written in front of each gangplank, I guided us to the right pontoon. 

The boat was a beauty. An old custom built classic, wooden hull with great lines and structure. The cabins were broken into two sections, the bridge and then lounge with kitchen area, and I reckoned at least one bedroom. I could see internal engine covers, hatch covers for provisions, sails and plenty of walkabout space fore and aft. She must be a good twenty metres, I thought.

The boat was worth a small fortune. I had no idea how John had managed to get hold of it. I imagined it being lovingly cared for as it appeared to be in immaculate condition. I suddenly felt in the mood for the open sea.

I had to appear to unlock and open the cabin as though I had done it a thousand times before. If anyone was watching from inside the Marina they had to have the confidence to ignore us completely as a possible target. If we looked like we belonged they would keep their attention focused outside the Marina.

I used the ‘fumbling for the keys in the rucksack’ trick to give me time to case the joint and as I pulled them out exuberantly Alice smiled falling naturally into the role play and pretending I was an idiot for forgetting where I had put them. Mercury was all over the boat as if he had found home. He would be picking up John and Abbey's scent so, in fact to him, he probably had.

We got the cabin door open and I used the excuse of opening or checking the curtains around the boat to see if we were being watched. I couldn't see anything going on, but then I had missed the motor-biker following us this morning. I decided we would really have to watch our step from now on and assume we were being watched all of the time. A quick glance around the cockpit told me all I needed to know. The boat was rigged with everything it needed to manage day, night and long-term sea cruises. I noted the draw full of manuals, the service record of the engines as well as just about everything else.

I was used to boats. My training in the past had included everything up to a coastguard cutter and in any language, specifically Russian, Chinese and Iranian. As a result I knew how to get the best out of the pair of vintage Rolls Royce Merlins and having checked fuel, water, oil and supplies, I realised John had prepared for a long voyage. We were all ready to go, I just needed to get us quietly free of our mooring and out to sea.

I had left Alice to acquaint herself with the galley including finding the gas taps to turn on the hob so we could have a cuppa, I went through the drawers and cupboards getting to know where everything was and hunting for surprises that I knew John would have left for special occasions. The bedroom was a nice surprise, a full size bed had been squeezed in and on an impulse I lifted the mattress and was rewarded with a view through the slats of a small safe bolted to the floor. Ah! Abbey, your magic. Later, I thought.

I eventually found the gun cabinet hidden behind the wardrobe. It had been cleverly disguised so that anyone knocking the back frame would get a sound that matched being up against the bulkhead. I noted with satisfaction a good range of firearms, enough to stop a boarding party in its tracks and if needed cut the boat in half too. I took out a pair of night vision goggles. The rest I checked to see if they were clean and ready to fire and then replaced them, closing it back up behind the shirt rail where I had discovered it.

Choosing clothes from the wardrobe I changed into something more nautical and becoming of a large motorboat owner; picking up a pair of sunglasses and a peak cap on my way out of the cabin. I needed to go on deck. It was important that I looked the part and nothing like anyone’s description that had been passed down the line from this morning.

As I passed Alice, she turned and wolf whistled and we chuckled, she was handling all of this very well, I decided. All to the good, I thought as there was a lot that needed to occur yet. The biggest danger lay ahead. I wasn't sure how good the Island security was, or if they would contest a boat departing at night. I was hoping that John had prepared plenty of groundwork for a fast and sneaky exit under cover of darkness. We would find out shortly.

Out on deck I checked the lines. There were only two, one with the anchor pulling us away from the pontoon and the second tying us to the pontoon itself. Raising the ships anchor was not going to be quiet. On a hunch I took a peek into the aft section and noticed the outline of a spare anchor tucked away. 

There was a U-bolt holding the two sections of the anchor chain together prepared to allow a quick exit, break or remove the U-bolt and you would be saved five to ten minutes retrieving the anchor and pulling yourself into the channel. You lose an anchor, but if you need a fast getaway it would work perfectly.

Bloody marvel you are, John. A Bloody Marvel! I sure hope you make it through this as I really want to shake your hand, I thought as I loosened the well greased pin. I wasn't ready to drop that yet. Even a splash at the moment would draw unwanted attention.

Returning to the cabin I used the opportunity to peruse the adjoining boats and the pontoons through the windows. There seemed no activity on any of the other yachts and motorboats in the immediate vicinity. 

A large Gin Palace was moored just off the entrance of the bay, probably too deeply keeled to get through the channel and into the Marina proper. I needed to watch the activity on that before we moved out, I wouldn't put it past the enemy team to have arrived by sea. My survival instincts were kicking in again and I knew it would surface more and more as we got deeper into this. I only hoped my age and lack of recent training wouldn't get us both killed.

I sat down with Alice in the galley and we drank a cup of tea together while I tried to outline the situation and my plan, for what it was worth. I had intended to hole up here for a few days and discreetly exit along with other boats and yachts as circumstances permitted. However, the vigilance of the watchers and the beach assassin really put paid to that. We needed to put some distance between the Island and us, and very soon before they started closer checking of all movement.

I intended to slip the anchor at dusk when light and sound was at its worst. That would give us the best chance of avoiding obstacles without running aground or into obstructions in the dark. The navigation maps were obviously useful, but I didn't know if there was anything placed in the bay to stall us. I remember scenarios in my training where simple booms were placed across entrances to hamper clandestine exits and that Gin Palace was a little too opportunely placed for my liking. Paranoia creeping in, I decided.

As the evening crept on bringing darkness with it, I went forward to the cockpit and started the generator. I needed to create noise, but only background noise. After a further ten minutes I started the engines and watched for any external activity. There was none.

Ten minutes later I went down the gangplank and discreetly slipped the line holding us to the pontoon throwing it onto the boat. Then back on board, I coiled the rope and left it tidy ready for use.

All the time I was quietly watching portholes, windows, curtains of boats and yachts as well as movement from the gate. I noticed that this was now closed, I suspected it was locked at night and remembered a key card in the pack. Yes, that would be it. Good! A piece of luck that might make the difference. The car couldn't see us from here and with luck wouldn't hear us either.

moving to the stern instead of operating the winch motor which would have created a racket this time of evening, I took twine out of my pocket and tied it to the chain above the loosened pin and ran it twice around a deck cleat. 

As I removed the pin and slipped off the U-bolt, the twine took up the strain. As I released it slowly the chain slipped  silently into the water. I cut the twine and it disappeared off the edge of the stern, it would be deep enough here not to foul the engines as we moved out.

Returning to the cockpit, I put the engines into reverse, listening to the quiet chugging as the exhaust gases bubbled out the aft end, then ever so slowly inched out of the mooring. 

I had turned on the radio to listen to any chatter, but none came. When I swung the wheel and changed to forward gear, creeping slowly past the remaining boats on the outside of the Marina, I continued to watched for any unusual activity that could signal action. It remained quiet as we crept forward towards the open sea, the breath I had been holding slowly hissed through my teeth. 

Another five minutes at lowest speeds and we were clear of the gin palace and heading towards the open sea. I opened the engines up a little to give us momentum against the incoming currents that suddenly appeared as we cleared the shelter of the bay, the immense power of the Merlins barely registering. The Gin Palace off to starboard was quiet, evidently a small dinner party in progress in the dining room. From this close it was possible to see through the windows.

We had no running lights and were now moving in total darkness. Radar was on and the instrumentation I noticed, had been upgraded recently, more of John's work, and the GPS provided our position on the computerised charts. 

We would not get lost, but running black could bring us to the attention of the coastguard. I made the decision and turned on the running lights and internals. I pushed the engines up to half throttle which would give us fair fuel economy and a decent speed. I aimed to get past the Island in the next hour or two and then head across to Italy, then France. I would see how we progressed in the next few hours and make the final course change once we rounded the Island.

The boat should be untraceable and clean as John was very thorough. Someone might want to track down all boat movements during tonight and pick up our ID and route, but I was hoping that the records would put off any interest for the time being, allowing us to disappear on the next stage before we were traced.

If our enemy had access to State facilities we might well find it difficult to disappear, so we had to get onto the mainland and then run for the safe houses John had set up. I remembered the safe in the bedroom and called Alice up to the cockpit and got her to keep an eye out while I went forward to the cabin.

Once inside I turfed out the bedding and remembering Abbeys final comment to me put in Alice's birthday, which of course I knew as they had made me celebrate it with them the last two years. I input the numbers and it popped open. Inside was more cash, a memory stick and a letter addressed to me. How far ahead had they planned this with my involvement? I was beginning to feel that I was the only one that didn't know what was going to happen next.

I found an old memory stick with charts on it and a few pics, put it into the safe and relocked it. An old tip I had learned years ago which might come in handy. I replaced all the bedding and returned to the cockpit. I would read the letter in a while. Once we were in open waters.

Giving Alice a big hug, and sensing the sexual games were no longer in her head, I suggested she went and slept on the bed with Mercury as it was going to be a long night. I needed sleep myself and had an idea when I checked the charts. There was a small uninhabited island coming up on our route in a few hours which had a natural storm shelter that we could drop anchor in.

I made the course correction and then just as I was going to sit and read the letter I saw a red flashing light coming from the dash of the cockpit controls. Underneath it was a small piece of masking tape with the words ‘PLAY ME’ written in Biro, Abbeys writing, I decided.

Pressing the switch below the flashing light I wasn't surprised to hear John's voice.

“Hi Dan & Alice

You are now heading away from the Island and this message has been activated. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you the guided tour. Dan, you should find everything you need if you look for it.

In an ideal world we have already spoken about what has and is occurring and you are following a planned departure.

If you look to the right of the red flashing light there is a recessed silver button. Press it. When you have done that turn the dial above it to maximum.

Done that? 

Good! You have a transponder that has just configured itself to a large fishing boat signature and the radar emissions will indicate the same to any search parties. You will probably be able to get away with that when travelling at night. During the day when physical sightings can be made you might want to turn it off. At the very least it will give you time to get clear of trouble.

A word of advice. Head for Villefranche then sail south until you reach an island monastery just on the Italian side near a village called Albenga. If you need to, you can hide behind that for a while without drawing any attention to yourselves.

It will give you time to work out your plans and the other side should be looking further afield by then.

Stay safe and hope to see you again when all this is over. 

We Love You, Alice!” came Abbey’s voice a distance away from the microphone.

I turned instinctively to see if Alice had heard just as she launched herself into my arms sobbing. She had changed and put on a simple shirt from John's locker. I felt her body cling to me as she finally let go of the grief and fear she had held back all day. I curled her up on my lap as I sat in the captains chair and eventually she fell asleep in my arms. I had nothing else to do for several hours except watch for traffic.

While I sat there I considered what had gone through already in the last twenty four hours. To say I was in mild shock was too simple an explanation. I had killed a man without giving him a chance to defend himself. Okay, he was seeking to kill me and probably Alice afterwards. I had left two friends behind who, in all likelihood, were already dead. I knew the people they were up against, they didn't take prisoners and when they did it was never pretty. They never let anyone go.

What I didn't understand was, why they had still come for me and Alice. If they had hit their intended target this should have stopped with John and perhaps Abbey. It didn't, which meant something else was going on and until I knew the rules I needed to stay low. John must have realised that way before it all kicked off otherwise why suggest the Island monastery. 

There was no doubt he was a master strategist. I just hoped it included keeping himself and Abbey alive.

As we approached the unpopulated Island on the map, I turned off the transponder and the lights, following instructions from the computer’s navigator. As we got in close I woke Alice and she held the helm steady, almost idling, as I went on deck using night vision glasses, to take a closer look. It appeared clear, there was a nice little inlet we might be able to make for which would hide us for the night.

Returning to the cockpit I guided us into the lea of the island until I reached the position I had seen from further out. 

Dropping the forward anchor letting it run, I braked and tied it off feeling as it bit the sea floor. It held and the boat suddenly swung around to face outwards when it was fully turned I dropped the aft one until it settled.

With all the electrics switched off and everything quiet we would be hidden from everything except satellite or direct view. I didn’t think satellite was going to be an issue at this stage. I wasn’t expecting to be followed, just being cautious.

Sat in the cabin with Abbey’s food parcel and a pair of torches I had taken out of the drawer we had our first meal since breakfast. I looked at my watch. It was 1 am. I had been on the go for nearly forty hours. Time to crash out, I decided.

Setting my watch to wake me in six hours, I put Mercury on Silent patrol which would keep him active around the boat for the night. Alice and I made our way into the bedroom and instead of getting into the bed, I pulled a blanket from the cupboard and slung it over the both of us. Alice soon curled up inside my space and as I went to put the blanket around her she held onto my arm and pulled it to her chest and wiggled backwards into me until she was comfortable. Her warm body against me felt good. We slept.




CHAPTER 9

I awoke before the alarm. I never really needed the physical wake up call, it was the action itself that set my internal clock. If I set myself to sleep for one hour or ten, I would normally wake without any external alarm. As I got my bearings I listened for any activity outside. Other than the lapping of the waves against the boats hull there was nothing.

Gently extricating myself from Alice and leaving the blanket tucked in behind her to take my place, I made my way on deck. There was a low mist around the island that had settled on the water overnight. It would disappear as soon as the strong sun touched it. The eery effect it had on the small inlet gave me goose bumps.

Mercury was sat in the bow, eyeing up a large herring gull that was swooping around in front of the boat. When he saw me he quietly padded to me and reaching up his front paws on my leg he nuzzled my hand. I went back to the galley and found him some tinned meat and pumped some tap water into his bowl which he had emptied during the night. His tail wagged. I went back on deck.

In daylight it all looked different. I had accidentally moored in precisely the right position. Rocks on either side looked like they might have scraped the hull if I had gone in any further. Even stood at the bow I couldn’t see much of the lea we were in which also meant we were hidden from the sea.

Looking up at the island behind me, the rocky cliff was practically barren, at least on this side. The only activity was the native roosting birds. It was well past the nesting season so there were no loud territorial arguments overhead, just the quiet comings and goings as they roused and went off to feed.

Returning below I just caught as Alice as she was coming out of the head. She looked fabulous, still sleepy in that shirt and a little lost. It bought out all my protective instincts and a few others besides. Now then! I thought, Just stay focused, I admonished myself thinking that for us to get through the coming weeks I would have to deal with a lot of pressing issues.

“Good morning Sleepyhead!” I hailed jovially to start the day off right. “Breakfast in the galley in five minutes.” Hearing a tortured groan in response, hmmh! not a morning person, I thought.

We hadn’t had any opportunity to buy supplies before we left so we made do with tinned stuff that neither of us really fancied, but I had found some frozen bacon and lo and behold, a tin with a bag of dried egg in it. The small microwave was a perfect cooking receptacle for both and within 10 minutes we were enjoying a cooked breakfast of scrambled egg and bacon, a mug of hot coffee with whitener washed it all down. Not bad.

We ate quietly, both I think, contemplating the upcoming day and what we had to do. When you are at sea you feel alone and secure in the fact that there is no-one in sight. The problem these days was the satellites, GPS locators and high flying ‘spy in the sky’ technology, not forgetting good old radar. 

I knew all of this of course, my training had left me with a good grounding in tracking technology, and I knew that if they had the right equipment they wouldn’t have to be close, just over the horizon and out of sight if they wanted, and still know exactly where we were. 

I had to work on the basis we were being tracked and keep a plan B in my head at all times. I knew if they wanted to they could come at us instantly and we would disappear beneath the waves forever. The fact they didn’t meant they were either looking elsewhere, or had other plans. 

I caught Alice looking at me as my attention refocused back inside the cabin. I smiled at her reassuringly, I hoped. “Up for a short vacation in Italy?” I asked mischievously.

She snorted, and got to her feet, picked up the plastic plates we had been using and put them into the sink. “You’re going to need one by the time I have finished with you, ‘Old Man’,” she joked and the look I got was enough to send me scooting aft to lift the anchor. 

I retrieved it and stowed it away and then walked down the gangway to the bow and pulled on the front anchor chain to create some slack which set up a forward momentum out of the inlet. I went back to the cockpit, started the engines and put it in neutral while I retrieved the front anchor pulling us further out of the inlet in the process.

Back in the cockpit and I pushed the throttles forward to give us enough speed to clear the lea without too much noise and wake and then checking the instrumentation to see what weather we could expect, switched on the navigation system. 

All clear for forty miles. We were not in the shipping lanes so could expect to see very little traffic. It was now down to steady speed which I thought would take us about three days to get us there. I thought It was a long time to be out of touch, but I reminded myself that my responsibility was to keep Alice safe. We were as safe here as anywhere and once the initial destination was set into the navigation, we could relax.

Once we had an opportunity to check out the storage areas of the boat we found plenty of food to keep us going for a week, or so. The lack of fresh stuff was obviously going to be a problem, I thought, but later when I was working on the deck doing some small chores I caught a waft of baking bread. As I kneeled there looking across the sea, I thought about Alice and her ability to absorb everything and still triumph. I chuckled quietly as I considered the possibilities of a relationship with her.

I would have said if it was up to me, no way, the age difference alone would make it irrational. However, it wasn’t me doing the chasing and I was going to have to see how it went and then when the right time presented itself have a little heart to heart. Regardless of John and Abbey’s warning I intended to have some say in this for myself even if my heart wasn’t in it to refuse her. I knew realistically that I probably wouldn’t get the chance.

The sea was very calm this morning. We were making good time and my inspection of the boat left me impressed with John’s efforts to update an old boat with new equipment. Much of it was state of the art and in ‘tip top’ condition. The solar panels on the top of the cockpit were linked into half a dozen marine batteries which fed the fridge and freezer as well as trickle feeding other equipment that needed regular running. 

I had tracked a switch to run the navigation computer off the batteries when the power was off which could be useful and found a complete set of boat fishing tackle which I now intended to put to good use.

The aft of the boat had a couple of built in rod rests and slots for chairs which I pulled out and set up. It would be important if observed from afar either by air, or sea, that we looked like holidaymakers or seasoned mariners. So, I wasn’t really surprised when Alice walked aft with hands full of fresh baked rolls and water bottles in her preferred attire of …....nothing!

“I hope you don’t object to eating without frills, its freshly baked fried spam rolls with brown sauce,” she said in the sweet mellow voice that I liked.

“Yes, and served on a bed of naked Alice too, can’t be bad,” I chuckled.

She curtsied quaintly, which looked decidedly odd with her slim tanned body and I chuckled even more until she gave me a shirty look. Then grinned mischievously. Her sense of humour cheered me. It might have been a difficult job with a normal twenty five year old, or even someone older, but Alice seemed to just take it in her stride. I decided Africa must have been a constant experience of living at the sharp end for her to get this worldly wise and stable.

I bit into the fried spam roll, the bread still warm from the oven and realised that I had never tasted anything like it before in my life. It was delicious and I said so.

“Oh Good! You will be pleased to know there are twenty more tins in the larder,” she laughed leaning back into the fishing chair I had set up. I rolled my eyes and drank some water.

I watched her while she ate, she was focused back on the way we had come. The wake of the boats engines kicking up surf and eddies could mesmerise you with their reflecting facets as the sun bounced off the little waves. She looked thoughtful and I didn’t want to break the spell so just watched. 

Her long straight hair shimmered in the sunlight, her face in partial shadow was tanned and completely free of lines. Her sunglasses hid eyes that I envisioned would be sad at this moment as I thought she would be thinking of where, and who, we had left behind.

My eyes travelled to her straight nose and down to well formed lips. Her chin not stubborn at all, unlike her nature, was strong and well defined with high cheekbones, a beautiful face. I had never seen her Mother, but she must have been a looker despite the problems she had. I wondered how Alice felt about her.

I found myself becoming pensive as I thought about the historical baggage we all carry around with us, I didn’t want to dwell on any of mine, for there lay sleeping dragons and I wasn’t inclined to wake them.

As I continued to study Alice I sensed her attention had changed and her head moved slightly towards me. I felt the focus of her eyes which were still hidden by her glasses. She sighed quietly as if undecided, but said nothing and after a minute resumed looking out to sea leaving me to continue my lazy inspection.

Her neck was not long and not thin, just the right proportion and the cavity at her neck carried a bead of sweat that had collected there. I noticed others collecting randomly on her breasts and ribs and as I followed them down they led me inevitably towards her flat taut groin which was as evenly tanned as the rest of her body. 

Forcing my attention to her legs to pull myself away from my errant thoughts, I instead admired the athletic build which indicated she was no stranger to either running or hiking. Her ankles were strong and her feet, well, what could I say, they were decidedly cute! I was just thinking about her toes which she had recently painted with a red varnish which looked somehow brazen with her nakedness when I realised she was watching me, one of those enigmatic smiles on her face.

“Sorry, I was just...” I looked back at her embarrassed.

She said nothing and smiled at me. Instead turning the seat around so it faced the sun and therefore directly at me and pulled her glasses up into her hairline and lay her head back with her eyes closed. Her legs were now slightly open and inviting and at that point I decided I had to check the navigation gear and monitor our route. It was getting too hot out here for me and my blood was beginning to boil off.

I half thought I might prefer tackling a couple of Spetsnaz, but the thought of Alice being in danger quickly put that out of my mind. I realised I already had developed strong feelings for her and I was going to have to face them sooner than I would have liked. Damn! A week on a boat with this girl is going screw me up big time. John, what on earth were you thinking?




CHAPTER 10

I was much relieved to see Alice dressed for the evening. Her skin looked flushed from the sun and she positively glowed with good health. Life aboard seemed to suit her and she was completely at ease up on deck as well as in cramped conditions of the living area.

We had a simple dinner, tinned beefsteak stew, powdered mash potato and tinned carrots with Alice’s fresh bread and some butter which had been hiding in tubs in the freezer along with cheddar and goats cheese. We also found John’s wine cellar which was contained in plastic one and a half litre bottles. We had quite a bit of that as a kind of reward for getting through a day on the boat together.

Washing up proved to be a frolic as we both insisted on sharing the work and it was a very tight space. More than once I’m certain that we could have avoided falling against each other, but I have to say it was fun and we both lounged about afterwards with the remains of our wine and mellowed. Nothing was said and when it came time for coffee I passed her mug and she took it with both hands, but held onto mine with one while she put her mug on the non-slip table and then put her other hand in mine too.

I wasn’t sure what she wanted so I sat there waiting for her to speak.

I could have used that opportunity to broach the subject of us, but something stopped me. Instead, I looked into her eyes and immediately could see she was deeply troubled. She drew in a deep breath.

“In Maumb’ta where I lived, there were many men who would show no honour to a white woman. There were few you could trust, some you could like, in the end you had to protect yourself to survive. The compound I lived in provided protection when I was in it, but outside I was subjected to harassment by the young and old alike. Under their laws women are chattels and have no rights. 

I quickly learned being a white woman didn't protect me, nor did having a British Passport. Being white made me appear exotic; 'white meat' sought after by many. I refused to believe I was in trouble until the night I was attacked returning to the compound.

He was drunk on ‘tchaka’ a local root drink which made men horny, but also made them stupid. He had been plaguing me for weeks and I had known it was just a matter of time. I always thought the villagers would keep him in check. Not that night.

That particular night I was completely alone. It was late, nobody else was around; as if the whole village had planned to be absent at that precise moment. 

I tried to run, but his reactions were fast, or he had anticipated my move. He caught and held me tight. Escaping him was impossible as he held me almost off the ground. His face near mine, the alcoholic stench of his breath was overwhelming.

Although dark, I could see the hard gleam in his eyes and knew he would not just rape me; he would kill me and then dispose of the evidence. The ‘tchaka’ could do that to you. 

Screaming out would not help me either, nobody would interfere and it would go harder for me. He would just say I led him on, then I would be the one in trouble, not him.

I carried a knife. One where the blade compressed into the shaft on a spring. When he pulled me to the ground and tried to mount me I stuck it into his neck, it must have severed an artery and gone into his throat, he bled all over me and grabbed his neck; the rasping noise he made was frightening.

I pushed him over, kicked him off me and ran to the safety of the compound. I immediately buried the knife, burned my bloodstained clothes in the large drum we kept lit and used for litter and bathed in the communal bathhouse, washing away all traces of blood down the mud hole they called a drain. 

If I had been discovered the sentence would probably be death by stoning, such was the local custom, the men were never considered to be at fault. A white woman would not be protected this far away from the city. They would just draw a veil of silence over it and move on. If the authorities asked nobody would remember anything.

Over the next week I was grilled along with other suspects by local police. Fortunately, they had no desire to find the guilty party as the dead man had been a source of trouble in the village. When other past incidents came to light, several Elders were heard to say in passing that a ‘tick had been removed from the village dog’. Their version of ‘a favour done’. 

A short time later I was offered sanctuary with a distant member of the royal family, Dajit. I decided that being under the influence of royalty would do me no harm at all. He took me into service teaching his children in return for living within his house under his protection.

He was about your age, like you he had honour. He respected me and would never lay a finger on me. His five wives would have skinned me alive if he had. A man can do no wrong there, its always the woman's fault. I found out later that it was one of his wives who had been attacked by the dead man. I suspected it had a lot to do with my offer of sanctuary although nothing was ever said.

I was given a small private area within his large house for my own use, a bedroom, tiny lounge and toilet facilities. 

All eating, bathing and social activities were conducted within the communal areas of the house. There were many other guests residing there including a Russian couple who were running an aid programme in rural areas. They had many visitors from their home country and sometimes it seemed more like a Russian embassy.

It was fine for about eighteen months until one day his brother brought one of the Crown Princes to the house for a meal, a massive honour for my benefactor. I was presented as the children's Nanny and Teacher. Because I was white and English speaking I was allowed to sit behind and to one side of the Prince as he rarely had an opportunity to practice his language skills. 

His English was really good and we spoke much through dinner. He took a shine to me with my English ways and our conversations dominated much of his attention. I saw, but misunderstood Dajit's concerned look throughout the evening, I thought he was worried that I was dominating the Prince, but it turned out his concerns were for me.

At the end of the meal the Prince turned to Dajit saying that he was taking me to the palace where he had decided I would be allowed to teach the other young royals. Dajit was very upset, but there was nothing he could do, his position was such that he lived at the behest of more important royals. The Prince misunderstanding Dajit’s concerns offered him a replacement.

I was taken immediately. No-one asked me. Everyone assumed I was a chattel despite being white and holding a British Passport. Unwittingly, I had become a non-person and far too late, realising the gravity of the situation I had gotten myself in to, it dawned on me that absolutely nobody knew where I was.

Dajit tried to help, quietly pulling strings where he could, to ensure I was not bullied by the other servants. For a few months, as I found my place in the new order of things, it seemed as though I wouldn’t be under a great deal of scrutiny. I constantly looked for an opportunity to leave. Dajit was going to help me get to the border and enlisted the help of one of the palace servants to get me out under cover of darkness.

Unfortunately, the servant was also a spy for the King, and when he heard that there was an English girl under his roof, he decided to pay me a visit. 

Again, like the other royals, his English was Eton standard so he was very well educated. We talked for a few hours. I was invited to dine with him. At the main dinner I sat with him, ahead of his wives as his guest. I had little choice in any of this and knew I was getting into deeper water by the day.

The following morning one of the wives came for me and took me to their rooms. We know it in the west as a harem. There were guards there that looked menacing and unimpressed with a ‘white girl’ entering their King’s lair. Once settled I was found new clothes, taught how to behave, pampered, sunbathed, manicured, my hair styled, and body massaged. Whatever I wanted I could have, except freedom to leave.

I was never chosen by the King although he would often look in on me while I was being cared for. Sometimes he would watch while they bathed me, or massaged me. He enjoyed looking at the whiteness of my skin and I was not allowed to sunbathe too much in case I got too brown. His wives continued to tutor me in palace protocols when I wasn't teaching the children English.

After several months I discovered, purely by chance,  that I was to be married to the King and that was that. I knew I needed to get out, and fast! Once I was married I would never be able to leave and if I tried I would be killed.

Dajit got a message to me that he had found my passport, and that he had contacted Dad from the details in the back page. Help was coming. I didn't believe it would happen. Dad would never be able to get into the palace and he might even get himself killed trying. I worried myself sick and lost a lot of weight. I had got myself into a right mess and he would be risking his life just to try and get me out.

It came like a whirlwind. I was bought before the King in public to be presented as his new bride and at the moment when I thought all was lost, armed men materialised out of the crowd with guns. They shot two of the guards. One held the King at gunpoint while two others grabbed me and whisked me away. The one who grabbed me told me they had come to get me out and to keep up with them

Others suddenly appeared in combat gear helping to keep the King's guards pinned down; I realised they were military types, I was being rescued.

A hair raising Jeep ride later, I was in a helicopter. Within another two hours I was over the border and Dad was waiting for me at a clearing in the jungle. Everything was hush! Hush! He had plane tickets, a new passport and before I knew it we were on a commercial flight to Johannesburg. 

I was not allowed to leave South Africa until I had been debriefed by their Secret Service. They had been monitoring Maumb’ta for years as it was a Russian satellite, they suspected it was acting as a conduit for people trafficking and drugs. Other white women had disappeared over recent years and they wanted me to help identify possible persons of interest to help their investigation. They were nice about it, but underneath they weren’t going to give me a choice in the matter, so I cooperated.

After I left there I had to go back to England and be interviewed by the Foreign Office. It appeared they also had important commercial interests there and didn’t want them upset. They wanted assurances that I wasn’t going to go public to the Daily News, or cause problems for them. I had to sign documents before they would let me have my passport back to enable me to come over to Dad's.”

Alice leaned back in her chair letting go of my hands in the process. She looked pale. Re-living her experiences had temporarily dissolved her confidence, much of which, I could now see, was smoke and mirrors. Yes, she was a very strong and determined confident girl, but these experiences must have really bought her down low. 

She had been throwing herself at me from a subconscious need for security. She had felt instinctively safe with me, from all that her Father had told her about me, and I probably reminded her of Dajit. I was near enough his age, and she probably felt guilty about him too. To her I was the nearest safe harbour. 

I walked across to the drinks cabinet. Retrieving a flat half bottle of brandy, I poured some into a small glass. When I turned around she was looking at me, tears streaming down her face. She took the drink, at first sipping it, but once she felt the fire in her throat she knocked it back and gave me the empty glass, coughing from the alcoholic fumes.

The colour came back into her face, looking better as the brandy did its work. She smiled wanly and I felt for her. I took her hands in mine.

“Alice, what you have gone through, and how you have coped with it is quite remarkable.” 

I sat beside her. I’m not good with words and felt awkward, but knew I needed to say something to help her.

“You have been through some incredible experiences and these have made you what you are. Just the way you handle what happens to you is amazing. I am proud of you, and I know your Dad is too.”

This bought more tears and I drew her into a hug and we stayed like that for a while.

We talked about her experiences and about the events of the last few days. Eventually, the brandies had their effect on her as she fell asleep in my arms. As I carried her to the cabin placing her gently on the bed she half woke, pulling me into a deep long kiss before finally letting me place the rug over her. I left her to sleep.

At the helm, I spent the rest of the night deep in thought. Alice had given me much to think about and I knew it was going to affect our relationship from here on in. I felt that in telling me all of this, Alice had been clearing the ground for something. I suspected she wanted to know more about my history. I was going to have to think hard about what I could tell her. 

My previous existence was not something you ever told people about, it was never pleasant, killing on orders from someone you work for. Often you did so not knowing what the target had done, or even who they were. You were given photographs, locations and agendas. You were met, provided with equipment, ferried to locations, planned kills carried out, and expedited out of the area. Debriefed, short break, repeat. Sometimes you worked in a team, mostly it was a ‘Lone Ranger’ existence.

Nights end finally saw us creep round past Messina on the Italian coast and into the home stretch. With the coast now on our starboard side I anticipated arriving at the Island sanctuary, which is what I was calling it, by tonight, approximately twenty hours away. 

We would be following land all of the way now, although distantly and I considered where to stop for supplies before going into hiding for a week. Fresh meat and vegetables were going to be essential and despite Alice's predilection for nudity she would be needing some clothes.




CHAPTER 11

Alice didn't wake until the sun was well up in the sky. She was quiet, the emotional drain from last night evident in her mood. I gave her space to gather herself, handing her a coffee on my way back to my post at the helm, which got me a smile, but not much more. She had pulled another shirt out of the wardrobe and wore it tucked into her shorts. She looked unusually demure.

By lunchtime she was more herself, although still fragile. We ate more of her bread with some of the cheese and she took to sitting and cuddling Mercury on the front deck. It was hot, but she remained clothed, her mood still withdrawn.

I decided that we should take a detour and headed the boat towards the Italian coast. I remembered a small estuary where there was easy mooring quite near Rome that would provide us with tourist boutique shops and somewhere to pick up supplies. I had been there previously in another life and I reasoned we could get in and out without drawing attention. The Alice II would certainly look at home there.

Bypassing the Marina, we motored up the small estuary a little to where stone walls from olden days of sea merchant warehouses had been converted into stylish coffee-shops, boutiques and apartments. 

There were quite a few large boats scattered around and it was a simple matter to moor up near a couple of them and blend in. Leaving Mercury on Patrol, we made for the shops. I had plenty of cash mostly from the safe and split it with Alice. We wouldn’t use credit cards and would also avoid CCTV with caution and sunglasses. The first thing we did was buy tourist hats. My Panama looked good.

I was quickly rewarded with seeing Alice smiling and enthusiastic. It seemed clothes shopping was one of her favourite pastimes and the Italian styles all suited her. Leaving her to it I knew it wouldn't take long for her to get a few outfits that would be suitable for both street and boat.

I organised myself getting the supplies and stopped in a few other shops while waiting for Alice to finish her buying spree. We were fully laden by the time we walked back to the boat, both in better spirits for the change of scenery. We had taken just over two hours and were now headed back out to sea with Alice in the galley cooking up a storm. Dinner tonight smelled like it was going to be a feast compared to the last few days. I smelt lots of Italian herbs.

I managed to log onto a free open Wi-Fi network briefly before departing the mooring, where I downloaded and checked my messages. There appeared to be nothing important, but I would check through them again later.

The afternoon kept me busy as we progressed up the coast. I had turned off the transponder so we wouldn’t be tracked by the navigation satellites which meant I had to rely on the maps that were stored in the cupboard. 

The islands and the heavy traffic made it difficult to keep us far enough away from anyone who might want to pay us any attention. By evening we had taken a route out of sight from the coast and off the traffic lanes and were now heading directly for the Island Sanctuary.

It was quite late when we approached the Island which was actually ideal as nobody would see us sliding in quietly behind the large outcropping of rock. It was apparently a Nature Reserve, which also still had a working Monastery, the outline of which could be seen in the deepening dusk. 

There was enough light to find ourselves a good location and I set the anchors. With no other boats moored or close by we were going to find it very quiet.

John had suggested this place for a reason, either because we would be safe here, or because he needed us to be here for other reasons. Either way I trusted his judgement and would also follow his other instruction which was to wait a week before moving on to land and establishing another persona.

I felt Alice felt was better for the shopping today. The new outfit she had on was chic, with three quarter length casual grey cotton trousers and an off the shoulder striped seaman's shirt with long sleeves which she had pulled up. I liked it and said so.

She took the compliment well and turning back to me as she walked away, I was rewarded with a blown kiss as she swished down the gangway. Mmmh! very nice, I thought.

We had a superb dinner of Italian fish in wine sauce and pasta dish, with a bottle of white cooled nicely. After doing the washing up between us Alice found a book she liked and sat on the sofa with Mercury on her lap. She sipped her glass of wine and looked much happier and relaxed.

I wondered how we would manage to entertain ourselves for such a long time, but there were DVD's of films, books and music and I'm sure swimming and sunbathing would occupy Alice at least some of the time. Mercury was becoming a real ship's dog and had perfected the art of squatting over the side. He had one post he was allowed to pee against which I easily washed down with a bucket of sea water a couple of times a day, most of the pee went overboard when he cocked his leg anyway.




CHAPTER 12

I suddenly remembered John's letter. I hadn't read it yet nor had I looked at the memory stick. I knew there was a port on the laptop built into the navigation system, so I decided I would look at them both tonight while Alice slept. I was tired, but having been able to catnap in the chair using the proximity alarm to warn me if anything was coming close over the last few days I could manage a late night now there was no piloting to do.

I was contemplating this as I looked out the cockpit window, my body and mind still in pilot mode and not yet ready to relinquish my post. I didn't notice Alice come up behind me. As she reached me she ruffled my short hair and then put her arms around me. My sitting gave her a height advantage and she used it to swivel the stool around towards her, lifting one leg over mine, straddling me. 

She had changed into the long shirt she had been wearing to bed the last few nights and I could feel her body through the thin cotton fabric. She felt hot and firm and I sighed quietly, she noticed and smiled.

“Dan, I need you by me. I don't mind if you can't handle sex with me, but I would like to sleep with you.” As she leaned in and kissed me I felt the resistance that I had maintained up to now, dissolve as I accepted what this young woman was capable of and as my hands pushed under her shirt tail they came in contact with her trim curves which were sitting provocatively on my lap. I felt her body tense as it responded to my touch.

Sensing my positive reaction to her Alice deepened her kiss and pushed her tongue gently between my lips which parted as she explored, my tongue fought back and together we sparred, I hadn't kissed like this since I was a teenager! It was exhilarating and totally consuming. 

My hands which had so far done nothing except hold her now slipped down, feeling her cheeks and exploring between her fleetingly with the tips of my fingers, sensing her heightening reaction to my gentle caresses there. 

Moving up, I stroked her lower back, feeling smooth skin against my rough hands. As I moved higher; feeling my way slowly and deliciously upwards, massaging tight muscles in her back, around her sides feeling her ribs as they stretched to offer up firm breasts. 

Cupping one in each hand, her body responding as her nipples hardened to my touch. She mewled quietly as I took each between my fingers and gently rolled them, I could feel the rhythmic shivers of pleasure running down her spine making her squirm in my lap.

Letting go of me she put her hands behind her head and grabbing the back of her shirt, slipping it over her head, she cast it aside. The view of her naked body as she arched, excited me as her breasts very firm and pointed became exposed.

I pushed her arms back up enjoying the look and the sensation of her slim body as my hands continued caressing. As she arched her back to present her breasts, I took them one by one into my mouth and nibbled until she began to writhe sensually. 

Going on the attack, Alice grabbed the bottom of my shirt and yanking it up, pulled it over my head dropping it on top of hers. I sat up and put my arms around her until she was fully wrapped within my embrace, her body now pressed against my chest driving my passion to new heights. 

Her hands began digging between my flesh and shorts. She expertly flipped the button and lifted herself slightly off my lap to undo the zip, I stood, still embracing her, so my shorts dropped from my hips and fell to the deck. Alice took the opportunity to wrap her legs loosely around my waist as each now naked and entwined held fast to the other not wanting to allow any distance between us. I was so hard I felt I could support her weight on my shaft. I groaned as I sat again, relaxing my hold on her.

Now, pushing her hands down between us she took hold of my shaft and held it with one hand while exploring underneath with the other and grabbing hold of my balls she squeezed them until I felt pain all the way inside my groin adding to my pleasure; I felt my shaft swell further as it grew to bursting. Her hands moved back now up to my chest and clawed at my nipples, not sparing me in pursuit of inflicting sensory pain on me.

I felt the head slide around her wet opening looking for the way in, as lifting herself slightly to adjust position, she dropped back driving me deep within her crying out as she felt me impale her, biting my shoulder as her arms wrapped around me. 

As her muscles clenched I felt myself sucked into her depths pulling me in while holding me tight inside. Her rhythm and our positions were made for each other as we both felt the effects of the tension of the last two days and the mounting fury of our passion.

We rode the ecstasy together all the way, hands and mouths working frantically, building a mad frenzy as we explored each other voraciously. All too soon, I felt myself begin to lose control, and sensing it Alice cried out as her legs tightened harder around me pulling me deeper inside, taking every inch of me as I suddenly exploded within her, the act sparking her own climax. 

She shuddered as her own orgasm erupted on the wave of my climax adding to our frenzy as we spent ourselves totally barely holding onto each other. 

We slowly came down from the giddy height of our passion and kissed slowly and deeply, Alice's hands cupping themselves around my face as mine continued to caress her body, loving the feel of every part of her. Wanting to know every inch of her body again, and again. Eventually we gave up and relaxed, Alice groaned.

“Ooh! Not bad, 'Old Man'!“ she gasped, huskily in my ear.

We stayed like that for what seemed an age, complete acceptance of each other. The boat rocking gently to the swell of the calm sea, adding its motion to the wonderful sense of peace and fulfilment. 

Finally, when I felt Alice's body begin to cool from our exertion’s I picked her up in my arms and carried her, with her legs still entwined around my body and head snuggled into my shoulder to the large bed. There, taking the time to explore each other completely we spent ourselves again until finally, still wrapped in each others arms, we slept.




 CHAPTER 13

For the next few days we spent considerable time getting to know each other. There were occasional visitors that stayed a morning, or an afternoon. Watching them come and go it seemed to be a regular day trip location from Villefranche, or Marseilles for the idle rich. 

As most of the boats had GPS trackers it was possible to monitor them on the navigation system. If a motorboat turned up without GPS I paid particular attention until I was satisfied it was not a threat.

Half way through the fifth day, a motorboat with a pair of massive 500hp Evinrudes plonked on the back turned up with a gaggle of Italian girls and a couple of bronzed men in their thirties. They dropped anchor hooked up the aft ladder and then all leapt into the water where they frolicked for a few hours. Not a stitch of clothing between them. 

We sat on deck and watched them, they had anchored at a reasonable distance, but a light current had swung them closer than I would have liked. Something about the situation left me on edge and I remained within easy reach of the shotgun in the main cabin and my gun hidden behind the lounge cushion.

When one of the men came out with a camera and started taking pictures of the girls, then switched to pictures of the Monastery above and behind us. I was watching as he panned for shots and my flesh crawled as the direction of the lens turned towards our boat, quickly snapping Alice on the foredeck. He waved nonchalantly at me, as if by way of an apology for the intrusion and returned below deck with the offending instrument.

Ten minutes later the man came up on deck said something to the others, everyone got aboard while they made ready to depart. The girls looked a little sullen, but the men were efficient and worked well together, like a well oiled team.

As they manoeuvred away from us with their big engines, the girls waved at us, but I wasn’t watching them. I concentrated on the camera man on his mobile. They were still too close to us for comfort and he wasn't speaking Italian, my lip reading wasn't so good, but I caught some of the words 'devushki' 'zdes' - ‘the girl is here’ - Russians.

That night we decided that sleeping on the boat was not an option. We were approximately a mile from the Italian beach. We had an inflatable, which was conveniently black. I loaded all of the arms into it under cover of dusk and checking the landing points, as well as spending some time watching the likely lookout areas. We moved all necessary items into the dinghy. 

We couldn't afford a major incident so the booby traps that John had installed, were left deactivated. Besides we might want to use the boat again and it wouldn’t be much use to us at the bottom of the deep lagoon.

We needed to be more subtle. I chose some khaki brown canisters that John really should not have had in his possession and wired them into the boats electrical system using some of my stuff and bits from the boats tool kit.

I left Mercury on board on Patrol. He was our advance scout, also bait. If they saw him aboard it would reassure them enough to think we were still below deck. We paddled to the shoreline of the Island where I had decided on a reasonable vantage point that offered us some protection from above as well as from the sea. It was all we had.

Fifteen minutes later with the dinghy hidden behind some rocks and us in a sheltered position, we settled down to wait. It would be quite a while, I figured. 

Alice had on a fleece that I had found in the cupboard and snuggled into me with an affected simpering that had me chuckling. She was irrepressible and a lot of fun when stuck in a tight situation. We cuddled together for a while, then as it began to truly darken I told her to remain totally quiet, no pebbles, no coughing, nothing in case anyone was above. Sound travels a long way on water especially at night. 

I quietly checked my armoury, I had already cleaned and oiled them during our stay on the boat. Not as enjoyable as sex, but at least it ensured I got a rest from Alice's insatiable appetite. Then putting on my night vision goggles I waited for what I knew would be a late night visit from our unknown enemy. I estimated three hours. They would give us time to roll in the hay and then fall asleep. Then they would time it for arrival under cover of a patch of cloud if there was one, there were certainly a few around tonight.

I sat there reminiscing,  the times I had been put ashore in a black one man dinghy, sometimes off the back of a submarine, others off a trawler. Once even off the side of an oil tanker! Imagine a wall as high as you can see and a boom winch with you on the end of it. Hitting the water which was travelling at twenty plus miles per hour underneath you and having to pull away from being dragged into the undertow. I'd almost lost my kit and balls’d up the mission on that one.

I almost failed to notice the black neoprene clad figure pulling itself out of the water up at the stern of the boat. Mercury whuffed at the same moment letting me know. I cannot stand barking dogs, so he was trained not to. Just the right message at the right time. I took out the dog whistle and gave it three short blasts. 

I knew Mercury would hear it and go onto Silent patrol, he would also keep out of the way until I told him to jump ship. That wasn’t so much the training as he tended to back off from trouble, when you cannot bark your lungs out, there is very little you can achieve as a small terrier. I used to have a large dog that never made a sound, yet would happily take your arm off if you weren’t supposed to be there.

As I expected following the lone swimmer, a black dinghy, not unlike ours, moved silently around the back of the Island and made swiftly towards the boat. I sensed Alice tense as she saw them. She kept quiet and still. I leaned towards her and whispered. “There is bound to be a spotter above us so no movement.” She squeezed my leg in response.

I now worried about Mercury, he had been left behind in case I hadn't seen them coming so he could warn us, but now if he jumped two things could happen. Firstly, they could shoot him, and secondly if he headed for shore, they might conclude he was coming to us and follow him in. He was a very bright dog, he survived in the wilds before I took him in so he had street-smarts in spades. I decided to wait it out and see what happened.

My night vision glasses showed three in the boat plus one swimmer. A team of four. What about the spotter I was sure they would use on in this scenario, I would have done. I would have dropped off the spotter around the other side and awaited a signal confirming ‘in position’ before proceeding around the headland.

As the dinghy tied up at the boat’s stern the swimmer was passed a short rifle. I couldn’t see what make it was from here, a silenced Uzi, I thought likeliest. He made off towards the cabin and the others pulled themselves up and followed him, two either side now, all armed and with night vision. I was glad we weren’t on board, we would be sitting ducks in the cabin.

Good, they had all gone below. I took out the remote control I had set up, and pressed two of the buttons at the same time. A nice quiet surprise, hopefully. I then used the whistle and was rewarded with a very small splash off the rear of the boat. Good dog, he had hunkered down in the well of the aft landing, they had gone right past him.

I waited a few minutes, then heard a commotion on the boat. We didn't have to wait long, the swimmer appeared in the doorway, staggering forward and falling over the side. The splash was big enough to get the Spotter’s attention if he was there. I took my silenced sniper rifle, a round already chambered and placing the barrel on the stone I lined up the shot I wanted. 

As the diver surfaced I placed my round straight into his head just at the waterline. He sank immediately. If there was a spotter he wouldn't have heard, or seen anything, the muted muzzle flash had been hidden by an old fishing sock over the end.

I saw Mercury come to shore and using the dog whistle signalled for him to go to cover and hold. I had trained him to do that so that we could trap wild cats and then he would pop out behind them driving them towards me where I blasted them at short range, making a quick, clean kill.

We waited. We waited an hour. The gas would keep them out for five to six hours, but it had nowhere to dissipate so they might get an overdose and suffer fatal exposure. I wasn’t concerned about that. We could afford to be patient. After another thirty minutes I was about to give the all-clear when I heard the distinctive sound of a gun stock scraping rock up and to our right. 

Our spotter. Remembering the favoured choice of other spotter on the beach, I decided he would probably have a Vinty, a lovely piece of work, multi-shot, gas propelled and highly accurate. He was moving: down? up? away? Coming down wouldn't be easy, he might have a rope and could rappel down, but I didn't think so. 

I decided he was more than likely moving position to try and get some idea of where we were hiding. He would have been ordered to take us out. He would be sighting through the windows and seeing nothing. Probably  getting a little cranky too having no idea what had happened except his lift home had not materialised from the cabin. He would have to make for the dinghy and I guessed he would wait until first light of morning. We couldn’t afford to wait that long. Alice was getting cold, I could feel her shivering against me. I needed to move, or become stiff to the point of uselessness. I decided on action.

I tapped Alice on the shoulder. She understood what that meant and quietly took the rifle from me. I had my Glock at my back, silencer attached and I had my knife. The black gear I had found was meant for this, and my blackened face ensured there was no reflection as I began to climb. As I did the blood circulation seemed to reach my legs again and I felt pins and needles as it caused my legs to burst into pain. I worked through it and kept climbing.

Judging I had thirty feet to go as I needed to have a clear line of sight, I kept moving crab wise and upwards. The bet was that he was using night vision goggles and I hoped so because he was about to get a nasty shock. Moving into a good position and facing in the Spotters rough direction I made sure my goggles and my face were turned away from the sea and then pointed the TV remote at the boat and pressed the <PLAY> button.

It took about twenty seconds for the TV to switch itself on from standby and then the noise from the film 'Gone in 60 Seconds' car chase screamed out of the surround sound speakers and colour illuminated the inside of the boat. I waited another two seconds so that anyone would be looking directly at the boat and then hit the other remote and all of the boats searchlights, trained on the cliff top all burst into life together illuminating the cliff and hopefully blinding the Spotter.

Yep! There he was, pulling off the goggles as the bright light temporarily blinded him, a fair shot. I lined up the target and put three silenced shots into him. Tap, tap and another tap in the head. Quickly changing my location in case there was another with him, I continued to climb and then took another look around. All clear.

I climbed the last few feet, keeping down to avoid any silhouette reaching the fifth enemy soldier, to find him dead. I took his rifle and patted him down. This one had a mobile, so I removed the battery and put the device into my pocket, replaced my Glock and then tipped the assassin over the cliff, giving a low whistle as I did so to let Alice know it wasn't me coming down the hard way.

Five minutes later I was back down the cliff. I went to the body of the Spotter and pulled him into the water, setting him adrift he would sink with all that gear on. Then pulling out the dinghy, we quietly and quickly returned to the boat. 

Keeping Alice in the dinghy until it was safe, I sent Mercury ahead following right behind him to check all combatants were down.  Keeping my breathing shallow until the air was cleared. I found two in a heap together and one by the bed. 

Removing the canisters carefully, I opened all the windows to get any remaining gas out of the boat. Then, while it was clearing I dragged them all out and up to the bows. I called Alice and left her to it as she transferred everything back into the boat from the dinghy and tidied up down below. 

Meanwhile, checking the bodies, I discovered they were all dead. That stuff was obviously not what I thought it was, or it was too high a concentration. I roped them all to one big piece of chain and sent them into the deep waters of the lagoon along with the holdall containing their guns, pocket contents, ID’s and canisters. The weight would keep them down for long enough. If any of the bodies drifted, they would remain pretty much untraceable.

I had no compunction at all about having killed them, if they had lived they would have killed us. If we had kept them prisoner, they could have escaped and then killed us. They could have been rescued and we could be taken out by the rescue team.  They would have slowed us down, brought attention to us at the wrong moment, and we would have had to share the boat with them. None of that those scenarios would have helped us survive.

Whichever way you looked at it, the only way we were safe was if they were dead. So far we had been very lucky; vigilance, innovation and surprise had been our friends. It wouldn't always be that easy, I was sure.

Starting the engines and with all the lights off, no tracking or radar, we moved out slowly, keeping the wake down to almost an eddy and reducing the possibility of anyone seeing us. Sailing directly out to sea while remaining in the shadow of the Sanctuary until we could no longer see it against the coastline, helped shield us from any observation from shore.

Then, when we could stay black no longer, I switched on the transponder, turned it to maximum and kept up a steady trawl speed running at an angle to the coast that would bring us into French waters shortly. When we got into a shipping lane, I kept away from other ships, turned off the transponder moving in amongst them for an hour before changing direction and heading for Spain.

The idea was that we kept moving, hopefully giving John and Abbey as much breathing space as possible. I was certain now that they were still alive and running because the enemy obviously wanted Alice as a bargaining chip and had now made two attempts to either eliminate, or capture her; I just didn’t know which at this stage. Nothing was ever what it seemed.

If John was dead already, they wouldn't have to chase us down, just wait until we surfaced before taking us out at a time and place of their choosing. This meant we were either the main targets, or we were the distraction which indicated we were also important to the enemy in some way. I was thinking about the memory stick in my pocket.

I also had other concerns. The people they had sent against us were good, but they weren't top calibre. Not what I had expected. Either they weren't who I thought they were, or the quality of training had fallen in recent years. Either way the poor quality of their operatives gave us a distinct advantage. I didn’t really trust that either.

Still, we needed every bit of help we could get right now.




CHAPTER 14

Hi Dan

By now you will have got away from the Island and hopefully somewhere safe with Alice where you can read and digest this. Attached is a copy of the list of safe houses and other assets we have around either placed by us, or close friends. 

We are both very sorry to have dropped you in it. Abbey and I had little time to organise things and to be honest you could not stay where you were either, as you would have been eliminated by our enemy as part of their clean-up. We had no choice but to put you and Alice together and hope you could both get out of the firing line.

Oh, and about that.

You already know the story about me, what you don't know is who the enemy is.

Orlov Dubianko was head of the KGB during the Cold War when I was at my most active. His chief Assistant was a woman called Irvana Bejenski who was the handler for most of the top Russian spies. She turned a few of ours during her career, but in the end, unbeknown to Dubianko, I managed to turn her. 

We let him think that she had turned me so that we had reason to meet, but the information he was fed and what we retrieved from her involvement with Dubianko in the end contributed greatly to bringing down the Iron Curtain. It was an eventful time.

At the end Dubianko had strong suspicions about Irvana being turned and we both got out of Russia just as a manhunt for both of us began. It has never really stopped since. The old politburo members memory of the USSR is forever, and their thirst for revenge will never be quenched. Putin rules them with an iron fist, but they still have their resources and friends in high places. They are as dangerous, if not more so, today as they ever were.

Abbey IS Irvana. She has been my love since forever. I knew her and loved her three years before we worked together to finally bring an end to the Cold War era. We had a love-child, but because of her situation we had to hide the little girl as she would have been used to make Irvana do things against her will. Dubianko was never to be trusted and would rather force his will on others by any means possible. We smuggled her out of the USSR without any of her, or my people knowing a thing and I and my first wife, Jennifer, adopted her - we called her Alice.

Jennifer had no knowledge of Irvana, or our relationship although I think she suspected I had someone else. She didn't know about my work and never knew that Alice was actually my child. Alice has no idea either and its now for you to decide what you do and who you tell.

The reason Alice had to go underground is obvious, she would be targeted by Dubianko if he found out the truth, and I wouldn't put that beyond him even now. Even without that knowledge she would be used to draw me out and thus expose Irvana which I cannot do.

I am sorry, old friend, I have rather dropped you into a hornets’ nest of revenge and retribution, I hope you will forgive me. Keep yourselves safe, use the information on the memory stick if you need to. It will buy yours and Alice's freedom if used right. If you do have to use it please know that we allowed for this possibility and accept it as the price we have to pay for Alice's safety.

Go with our love and our hopes for you both.

John and Abbey

I put the letter down on the laptop keyboard and looked back into the bedroom where Alice was sprawled naked across the bed, a sheet entwined giving her some modesty, but not a lot; still asleep and completely unaware the extent of the game going on around us, of which she was a key player. I had no doubt at all that she was a major target of Dubianko and that in all probability he had guessed at her heritage and would not stop until he had her, or killed her in revenge. I still had not ascertained which of the outcomes they were working towards.

I now believed that John and Abbey's enemy was also directly Alice's and this meant that their efforts to find her were going to be relentless now just as in the past with her parents. 

How on earth I was going to secure her safety in this I didn’t yet know. I knew I could not take on the might of the Politburo and was ill equipped to deal with the shock-troops that were probably even now gathering somewhere in anticipation of a kill, or three. They would be all out for retribution once they realised they had just lost one of their teams.

I appreciated the precautions John had taken to get us away as well as the safe houses they had set up. He had done his level best to give us a fighting chance and was probably even now drawing them away from us. Had John hoped that I could spirit her away into another identity using my old contacts, I wondered? It didn't seem likely. 

I had never felt so out of my depth as at this moment. I knew I would have to get a handle on the situation quickly if we wanted to survive. My feelings for Alice, so much more than a few days ago, made me want to bury the both of us somewhere deep and safe forever. However, experience and I both knew too well the futility of that kind of thinking.

Alice awoke, I could see her stir from my seat in the cockpit. She was going to have to read this letter, I thought, as I placed the list in my wallet. She would have to know the truth, I could not keep something like this from her. Her head came up looking for me, then flipped to one side her hair falling over the pillows as she tried to gauge my mood. The sun shone through the porthole in the bedroom giving her a background glow God! She was lovely! 

Sitting up and watching me, she pulled on her shirt and shorts and came through the galley towards me, my look obviously sending messages of concern to her. She came up and kissed me, sensing the something, but not the what and trying to understand if it was her, me, them, or something else.

I returned her kiss and put my hand up to caress the side of her face, loving her with every fibre of my being. She placed one arm around my neck as she went to sit on my lap. Seeing the letter on the keyboard, the envelope bearing my name in her Father's handwriting, she stopped half sat, curiosity immediately gaining her full attention.

Picking the letter up by its corner she lifted it towards her face to steal a peek at its contents, suddenly letting go of me and leaning instead against the cockpit control panel she took the letter in both hands and began to read. I watched her face change as she read down the page, and I could tell when she reached the part about her. 

She cried out, putting her clenched white knuckles into her mouth to stifle more of them and refused to let me near her while she continued to read until she got to the end of the page. 

Then, silently taking the letter and walking past me, she briefly touched my arm with her hand in a gesture of reassurance and made her way onto the deck. I saw her sit with her legs dangling over the bow, looking out to sea, back towards me and the rest of the world while she absorbed the full impact of her Father's confession.

She was strong enough to absorb all of this, I decided, and if I was right she would be sitting mentally dealing with each piece of the truth, following each thought through, sifting out lies she had been told to protect her all these years. In the end she would shrug even this off, and then...




CHAPTER 15

The smell of scrambled eggs and toast wafted up from the galley as I came out from under the deck having inspected the engines and greased bearings. It had been all of three hours, I was impressed! Wiping my hands of grease remover and checking my arms for spots I had missed, I walked around until I reached the cabin door.

I could see Alice beavering away as I stepped through and looked at two plates she was piling with food. A feast. I could smell something was afoot, it was not just the bacon.

“Sit! Eat! We have to talk,” she said calmly, but emphatically, her attitude clearly indicating she would accept no argument.

No, I knew when to keep quiet, this was another of those thousand things you learn about women as you get older. When to let them wear the trousers! I could sense from her positive controlled moves that Alice had developed purpose. I had an inkling what it was going to be and grimaced.

Ten minutes later the empty plates were stacked in front of us, the mugs of coffee refilled. Alice, I could see had come to a decision and wanted to discuss something. I waited until she was ready.

“These people want something from me, us,” she waved her hands between us to include me.

“Either they want me as a bargaining chip, or want to kill me to get back at Mum and Dad.” 

Her acceptance of Abbey as her Mother was a good sign and pleased me, because I felt that I understood how hard it must have been for Abbey particularly, to never let on about the facts. Accepting a secondary role for the good of her daughter must have been very difficult.

Alice was watching my eyes, looking for signs of agreement. I had momentarily been giving her a blank stare and it had put her off. I smiled at her “I think you are right, they will try to kill me and take you, if they cannot do that, they will kill us both.” This reassured her, I watched her face relax again as she saw I was on her wavelength.

“Then we need to start fighting back, but we don’t even know who, or where they are,” she raged her coffee spilling as the frustration in her forced her muscles to contract. 

I caught and held onto her hands, prising them away from the mug forcing her to relax them. Then watched as the tension fell away, travelling up her arms until she shrugged her shoulders to loosen them realising what was causing her to stiffen and ache.

“There may be other issues involved, but I think you are right. We should do more than just run until we are in a corner with no exit strategy. We still have to run, but only until we can find a place to stop and fight.”

“What do you suggest?” she asked realising at once I was for her plan, but now wanting to commit me to a course of action. I was happy to oblige as I had been feeling a need to go on the offensive, but without her desire and commitment to put herself into danger I was reluctant to place us anywhere, but beyond reach.

“We are too isolated on this boat, we need to gain some serious flexibility and also be able to vanish or hide in plain view. None of this is possible now they have identified the boat, and will be monitoring all the major, as well as some of the minor harbours along the coastline. We cannot avoid detection if we make for land, even if we travelled a thousand miles from here.”

Alice nodded, her action indicating she was keeping up with the game plan.

“To get ahead of the game we need to ditch Alice II, and I think your Dad has given us just the right incentives,” I said as I removed a folded list from my pocket that had been with his letter.

“This list has three safe houses, a couple of money caches with change of identities. Marseilles looks favourite and is obviously closest to the sea.”

Taking the list she read it, paying attention to locations and detail. After a minute she handed it back. I was sure she had memorised it all.

We finalised our plans over coffee dregs, poring over maps of Marseilles as we defined our escape from any surveillance until we wanted to be found.

We decided to wait one more day. Then our intention was to move onto land and try and organise some support. 

Alice, I discovered, when faced with a threat to her and hers, would come out fighting. I knew this, of course, from her explanation of her time in Africa, much more of which had come out in our conversations between lovemaking, something which seemed to consume an inordinate amount of each day. 

Through all of this I had come to accept that she would not falter when it came to having to do whatever we needed to do and she insisted that she was not going to accept any fate drawn up by some old has-been Russkie out of vengeance for what happened twenty five years ago.

Under pressure of a lady who knew how to get answers to her questions, I had eventually told her some of my history with the service, no details only outlines of my work. I was one of only a few who had lived long enough to retire. This in itself caused problems for the Top Brass in Whitehall none of whom wanted anything coming back to bite them in the bum. So I trod a fine line between being retired and 'retired' and always kept an exit strategy up to date never further than a day from going under cover again.

This encouraged Alice, but I made no bones about telling her we were in a big game which we were ill equipped to play. Nonetheless, give her solid brass balls, she insisted we give it a go, as in all probability we would be running for our lives either way.

I hated to admit the idea of doing something besides run and hide suited me better. My fear for her safety tore at me constantly, and I wondered if, when it came down to it, I would actually let her walk into danger.

Morning brought a last change of direction, we now headed directly to Marseilles. We would dump the boat and move inland. If they had tracked us this far it might cause them to move their people around. If not, we had only wasted a few hours.

Alice packed together everything she needed, we were travelling light so it was backpack only. Mine was a holdall and backpack as I wasn't leaving much of the armoury behind. We arrived in Marseilles very early morning before people were out and about. I moored Alice II in a temporary slot knowing full well it would get attention from local authorities within the hour. We managed to join a group of people as they left the marina, amazed at how little security there was.

With our new plan to try and fight back instead of running and trying to hide we wanted Dubianko to follow us, but we didn't need him right up our backsides. The trail though, had to be warmish and appear to represent real efforts to vanish. We hired a cheap white Renault that had seen better days from a backstreet car hire company, drove it a few miles then parked it in an underground car park. 

Making sure we were seen by street CCTV cameras, we caught a bus out of the city centre ensuring we were remembered by the driver. We got off outside the city, found a Café while we waited for another bus to take us back into the City. This time we did as much as possible to hide our trail. We wanted them looking for us close by, but not on our doorstep.

Eventually we arrived in the western suburbs of the city getting on towards evening. We were shattered when we got off the local round-robin bus close to our destination. Humping around an armoury was not only risky in a place like Marseilles, but also pretty heavy. 

Another few minutes walk bought us to a white two-storey terracotta house behind a stone wall. As we approached I carefully scanned our surroundings for any local attention, seeing none I felt reassured and smiled across at Alice who looked drawn, her forehead pinched and furrowed as if concentrating on something in the distance. As I nudged her towards the front gate she suddenly realised we had arrived and smiled back. The worry lines instantly disappeared.

Closing the unlocked gate behind us, we found ourselves in a driveway with surrounding land recently cleared perhaps preparatory to setting out a garden. I could see why this had been chosen; good visibility all around. 

Mercury raced off on a Silent patrol and in the time it took for us to walk up the short drive to the house he had done the circuit his wagging tail telling us it was all clear.

The house was shuttered. Taking the key, as instructed, from under the pot half way up the drive we walked round the side to get to the main door. Passing an outside pizza oven and BBQ area we traversed a terrace that appeared to surround the whole house, I put the key in the lock and turned. 

It was dark inside, the evening light and the closed shutters combined to create a gut wrenching black hole that we had to walk into. Finding a light switch right by the door I was pleased to see the electric was on and we wouldn't have to hunt for the mains.

I left Alice wandering around to find the bathroom, food and drink. With Mercury still on point, I traversed every room in the house, leaving shutters closed for the time being while we got our bearings. Once in the kitchen, I went to the drawer nearest the back door and opened it. Inside there was a set of keys and a remote. 

Unlocking it and slipping the deadbolts, I walked across the terrace to the matching tile single storey garage that stood separated from the house. It had a double up and over door entry and a side access door. I chose one of the keys from the small bunch and in the increasing gloom unlocked the door and entered. 

There was less light in here with no ceiling just rafters and uninsulated roof tiles.

In the failing light I could see a pull switch inside the door. Yanking it I was rewarded with flood lighting that illuminated a black Citroen saloon and a dark green metallic Mercedes Coupé. The incandescent light chased away all the shadows; I could see the cars and garage had been left spotless, the vehicles had not been here long, I decided. 

Each car had a set of keys tucked into their sun visor. When I turned on the ignitions and checked fuel gauges, both cars read as full. Superb! We were ready to roll.




CHAPTER 16

Back in the house, Alice had found plenty of food in the larder, a chest freezer full of pizzas and meat and vegetables, enough to keep us going for weeks. She was already making an evening meal. We still had to make do with powdered stuff for milk, eggs and potatoes. 

I spent some time going through each room to see if John had left anything behind. Surprisingly, there was no sign anywhere. The house seemed clean. 

I noticed that despite the house being bare of any personal belongings, on the back of a chair in the lounge which was traditionally styled and very outdated as if John had bought the place lock, stock and furnishings, there was a short sleeved jacket. 

It would have been missed by any cursory glance as just a discarded house coat. On checking the pockets I found a non-auto style key on a Mercedes key fob. On an inspired guess I walked back out to the garage, turning on the light and popping the catch of the Mercedes boot via the in-car remote, walked around and opened it. 

The boot area was pristine and empty. Fumbling at the edge of the thin carpet, I lifted it exposing the well underneath which, instead of a spare tyre, housed a lock-box welded to the metal of the floor. The key from the jacket fitted perfectly. I turned it and pulled at the lid. Well oiled, it lifted soundlessly.

The interior was separated into two sections. One side, hand guns, ammunition, silencers and some small packs of explosive C4, detonators and a pair of grenades. The other, and of more interest, two passports, a wad of Euros and papers for both cars in the name of the passport holders.

I sat on the edge of the trunk, tapping the passports against my hand. John, or someone, had gone to great lengths to set all this up. 

Alice appeared in the doorway, “Dan...?” she said as she first looked at me, then at the cars, eyes widened, eyebrows arching with surprise. 

“Nice! I will take the Merc, you can have that other thing,“ she waved dismissively at the Citroen.

I chuckled, turned to shut and lock the box, dropping the carpet. Closing the boot I took her hand, placing her new passport in it, then pulling the switch light plunging the garage back into darkness, we returned to the house.

Dinner was not at all bad. What you can do with tins and frozen food in a short time with a microwave these days, is quite passable. It was better than on the boat.

After eating we remained at the table, with candles that Alice had lit, drinking a very nice table wine from the kitchen larder. The dishes had been shoved to one side while Alice fingered her new passport. Alison Simpson, it said, her picture staring out from the inside cover. 

I watched her thinking something through and expected a question just about....now!

“When did Dad have the time to organise all of this?” she asked tapping the passport with her finger and looking at me, the suspicion in her voice and manner not directed at me, but at the situation we found ourselves in. “The safe house, cars, money, arms, boat, escape routes ...everything! It must have taken him days to organise all of this...” she stopped suddenly bewildered.

“Unless?” I said giving her an opening for her surfacing thoughts.

“Unless........? “ she paused, “Unless, he had help from someone else.” She clicked her fingers as the realisation filled her mind coming to the same answer that I had concluded while in the garage. 

John, or Abbey had an accomplice. At least one.

This opened up a lot of questions, one or two of which I didn't like the sound of, but put them to one side for later consideration. Alice kept thinking this through, talking her way from one step to the next, putting it together. She had a gifted intellect so while she worked her way through it, I pondered on a few troubling thoughts and just as Alice was winding down her Dad's possible actions that put all this together, the doorbell 'clanged'.

I shot for the back door switching out the kitchen cooker light as I went. Alice had spooned the candles, quick as a flash when the bell went. Boy! Was she quick, I thought proudly as I inched the back door open. Mercury had materialised at my side, silent but on high alert.

Finding it clear I ran out to the edge of the boundary wall where I would have some cover in the darkness. To go around close to the house would be too obvious and I needed to see what was going on from a distance. I had pulled my gun out and was screwing the silencer on as I ran keeping low around the shadowed edge. I rounded the property just in time to see the gate down the drive silently open, then close and a shadow vanish up the road.

Quickly making a decision I leapt the wall nearest to me landing silently out in the street. Keeping close to minimise shadow if someone looked back down the road, I passed the corner of the property by the gate and checked it was still clear.

Continuing to run in a half crouch to where the shadow should have been, I found nothing, they had vanished. I searched quietly for a further ten minutes in case they had gone to ground, then deciding that I had been too slow while they were obviously very fast I walked cautiously, but quickly back to the house, this time using the gate instead of the wall.

I approached the entrance where the visitor had been a few minutes previously. A small light brown package sat leaned up against the wooden door, a jiffy bag. 




CHAPTER 17

Walking back to the house, I opened the back door to utter blackness and total silence.  Heart hammering, the possibility of the visitor being a distraction and the real objective being a snatch, hit me.  Alice! My ears strained for any sound of her.  Nothing!

Mercury was poised at my side, waiting for instructions.  I sent him on Silent Patrol and giving him a head start, followed.  Professional training kicked in, took over my body's reactions; my mind was something else entirely.  Quite, quite different when someone you cared about was in danger!

Immediately relieved at the quiet ‘whuff’ Mercury reappeared, tail wagging an all clear and a wide-eyed Alice wriggled out from her hiding place. Coming downstairs looking past and around me she looked to see if anyone was there, then not seeing anyone, spied the jiffy bag in my hand.

“Oh! A courier delivery this time of night?”

“It would seem so, and one who didn't want to hang around for a tip!” I said jokingly and told her what had transpired outside.

We sat back at the table with the half finished bottle of wine and the package. Putting the gun on the table, I took out my knife and carefully slit open the side of the bag. The grey pulped paper stuffing fell out over the tablecloth as I sliced open the inner membrane. 

Pushing up the top with the edge of the knife I could clearly see a small black rectangular device inside. I put in my fingers and pulled out a mobile phone, wrapped in a plastic bag which also contained a number of SIM cards. I counted six in all.

I checked the rest of the bag, there was nothing else. No message, unless you classed the phone as the message. To me it said someone wanted to get in touch.

Alice seemed about to speak so I put my finger against my lips to warn her to stay silent and was pleased to see that she cottoned on immediately. I was considering the possibility that we could be bugged, in fact the more I thought about it the more I reasoned it would have been a practical precaution. Even a 'friend' might want to know the state of our thoughts before making contact.

We sat quietly for a few minutes absorbing the questions that the phone's arrival had brought with it. Alice was really cool, she seemed to accept the sudden change in our situation. Her after dinner musings on the possibility of her Father having a partner, had inadvertently prepared her for this. 

As a result she was looking at it as a positive, I could see it in her eyes. She looked up and caught me watching her and without saying anything she peered more closely at my face. I made sure she could see my reservations. I saw the question mark in her visual response and held her eyes until she thought things through. 

Then, as if seeing things differently, she looked back at the table her mind now balancing the positive aspect of our situation with the negative. Her eyebrows rose as it dawned on her.

Who had just sent us the phone? Friend? Enemy?  And more importantly, why?

I removed it from the bag and switched it on. It took a moment to go into its start-up and then rolling the controls to bring up calls I could see that there was a single number in its memory.

I returned the missed call, it rang and a man's voice answered.

“Hello, you must be Dan Parker, please don't be alarmed we have a mutual friend in Abbey.”

I remained silent.

“Hello, Dan... Are you still there?”

“Yes, I'm here. Who am I speaking to?”

“Ah, that depends, let's just call me Androv for the moment. Names mean nothing these days in this world of electronic identification. I presume you found the keys to the toolbox we left for you?”

“Yes, thank you. The package was, is, useful.”

“Good, we were planning to get to you at the Island, but we were delayed. When we arrived you had gone. There was no evidence of anything untoward. However, a group of birdwatchers we were keeping up with have gone to ground. We are quite sure they didn't migrate, hahaha!” 

He didn't expect me to laugh, so I kept silent. 

“Did you by any chance see them? You couldn't mistake them with their big binoculars and birdwatching equipment.”

“We did see a group such as you describe, however we couldn't stop to chat. I couldn't say what happened to them after we left. Maybe they went home.” I offered by way of closing the subject.

“Ah! Yes, we thought as much, perhaps they weren't as committed as we thought and have possibly lost interest, err, permanently maybe?”

“Possibly,” I answered in a non-committal manner.

“Good! Good! Well, onto why we have made contact. You are quite welcome to stay there for up to three days, after that we think the heatwave is going to come back. This time it will probably last for a while. You will have to use plenty of sunblock. 

If you want to keep cool we think the climate might be cooler in the East, but eventually the North sounds like its going to be best for a comfortable temperature. If you inadvertently get heatstroke we have a medical advice line available on this number.”

“Thank you, a reliable weather forecast is always useful, we don't want to be far from the heat, but we don't want to get burnt up. Are our fellow travellers enjoying the sun, or are they keeping in the shade?”

“Your friends are well, although not enjoying as cool a climate as yourselves. I suspect they will be heading for lower temperatures too, although not for a week, or so.”

“I understand, I believe I have vouchers for further weather forecasts, is that right?”

“Yes, you are correct. They are each valid for one forecast. Good luck!“

“I understand, thank you Androv.“

The line went dead. I opened the phone back and pulled out the battery. The SIM card was easily accessible so I removed it and used the candlelighter to destroy it. It burnt out in the holder, the acrid smoke drifted across and caught our throats forcing us to leave the table and move to the kitchen.

Mercury was patiently sitting by the back door where Alice had left his bowl. It was empty and he needed to go outside. I opened the door and he shot out. He hadn't been given a command so he would root around out back for at least half an hour.

Turning back to Alice I saw she was hovering, she needed to know what I knew. I found a couple of jackets and popped the door open quietly and beckoned her outside. We walked a way off from the house, to where there was scrub land on the other side of the wall in the corner. 

Hugging her tightly to me I explained in a low voice how the conversation went. The weather forecast was just to help disguise the conversation a little. It also ensured that anyone listening on the off-chance didn't gain anything useful or incriminating.

“Firstly, you need to know your parents seem to be fine, alive, in hot water from what I gather, but coping and anticipating that all being well, they will heading for somewhere safe in a week, or so. We have three days before we need to move on.

They know we had something to do with the disappearance of the snatch team that attacked the boat, but luckily there's no evidence. I'm not yet convinced these people are playing on our side or will stay that way. Although very interestingly, the guy calling himself Androv says he knows your Mother. He mentioned Abbey, not John. I didn't expect that.” 

What does that mean, then, that Abbey, um, Mother has called in help?”

“It means,” I said, “your Mothers friends must be the Russians which says to me we need to be extremely careful. We don't know who they are and importantly what their endgame is. The rule of the game has to be, trust no-one,” I warned. 

I knew the Brits would be watching to ensure we kept out of their way. I could get in touch with my own old section, but that would cause shit to fly and I had no idea where it would land. The visitors at the Island obviously weren’t the Russians which explained the poor quality of their people, so that meant there were three players involved, the third probably being Dubianko and we still didn’t even know what the game was, or the rules.

I increasingly felt we were pawns and that we were being played. The only person I knew who could strategically manage an operation like this was John. The problem with that was that Abbey was also a player and Androv was one of her pieces. John put the safe-houses together and possibly the cars. Someone else though, put the guns, passports and money in place. 

Not only did they do so, but they did it extremely quickly, within days, and I had checked those passports, they would pass muster through any border control, they were that good. So, we had professional help and that could only mean  other parties were involved. Somehow I had to steer us a safe course. I needed a plan, and soon.

I started to feel really tired, stress or the change from sea to land, maybe I was too old for this. I looked up at Alice to see her eyes drooping she was barely staying awake. Yep! Time to find some place to hang our heads.

When we had inspected the bedrooms earlier we decided that we liked the idea of the old antique four poster bed the most. I found a bottle of good claret, a couple of glasses and Alice found a box of what she decided, were delicious chocolates. Giving Mercury a pat on the head and telling him to stay downstairs, we retired to the intimacy of the sumptuous bed, complete with silk sheets and voluminous pillows and duvets.




CHAPTER 18

In the morning we awoke late, very late. The shutters had not been opened last night and the sun now streamed in serrated beams through the angled slats telling me it was already high in the sky. I went downstairs, a bit gingerly I thought. Wow! That was a rough night.

In the kitchen I found the kettle, filled it from the sink and stuck it on the gas to boil, then went looking for my watch. I had left it downstairs on the couch. I looked, it wasn't there. Eventually, I found it on the dining room table, I must have transferred it there before going to bed. Looking at the time, it read eleven twenty. Good Grief! That claret must have been something else. Hungover and you've slept in!

I heard a scratching at the back door and walked over to open it. I found Mercury outside looking decidedly unhappy. Not surprising, I thought, being left out all night. I put down some fresh water, hunted out his biscuits and tossed them into his food dish, then got the makings of coffee prepared. I definitely wasn't with it this morning. Unusual! 

As I got the toast going from hacking a half dozen slices off a cut loaf from the freezer, Alice walked in, looking as bad as me. Well, not as bad, she was naked and beautiful, I couldn't see her as anything else regardless. Nonetheless, she wasn't too bright.

“God! If there are any more bottles of that claret in the larder.... leave them there!”

I chuckled and gave her a hug and a kiss, then plonked her on the kitchen stool with a hot mug of coffee, black, two sugars. I sipped mine waiting for the toast to burst out of the very English toaster that had been kindly provided.

Butter and jam, followed by another mug of coffee soon got me stirring and I finally felt like taking on the shower. While contemplating the moves required to get there, I idly watched Mercury as he limped out of the kitchen. Something bothering his back leg there, I thought..... hmmh!

“Come on, slack Alice, you need a shower massage to get your blood circulating and bring you back to life, girl,” I teased and dragged her, rather willingly I noticed, up the stairs to the shower. As we went I took a look again around the rooms as we went past them.

We had already introduced ourselves to the rather luxurious shower room last night so it was with relish we looked forward to another round in there. With ample room for two and plenty of hot water it was an experience not to be missed, and definitely one to be repeated as often as possible.

As I worked on Alice's back, massaging out the knots in her muscles and using it as an excuse to explore her heavenly form even more, I slowly worked down until I was kneading the backs of her legs. She flinched, 

“Ow! What was that?” 

I looked but couldn't see a bruise, or cut. I turned off the shower for a minute and got her to bend forward a bit, to which she turned around to me while doing so to see if I was about to introduce her to some form of new shower sex. However, I was looking closely at the top of her thigh. Almost on the inside and out of sight was a tiny red spot, a puncture wound. I pressed it and was rewarded with another 'Ow!' and a surprisingly unladylike curse. “Sorry, I think I must have bitten you a bit too hard last night!” I grinned evilly and she rewarded me with an unamused scowl.

Turning the shower back on I went back under it while I thought. As I did so I was feeling my body, looking for a sore spot. I found it at the back of my leg behind and above the knee. I had my explanation for oversleeping, the Russians.

Alice was shampooing her hair so I decided it was essential that I helped her. In so doing I managed to get lather all over her body. She, in turn, insisted I needed a good shampooing too so it was a fairly long shower and it was getting on for lunchtime before we finally towelled each other dry.

While Alice got lunch sorted I took a look at Mercury. He had a small swollen muscle on his thigh and when I peeled back the fur I could just see the sealed up hole from a dart. I realised that I had left him inside last night on patrol downstairs, yet he had been outside this morning. Also, my watch was on the table instead of the couch and there were small signs of disturbance in all the rooms. 

Most people wouldn't have noticed any of this, but I wasn't most people. I had been trained to observe and memorise, so things like positions of objects in a room would jar when seeing them out of the pattern held in my head.

I walked outside taking Mercury with me, giving the impression I was exercising him. I found a stick to throw to him and he jumped straight in, playfully retrieving it repeatedly. As we did this around the property I used the different positions to take note of things that I couldn't have seen last night.

There was a stubby antenna no longer than a foot long, nestled into the gable end poking its head out of the rooftop. Wi-Fi, I decided. There would be a box inside the attic area, probably, that would be wirelessly linked to cameras around the house. Sound would be no problem either. 

I betted on the place being a film studio. Alice wouldn't be pleased after last nights games, I decided, so that little revelation would have to be kept quiet for the time being. 

I needed to think, more than that, I had to wonder what it was they were searching for. They obviously felt they needed time. We had been knocked out twice as I saw it, once with either the wine or the chocolates to get us into a deep sleep so they could get into the house undetected. Then again to keep us out long enough to search everything. So, injections for us and a dart gun for Mercury.

I called him to me and squatted down to fuss him. Feeling around his neck without making it obvious I checked his collar and still attached was a tiny bone-shaped tag the size of my thumbnail.

We then walked to the garage. I noted there was no antenna on the roof there, they probably didn't think it warranted it, or the single one was strong enough to pick up anything inside the garage. I thought not. 

I took my time and let Mercury nose around I set him to Silent patrol which would get him to sniff anything and everything. Meanwhile I set about looking for cameras in the roof space and for anything I thought looked out of place.

Firstly, I lifted the bonnets of both cars. I had a good working knowledge of engines so could see anything untoward. I started the Mercedes up and it purred in that rich dulcet tone that is exclusively Mercedes. The slight tinkling of the tappets told me it had done a few miles. 

I then attempted to start the Citroen. It turned over, but wouldn't catch. I went back to the engine compartment and looked inside. After about fifteen minutes I saw that one of the electronic relays had been worked loose and was actually not connecting. This was telling the engine there was a fault, but it was not showing on the ignition dash. I closed the bonnets on both cars.

Then getting into the Mercedes and closing the doors I turned on the radio and switched the channels and frequencies.

It took about ten minutes to pin it down, but when I did I could hear the chopping of carrots or something in the kitchen. I left that car and moved to the Citroen. I turned on the car radio and set it to a French music channel.

Returning to the Mercedes and closing the door again, I scanned all the frequencies to try and pick up the music. Nothing.

Next I took the trolley jack that was at the back of the garage along with all the other tools and hoisted the back-end of the Mercedes. Throwing down a dust rug I climbed underneath and rigorously inspected the chassis. I did the same with the front of the car. Eventually I found it buried up between the gearbox and the sump. A state of the art GPS locator.

Turning the music on in the Mercedes, I closed all the windows and then sat in the Citroen and repeated the exercise from the other car. Eventually I picked up music coming from the Mercedes. It took me another ten minutes of searching, but when I returned to the Citroen I couldn't hear music any more. I had three top of the range bugs in my hand.

I put the bugs along with the GPS receiver on the back seat of the Mercedes and went in to have lunch.

That afternoon was spent looking at maps, memorising routes and cooking up snacks to take with us. I had taken Alice for a stroll with Mercury in tow and we had explored the lanes around the house. My reason for taking us out was two fold. The first was I needed to tell Alice what I had discovered away from the possibility of being overheard, and secondly I was looking for a house in the vicinity with an identical or similar antenna that might indicate a receiving station for the signals coming from our roof.

After half an hour of walking around the local roads I found what I was looking for and I understood why the visitor the other night managed to disappear so completely on me. We were practically neighbours.

We were at one of the least populated areas when Alice stopped. I turned to give her my attention. She was clever and bright and patient and I knew she kept her questions to a minimum preferring to work them out, or wait until the answers came through events. If she wanted to ask me something it would be important.

“What do you think we are mixed up in here, Dan? I'm certain that there is more to this than just revenge on my Father. We're involved in something I don't quite understand.”

I decided to give her my considered view based on what we knew.

“I think there are several games in play here. One is your Father and Mother trying to keep us safe while running interference while we get clear. They both seem to still have a wide sphere of influence in the espionage arena which raises questions that I don’t know the answer to yet.

“I believe your Father or your Mother have something in their possession that has been keeping them alive, safe and out of harms way. It wouldn’t be unusual, for Agents such as them to hold some kind of insurance policy in the form of information or records, which if came to the public’s attention would damage governments or powerful people.”

I carefully eyed the area as I spoke, making sure we were still out of range of any possible eavesdroppers.

“However, something to do with this information has changed in the last few weeks and now whatever it is, or was, has increased in importance. Various people now seem keen to get involved, I’m not sure why, but we are now major targets.”

I was actually very sure why, I just felt it important to keep the knowledge to myself for the time being. 

“So, you're saying that we have the item or information somehow, and that's why we are being hunted, and why we were drugged and burgled last night,” she surmised, putting the recent events into context.

“Yes, I believe we have it and we are going to be tracked and hunted until its found and/or we are eliminated and whatever it is that represents a danger to these people can be removed from play,” I finished up what I knew she was already thinking.

“So, do you know...” she started, but I pressed my finger to her lips and shook my head. She nodded understandingly. I took it away after turning it so the back of my hand caressed her cheek lovingly. She pressed into it in response and I thought again how lucky I was.

“So, what now?” she asked quietly beginning to feel totally overwhelmed at our forced circumstances.

“Now, my dearest... now, we begin changing rules and making this our game,” I said, winking at her to cheer her and let her believe we could change events and make the outcome different. I strongly doubted we could achieve that, but I was equally sure we could increase our bargaining power if we could just force the game onto a different set of rules. That might be all it took to get us all out of this mess.




CHAPTER 19

I had checked my intended approach while on our walk, remembering from last night how the light fell only at the bottom of the lane and so long as no traffic made its way up while I was on the road I would be fine. The wall where I lost the visitor last night now became my route into the property, the bushes giving me perfect cover almost up to the house. The person that slipped through here last night must have frozen in these same shrubs while I searched for them. Lucky for me they weren’t the enemy. Lucky for them too if things all went to plan tonight.

The entrance was shrouded in darkness. My earlier observation had shown me there were no external alarms and I shrewdly assessed there would be no internal ones installed in the belief that we would be unaware of their existence. 

If they knew who I really was and what I used to do, they would have rethought that strategy. As it was, I entered through the back door within ninety seconds, I was getting slow. Putting my picking tools away in a back pocket I took out my silenced Glock. I hoped I didn't have to use it as the game would become considerably more dangerous than it already was.

Noting the absence of light and unshuttered windows at the front meaning the location of the surveillance would probably be in the upper rear rooms I made my way immediately for the staircase. No lights on downstairs and no activity meant the night shift would be ensconced in their respective work areas. I knew from experience the way it went. From their terminals they would be able to physically observe us if needed as well as watch the cameras. The last thing they would be watching for was someone infiltrating them. 

I climbed the stairs using the wooden edging boards and the bannisters to avoid creaky stairs and any possible alarms inserted under the stair carpet. I made my way swiftly to the room that had a light showing under and around the edge of the door which had been pulled to, but not closed.

Stopping briefly at the adjoining rooms I flashed my pen torch for any sign of sleepers. I had surmised there would probably be only two of them, one on the cameras and the other on the mikes. I waited until my senses were settled, it had been a long time and as I felt my nerves calm and old fears slot into familiar places, I pressed my outstretched fingers against the door and pushed it slowly open until I could see the interior.

Both the occupants had their backs to me. One on a digital recording array that looked expensive,  was idly swivelling to and fro on a typist chair, headphones on his head he could be listening to music instead of anything going on in our Villa. The other on the right had a large monitor with multiple screens showing different parts of the house, including the bedroom. I saw no evidence of guns anywhere. Non-combatants meant non-lethal contact.

I poked my head in to check for others behind the door area. It was clear. Moving into the room quietly, I reversed my gun and holding onto the silencer and barrel I chopped the first one on the back of the head with the gun butt. He dropped instantly deeper into the chair and then slid to the floor.

The other was rising and turning as, moving onto my other foot, I swung around to meet him head on. I chopped him hard in the neck, keeping fingers pressed against the nerves causing temporary paralysis, followed up with the gun butt to put him out. I really wanted them both to have some nasty bumps to remind them of us. I was not at all happy that they had watched Alice and me enjoying each others company last night. They would suffer when they awoke.

Taking the long black cable ties I had found in the garage toolbox I tied and gagged them. Once I had them secured, I quickly double checked there were no other residents on the top floor of the house and went back into the control room to finish the job I had started.

It took me twenty minutes to remove all digital masters of our twenty four hours in the Villa. I smashed the hard drives by lining up the laptops and their internal drives and putting a silenced 9mm shell straight through them then dropping them in the bath leaving the water running. 

I destroyed their digital cameras, removed all memory cards and any notes they had made and checked their pockets. There were no ID cards, no passports or driving licenses, no pictures of family in wallets and no credit cards. There were a few Euros, but I left everything, taking only the mobiles. I finished off by checking downstairs using the pencil light finding nothing of interest. Just takeaway wrappers and empty beer cans.

Five minutes later I was slipping back over the wall opening our gates fully to allow us to leave without stopping. I ran back to the house where Alice and Mercury were waiting in the kitchen pretending to be reading a magazine. I pressed the remote on the garage doors running under it as it opened, we jumped into the car, already loaded with everything we needed. 

I turned on the ignition and the engine burst into life. Feeling the quiet power of the engine as we crunched gravel down to the small lane, I left off the lights until we got to the junction and then turning the button near my left knee the dash and headlights came on illuminating the road ahead. Using my memorised route, we headed out of Marseilles in the shortest possible time. 

I had deliberately avoided all major roads to avoid CCTV and traffic monitoring and by now the Taxi that had been adorned with a brand new GPS just before I visited our non-friends should be giving some excellent data to their monitoring station.

Chuckling as I thought of how twice now we had changed the game and caught the opposition wrong-footed, I saw Alice catch the sound and seeing my mischievous smile in the reflection of street lights she put her hand on my leg and squeezed it gently. It felt almost as good as the engine drumming quietly through the bodywork. I do so love Mercedes!

I decided to forego any more of John's safe-houses on the basis of they were likely compromised in similar fashion, as although that would take a tremendous amount of resources, I was still not sure yet with whom we were dealing.

So far I decided we had MI5 sitting in the background, the group trying to kill us and I couldn't yet figure where they fitted into this, and Abbey’s Russian friends, who I suspected were Russian Intelligence of some description. Maybe they were running interference on the Brits or this other group while they looked for the information we were supposedly carrying. Either way, they had their agenda. We had ours.




CHAPTER 20

I drove all night, while Alice slept with the front seat reclined. I enjoyed the driving through countryside avoiding big towns and cities; taking a meandering route to the suburbs of Paris gave me time to think. The quiet unpopulated roads also enabled us to safely sidestep the nationally linked traffic cameras.

As day broke I stopped in the unlit end of a car park attached to an all-night diner and looked across at Alice sleeping. Seeing the glow of her features dimly illuminated by the glaring windows of the distant restaurant I wondered at us; an unlikely couple thrown together by unseen forces that controlled governments. 

The fact her parents were both Heads of Station from opposing teams meant Alice was at risk from all sides seeking to gain the upper hand in something way over both of our heads. I thought again of the information on the memory card, it was time I got a better understanding of what it contained that was worth our lives.

We had inadvertently become bait, drawing out interested players and running like rabbits in a zigzag across the field, forcing the dogs to reveal themselves as they relentlessly homed in on us. After two years of retirement I was also severely short on options. If the Section thought I was active and working for someone else, I would be considered hostile and probably terminated, but I needed help and there was only one person I could turn to.

I left her sleeping and, taking Mercury for his constitutional, eventually made my way over to the Diner, where there were telephones booths outside the entrance. Picking one on the end in virtual shadow, I tucked myself into its small privacy cover noting the variety of coloured cards tucked into the booths’ edging strip offering everything from taxis to masseuse.

Picking up the phone I dialled an unlisted free to call international number. It answered within three rings. A woman's automated voice went through the options. Ignoring them I put in a six numbered code hoping it would still work and was rewarded with an immediate click as it transferred the call to an extension. 

A young bored sounding male voice answered, “Brett's Salvage, how can I help you?”

“I need to speak to Penelope Masters on the fourth floor, tell her it’s Charlie calling,” I replied knowing full well that the phrase and my callsign would be enough to over-ride any argument from the now, not so bored, young man. It was not often the coded Emergency button was pressed. I would even hazard it had been quiet of late.

Another click. I heard a buzz as the call was manually rung by the operator. It clicked again, and I heard heavy breathing. 

“I think I got someone out of bed,” I said.

“Who's that?” The voice at the other end, gravelly and rough from a night of vintage port and card playing if I knew him, asked.

“It's Charlie, Brett. Are you able to talk or shall I ring back?”

There was a pause as Brett awoke and digested my callsign and the time of the call. I guessed he would quickly assimilate everything and be on the ball in a second, or so. I wasn’t wrong.

“Nope, its okay, give me a second to get to my desk..... You're an early bugger, Charlie, not sleeping well?” his breath heaving unhealthily as he sat down. I listened to the creak of stressed furniture as he reclined in his favoured polished leather and olive wood chair that had over the long years become moulded to his heavy frame. 

“Life is currently too short for sleep, Brett. I have fallen in the middle of something.” I paused, giving him time to get his computer out of sleep mode. “I need you to tell me what it is I am involved in and if there is anything on the circuit that might relate to me.”

I knew I was being cryptic, but had learned Brett really loved the self discovery aspect of his work. He would investigate quickly and efficiently allowing his brain to track what he saw and heard as opposed to me directing his efforts. He already knew from what I had told him everything he needed, the rest he would figure out along the way.

“I thought you had retired, Old Bean? You have certainly been very quiet the last couple of years.” I could hear typing going on while he held the phone to his ear with his shoulder. I could practically visualise him in that tip he called an office. The stagnant pong of his bed that he lived in and the piles of DVD's and printouts that would be strewn over the floor and desks. I added a three day old pizza to the visual as I waited for him to catch up.

The only important things to him were the six monitors that were tied into his personal home-built, state of the art equipment. Brett was a computer nerd, and one of the best for what I needed. He was also completely off the grid in that he was non affiliated and also an old school chum. I could count on him when I needed to stay dark.

“Hmmh!” he murmured “What on earth are you into, old friend? You're coming up on chatter everywhere. You're into something that's got the whole of the network in a tizz. Oh! You have a girlfriend? Ooh! she's nice. Mossad? CIA?.. Lovely picture of you two canoodling on a boat!” he said admiringly.

I laughed at his assumption about Alice. “No, she's just a civilian caught up in the middle of a nightmare scenario that should have died when the wall went down,” I clarified. “However, we are being hunted and I need as much background as possible. 

I think ‘M Section’ are sticking their oar in the pond as well as an old KGB head called Dubianko. We have either the new Russians in some form, or possibly another active but rusty old KGB/GRU connection.”

“Why do you say rusty?” Brett interrupted.

“Because they are using poorly trained Black Ops Teams with Spetznaz tactics, but I don't think they are official. They are sloppy and I shouldn’t have been able to get through them, but have done, twice!” I added.

“I need to know as much as you can while keeping your feet dry, Brett.” 

I couldn’t afford to get Brett involved officially until I knew the extent of the operation against Alice and me. If the British government were involved it might compromise his safety. 

Of course, I had no control over Brett and I knew that once he started digging he wouldn’t stop until he had uncovered everything. I quietly hoped he would do just that and in the process get me the answer I needed; how to extricate us from this nightmare.

“Okay, I need some time on this, call me same time tomorrow and I will try and identify your players. In the meantime you will need a 'GREY' for a mobile, you can't call me on an open line again. Too risky. Get a new  disposable and text HOTPOTATO to 41141123.”

“Thanks Brett, talk soon.” I hung up and made my way back to the car. I had bought a mobile ready and waiting for this contact. I would activate it as soon as I stopped later today.

Alice awoke as I opened the door. I had previously switched off the courtesy light so it remained dark as I got back in. 

“Are we there yet?”

“No, not far now though. I just took Mercury for a walk and the restaurant is open, I can grab a bite and some coffee ‘to go’ if you want. ”

Fifteen minutes later we were back on the road working our way round the outskirts of Paris using my memorised route. The hot coffee burned my throat as I gulped it while driving one handed. 

While I drove, I thought about my conversation with Brett. It wasn't his real name, neither was Charlie mine, it was a hangover from our past 'dark' work where knowing names could get you killed. His skills were in tracking down targets and providing movement and background. He was the best, but would never work directly for any Spy Agency. 

He chose individuals to work with and then quietly offered his services. If you had Brett as a resource your value in the Section shot up as everyone knew he was a top hacker and would only work with people he trusted. It was a badge of honour, but not of promotion as there was always the suspicion upstairs that Brett might be manipulating records and reports. They all knew he could hack into the systems. Damn! He had written most of them!

Nobody refused to work with him because he was often the difference between failure and success of a mission. He had built his own little organisation whose sole vocation was to keep him safe from us. The 'Us' being anyone who might want to push their attentions on him unwillingly.

We had worked together from the beginning, he in his field, me in mine. I had provided him with much of the protection from other agencies in the early days as his reputation grew and upset the intelligence networks’ delicate status quo, only once having to directly intervene in a black operation to remove him. As a result he was my back door into everything I ever got involved in. I suspected his involvement in keeping me alive after I retired. Now, I hoped he could shed new light on my predicament.




CHAPTER 21

Late afternoon and we reached our destination. A small place in northern France on the border of Belgium. Here we could disappear for days with all the random Gites that were owned, rented, lived in, borrowed, empty or just ready and waiting for tenants. Often for cash, no tax, no receipts and in the traditional French way, no questions asked.

There were several I knew of, where a nod was all that was necessary to secure a quiet and peaceful break from the world. They didn't take to questions in this part. There were stories that people who asked too many, ended up in the farmers pig pens. Dour lot around here.

I tooted to an old farmer as I drove past the lane to his house. I stopped, stood up on the gunwale of the car and waved genially to him. He squinted against the afternoon light, then recognising me, waved his pipe at me and pointed up the road a way. I knew what he meant and waved back, got back into the car and drove up to the next track. It was overgrown and had been unused for sometime, his tractor the only evidence of anything passing through. I silently apologised in advance to the Mercedes and graunched my way over the first part of the track.

Alice looked alarmed. “Do you know this track?”

“Yes, I have been here before.” I smiled across at her reassuringly while the Mercedes negotiated a deep furrow left by the tractor.  “Don’t worry it’s only rough for the first hundred yards.”

The going got a lot easier after the first fifty feet where heavy tree cover had starved the undergrowth of vital sunlight. I followed the track upwards for about half a mile until finally we turned left at the top of the hillside into an old drive. You could just see through the undergrowth where two farm worker houses had been converted into one very pretty and remote holiday home, protected by a newly added wall and front garden. The track ended at the gated wall; Alice leaped out with Mercury right behind her, both desperate to get out of the car after eight hours trapped inside.

When the gate was opened neither got back in, choosing instead to wait and close the gate behind me. I parked it right at the end, out of easy sight and under cover of a purpose built lean-to.

I knew where the key was kept and within minutes we were inside into a warm and inviting kitchen with one of those old enormous fireplaces that at one time housed massive cauldrons hanging in them. The fire was not lit, of course. 

Mercury was off doing a Patrol mainly just to occupy him, he had been as good as gold in the car but needed exercise. He would get plenty later on, I intended to get some exercise myself. We had both missed our regular patrolling around the olive groves. That life seemed a long way away right now.

Half an hour later a young teenage girl turned up at the door with a loaded basket covered with a napkin. Alice thanked her then took the heavy basket and placed it on the worktop so she could unload it leaving us with a dozen eggs, vegetables, milk, butter, bread and a freshly killed chicken as well as two unlabelled bottles of home made red wine.

The young girl seeing Mercury in the courtyard having stalked her all the way took an immediate shine to his playful attitude and they rattled around the yard playing chase and ballgames for a while before she finally departed waving to the window where Alice stood looking out.

Watching her while I hunted around for the corkscrew I wondered what was going on in her head right now. She had held together pretty well for someone who was inexperienced in ‘fight or flight’ stress. She almost seemed like an old hand which of course wasn’t possible, but she had an inner resilience about her that gave the impression of outward confidence.

It had been a crazy week for both of us so far. It was about to start getting dangerously weird. I hoped she could hold it together, and not for the first time considered leaving her somewhere safe until this was all over. It wouldn't work I knew, at least not until we had things under better control. Besides, I liked having her around. No, actually, I loved having her around.

Tonight we were under the roof of yet another safe house, but this one an old favourite of mine. I knew the locality well for I had stayed here many times before. The last, a desperately black time. I slammed the lid on that emotional train of though before it overwhelmed me. I had more important things to do just now.

Walking out of the kitchen into the adjoining room I took out my new throwaway phone and sat down in what was laid out as the lounge. It wasn't fancy, remaining true to its origins, a farm workers home. The décor was old, quality and suited the room. 

I texted the word HOTPOTATO and keyed in the telephone number I had been given by Brett, and left the phone on the table to do its thing. It would download software upgrades that would turn the phone into an untraceable GREY phone which would allow me to call anywhere without fear of being traced.

I walked over to the window and moving the net curtain aside, looked over the short back lawn and vegetable patch which despite me not being here was well maintained. The Farmer’s sons, I knew, came in regularly to chop it back or take the crop back for their own use. It was always planted up with vegetables in case anyone turned up to stay.

The countryside behind it looked, in contrast, wild and unkempt reminding me of another jungle, far away and a long time ago. Another fleeting memory of a previous existence.

The phone beeped and it lit up. I picked it off the table and held it up. One text message received.

Subject: Upgrade complete: this phone is now GREY. Use with any SIM anywhere without billing or tracing. 

Brett was, in his own way, a God of his own electronic world. He never failed to come up with the goods. Too date there had been nothing that man had not been able to hack, crack, write or operate. If it had a circuit board he would make it do stuff it was never designed for and it would sing happily for him. In the commercial world he could be a billionaire with what he could achieve. 

I don’t know, he might well be under another persona. As much as you believe you know someone, you never really know them. Brett had his own secrets and there had been times in the past I had trodden a little close to his path and he had admonished me. I respected him and steered clear. We all have our own private lives.

I took the first SIM card that I had taken from the Surveillance Villa in Marseilles and put it into the phone and switched it on. Scanning messages and calls in and out, I made a few notes. Then took it out and replaced it in its phone. There were no phone messages and no texts.

Taking the second SIM I did the same. Took more notes and compared the two.

Both SIM's showed regular calls to the same number I had called from the safe house in Marseilles. Androv was seemingly the boss of this operation. Good, I always liked to talk to the organ grinder.

My nose twitched at the smell of a roasting chicken, but I kept my head down, I had more work to do before dinner.

I replaced my SIM in the phone and switched it on again. I dialled the number I had for Androv.

“Who is this?” he answered. I smiled. The GREY was working, it wouldn’t show a number of the caller and he wouldn't be able to trace the call, but he wouldn't know that for a few minutes yet.

“I'm calling about the weather,” I answered him keeping to a cryptic conversation for a moment, although the need had now been circumvented by Brett's reprogramming of the phones software, I still wanted them to think differently.

“Ah! My friend, we missed you yesterday. We were going to visit, but you had already left,” he said cheerfully, then a muffled conversation as I guess he instructed someone to triangulate our call.

“Oh,” I said, “I thought you had already visited us the night before. We must both thank you for such a good nights sleep.”

“Aah!“ Silence.

“Did you find what you were looking for, Androv?” I asked putting the pressure on knowing full well that he hadn't.

“I'm sorry, my friend, it was necessary. You have something that does not belong to you. It is better if it gets back to where it belongs, no?”

“No!” I said, “It is in good hands, it is safe so long as we are. I hope you agree that no further visits will be acceptable? Your people were luckier than the others, no?”

“Da! Thank you for that, although they will be poor for a little while, the equipment was not cheap,” he laughed off my warning.

I heard the phone muffle as he had a conversation with someone nearby him.

“My friend, how well you travel! You are in San Diego, and Mombasa and now you are in Moscow. For which country would you like a weather forecast?” I sensed the change in his tone as he realised we were no longer going to be easy to track.

I laughed genuinely. I almost liked this man for his professionalism and balance. “I think the weather here is just fine at moment, not a cloud in the sky and temperatures are cool.”

“Well! My friend, then how is it we may assist you?” 

“Tell Abbey we need to talk to her.” I gave him the telephone number that was showing as mine on the SIM. It was untraceable and his people would not be able to eavesdrop on any calls made to it.

“This may not be possible, the person you want is no longer in communication with us.” He faltered as if realising the implications of not being able to put me and Abbey together. We would have no further use for him.

“Nonetheless, Androv, I need to speak with her. When you can contact her, please pass on my number.” I put a little steel in my voice, just enough to ensure he understood it was not a light-hearted request, but an instruction. 

“Oh, and Androv, do not attempt to locate us. 'Yego trudnoye, chtoby videt' v temnote, lyudi mogut postradat' uslavlivat'sya'.” I had just told him that ‘in the dark it was difficult to see and people could get hurt’.

“Da, ponyal, but my friend, your Russian is appalling! Maybe we can have an opportunity sometime soon to help you improve it,” he laughed, but it was good natured. He had understood and agreed.

The phone went dead. I contemplated the conversation I had just had. They had come for a second go last night and probably with the intention of using more persuasive methods. We had been very lucky again. I wondered about the comment about them not being in touch with Abbey, that was a strange admission to make. 

Was Androv giving me a message? Perhaps they were not as close to Abbey as I had thought. The light hearted offer of language lessons was a warning not to let my guard down. All in all it had gone better than expected.

I looked up suddenly to see Alice in the doorway, leaning against it with arms folded. She was studying me intensely. I realised I could almost sense what she was thinking now purely from the way she looked at me. I wonder if she knew how much she gave away of herself with the expressions on her face. Something I had said there had surprised her.

Smiling at her I explained the call adding “I don't think our Marseilles friends will hinder us further.” 

“You speak Russian as well?” was her only response as she turned and went back into the kitchen.

I half wondered what she meant at that, but she called out as she walked away. “Do you want to cut the chicken, darling?” and I remembered I was ravenous and the lovely smell of food cooking was making my very empty stomach gurgle .




CHAPTER 22

It was a nice evening, I decided on a brisk walk with Mercury. Alice opted to come too. We took a left out of the cottage and soon found ourselves on a well used animal track. I knew this track was also used by the Farmer's sons when out hunting, but out of politeness they wouldn’t use it while we were staying there as it was attached to the property, in fact the whole hill was.

Mercury immediately forged ahead tracking everything while marking his territory. He was happy to be free of the house and car. By mutual consent we didn’t talk while we worked the stiffness and stress out of our muscles so it was a couple of miles before we slowed and began to stroll again.

As we did so Alice pushed her arm through mine and we walked in companionable silence for a while. The wood around the cottage was old, only the occasional pine and many of the trees along the way were gnarled with age. It gave off a feeling of timelessness and solitude.

I felt Alice stop, pull slightly on my arm; as I turned towards her she slipped both arms around my waist pulling me tight. Lifting her head she waited for my head to drop towards her. Her kiss, gentle and tender stirred me as I felt the world around me disappear. In those few seconds the problems and trouble hounding us didn't exist as I stepped into her world for a blissful moment, wishing fervently that I could exist there forever.

All too soon the moment was gone. Her head resting on my chest, I gazed at the sun going down behind the hills and felt the air change as it took the warmth with it. Alice shivered. 

I turned us back onto the path to the house and whistled Mercury to Patrol. We dawdled, arms around each other, hips rubbing together, a hint of something pleasant to come perhaps.

Back in the farmhouse I had a small chink of memory recall and delving into a built-in unit and removing the base, finding the remains of a bottle of Jameson's where I had hidden it at some point in the past. This brought a look of total disbelief from Alice as she walked to the dresser and pulled out two chunky glasses. 

“Are you going to tell me just how you knew that was there?” she asked as she moved the filled glasses away from me teasingly as I went to take one.

“It was uh.. um.. medicinal .. when I was here one time recuperating from an injury,” I said, not wanting to admit it was one of many I had stowed away at that time in my life, where not only my body was shot up, but the loss of my team and my family had left me in a mental mess that took me six months to pull back together. It was only the intervention of an old girlfriend that had helped me pick up the pieces and move on. I knew didn't want to mention any of that to Alice.

Appeased, Alice relented and let me have the glass, but not before teasing me a little more. Mercury was relaxed, sprawled out on the only piece of carpet in the room. We decided that the sofa was big and comfy enough for both of us and we ended up lying together, her body on mine my head supported by the big fat cushy arm of the leather suite and the Jamesons on the floor in easy reach.

I spied a small blue light on the corner unit and with an inspired guess moved my hand down the side of the sofa cushion. Not there, how about the back. Ah! There it is! My fingers closed over a small plastic box and pulled it out. Pointing it at the blue light I pressed <PLAY> and was instantly rewarded with music from speakers around the room.

Alice sat up and thumped me surprised, but very playfully.

“How do you DO that?” she demanded laughing, as Mercury, also surprised at the noise, endeavoured to raise his head, flopped it back down again returning instantly to dreamland.

“I guess there aren't many visitors..” I surmised circumspectly. I knew this to be the case seeing as how I was the owner! The farmer up the road had sold me the cottage a long time ago and only took care of it for me when I was absent for long periods, which was most of the time. 

I had a private arrangement with him that if I didn't return by the time he died of old age, he was to tear up the sale papers and pass it onto his daughter, the young lady who had delivered our supplies. It was for both of us a perfect arrangement. He had used some of the money to purchase the other side of the hill from his neighbour for me and this gave me added privacy. I was nothing if not efficient with my private and personal affairs. 

Gazing at the blonde-streaked brown haired beauty straddled across me, I became more thoughtful, the music lulling me while Alice, enjoying the effects of the Jamesons, dozed comfortably in my arms.

Eventually, we moved to the bedroom. It was one of two modest rooms that shared a bathroom. This one overlooked the back of the house so that when the night creatures came close to the back wall you could hear them moving about. They had distinctive sounds. Foxes, badgers even rats on the prowl. 

Occasionally the quiet was broken by the loud screech of an owl swooping in on a meal. At others the baby-like cry of a fox would wail through the nearby woods. I would feel Alice jump in her sleep at those noises, although she didn't wake. I lay relaxed in a semi-sleep that rested me while allowing my thoughts to continue working through the many issues and the implications of our situation. 

So far we had only had contact with Dubianko and the Russians. I wondered when we would hear from my own side. That they had to be involved in this up to their necks, there was no question. That they expected my history and patriotism to lead me back to them with the goods, they were supremely confident.

My problem was, that I trusted them least in situations of national and self interest. I was not active and therefore not subject to the usual protocols. They could ' lose' me without any paperwork being generated and no questions asked in Whitehall. To them I was expendable except I now had something they wanted.

I still had to put the pieces together. The information on the memory stick, I still hadn't looked at, nor would I yet, as it then exposed me to becoming part of a problem that would ultimately require terminal action. We weren't there yet although it still remained an option.

My mind kept wrangling over the separate messages from Abbey and John that seemingly resulted in the same object, the memory stick in the safe. However, I couldn't understand why they both felt impelled to speak to me independently. 

I was definitely missing something, a part of the puzzle and I instinctively knew it was something very important. I tried to recall the conversations word for word, but couldn't get to the memories. I decided I needed to sleep so put it all into boxes in my head and promptly slept until morning.

Alice woke up before me. Tweaking me got my attention and I got my own back by playing sensually with her body while she tried to talk about what to do today. I thought I had her sufficiently distracted when she began to wriggle beneath me to get out from under, heading off to the bathroom. 

I fell into a lazy doze listening to her go about her morning wash. It all went quiet and then she suddenly came from out of the shower, still steaming wet, and threw herself onto me bringing me fully awake. 

With her cold wet hair sliding along my chest she kissed me playfully as she aroused me from my doze.

“Oh God! the boat’s sinking!” I laughed referring to the amount of water she had bought with her. I just lay there as it dribbled over me.

I closed my eyes as she held her hands to my chest and twisted my nipples harshly “Oh!” She was in that kind of mood this morning eh? I sighed, she took this as a sign of submission and immediately nipped the flesh around my waist with her teeth. Damn! they were sharp, I thought. 

Moving southwards her lips and teeth searched for more tender game and finally as they found me rising to meet her lips, she took advantage and immediately drew me in.

The heat of her mouth enveloping me, waking me up. Her playful tongue causing me to become aroused. 

I clenched as she bit me which gave her opportunity to grab my cheeks with her hands, and squeeze them hard driving her fingers deep into the muscle forcing me upwards and deeper into her throat. 

She began to hum, the vibration in her throat catching the sensitive nerves just under the top of my shaft causing me to shudder involuntarily as the feeling intensified. 

Suddenly, she released me and as I lay there, her eyes glowing at me fired with intense passion, she relished in the fact that she was in total control. 

“Yes?” She asked me mischievously, a little spittle falling from her bottom lip, her hair now already half dry from our mutual heat, was now partly static and wild around her head giving it the distinct look of a lions mane. 

Not getting an answer from me she moved to phase two and put her head down and licked my shaft like an ice cream all the way to the top.

“Yes?” She asked again, but not getting the response she wanted, her look became almost malevolent and she moved and placed her hips down on top of my shaft, not entering her, but pressing the throbbing member between us so that I could feel the furnace heat wetness of her as she came into contact with me. The hot pressure enfolding my shaft down near its base almost caused me to lose all control.

“Yes?” She asked for the last time, and paused for just a few seconds, but realising I was going to lose this battle, I nodded at her in submission. 

Lifting herself off me just enough, she poised to make sure she had judged it exactly right and then sat down hard on my shaft enclosing it, pulling in her stomach to quickly tension her inner thigh muscles. 

Riding me hard feeling me ejaculate deeply inside her, she gave into her own ecstasy rocking herself to her own inner tempo. Then, slowing almost to a standstill as the feelings flooded through her, she erupted once more and in a frenzy of activity orgasmed again, moaning all the while, the depth of her rising ecstasy causing her to become totally lost in herself.

I felt the muscles in her abdomen slowly relax, as exhausted and with me still inside her, she fell slowly forward and molded herself across my chest. The perspiration of our two bodies merging and the mutual heat bonding us together, I wrapped her lovingly in my arms as if to somehow preserve our perfect union, to hold onto the moment.

It was some hours later when we both reluctantly gave into the demands of nature and hunger for something out of a frying pan.

As I scrambled around the room trying to find our clothes from the previous evening, I picked up and tossed Alice's shorts at her as she stood up from looking for them. T shirt in hand she tried to catch them as they flew past her head and landed on the bed.

I saw something slide out of the little pouches she called pockets in those tiny shorts and as she turned to walk out to the bathroom, I picked it up to hand it to her on my way to the kitchen. It was my turn to cook.

It was a keyring with a single key. The give-away type that has a plastic fob with a picture in it. I looked at the picture and was instantly taken back to a brief moment in time some weeks ago, Abbey had a new camera, she used to be a pretty good photographer and had treated herself to one.

I was admiring it when I looked up and caught them both in a pose that I felt was worthy of a picture and snapped them while they were standing together. It was one of those happy moments that you can be really lucky and catch just right, a lovely shot.

The image had found its way, housed in a silver frame, onto their mantle-piece above the open fire in their lounge within days. I was quite chuffed at that. 

Abbey had obviously had this keyring made up from those pop-it kits you can buy. You pop out the inside casing, put the photo suitably cropped inside and replace the casing, snapping it together with finger pressure 'et voilà' you have an instant memento.

There was something wrong with this one, though. The plastic insert was proud of the casing, it wasn't quite down and I pressed it expecting to hear the click as it pushed home. It didn't, so I looked a little closer. I turned it over. It had a different colour on the back, a dark blue. Odd!

I put it into my pocket for the moment, suddenly remembering that I was supposedly doing breakfast and prompted by a patient scratching noise. That was Mercury telling me he wanted out of the cottage to exercise his natural needs. 

I raced down the stairs and let him out, looking down and seeing that in the doorway was a fresh basket of farm produce. I smiled, remembering where I was and the generosity of this local family that had taken me in and protected me at a very vulnerable period of my life. Who still made sure I had no reason to starve while allowing me my privacy and asking nothing, nor accepting, anything in return.

I put the basket on the side and pulled out the bacon, and got it quickly sizzling in the pan. Taking eggs, some soft French cheese which was not too aromatic but deeply flavoured, I whipped up the makings of a large omelette that would feed two hungry people.

The basket contained a fresh crusty loaf. I decided that we were very hungry and sliced a couple of still warm chunky pieces and put them under the grill to toast. Fresh bread was always a winner with me, the French made bread that was so good all you needed to go with it was a chunk of hard cheese and you had a meal for kings. Today it would be toast.

Just as I finished and began dishing up onto two plates Alice breezed in, fresh and sparkling, grabbed a buttered chunk of toast and hungrily began devouring it. I laughed as the hot butter drizzled down her chin as she tried to catch it. Throwing her a paper napkin I carried the now full plates to the table as she grabbed the coffee. 

For the next few minutes, the only sounds were the chink of cutlery on plates as we silently and aggressively demolished our meal. Watching Alice as I sipped my coffee having finished first, I took in her radiant look, and wondered at the whirlwind of our relationship which might not have come about at all if it hadn't been for the predicament that we now found ourselves in.

I was about to ask her what she would like to do today, as it was probably the last day of freedom and I had a feeling that things were about to change, when I was stopped by a chirruping phone in the lounge. 

Puzzled, I immediately went to track it down and as I reached the sofa I saw it was my GREY, the phone that Brett had modified remotely for me.




CHAPTER 23

I pressed the button and put it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Charlie, for God's sake are you all right? I missed your callback this morning and had to break into my own software to retrieve the number it gave you.” It was Brett.

“Damn! I'm sorry Brett, I was involved in something.” I apologised guiltily not wanting to tell him what involved meant.

“Okay, I hope she's worth it chum, ‘cos you have a shed load of problems. Can you talk?”

“Yes, no problem for me, what have you got?” I asked, a little perturbed by his comment.

“Okay, sit down cos I have a lot to tell you.”

I took a chair by the back patio and opened the door to put some air in my lungs as I prepared myself for his information download. When Brett got going he wouldn't stop until the end of his report and usually that involved a lot of information compressed into a speedily delivered monologue. He hated repeating himself so I put myself into receptive mode.

“Fire away, Brett!”

He cleared his throat.

“Okay, the first thing is you're right about the participants, except there is another player in this as well, one that is running interference for you, but being hampered by having to constantly relocate. I'm guessing that's the two retired Agents that got you into this in the first place. 

I'm confused about the rest. The Russians seemingly want to get information of the West's past operations and are looking for leaks in their system from way back. This Dubianko person wants some other block of information of operations by the old guard in the West because he wants to restore them back into power and he believes the information will apparently do that. The teams you have met are his. The Russians have not so far put up a terminate option on you. Expect that to change quickly if they believe the information will fall to the other side.

Now, we get to the UK element in this, and here's a thing. Both MI5 and MI6 are running separate clandestine operations, but for different reasons and I will come to that in a minute. Your old boss is watching things closely and I suspect its because he might get an order for closure from Whitehall any moment and needs to have all his ducks in a row. I have a message from him which reads “Hope you're not rusty old fruit, retired always means retired!” He doesn't actually know we are in touch, but is covering the bases through his operations network. Its the only warning you're going to get that he might be coming for you. So, the message here is - steer clear of old friends.”

He paused to draw breath and to let me know new stuff was coming.

“Okay! as to this 'information'. I don't know the details of any of this. You need to somehow talk to the sources to find out what it is specifically. Whatever it is, the Russians believe it consists of information of use and of risk to them, so want it. The UK, seeing as both M's are involved, implies the same goes for the UK, i.e. both risk and advantage.

I have one question. How much information do you have? Don't answer that, its not for me to know, only for you to consider. If you are aware of it, then I hope you have worked out a survival plan because all I can see is a big wide net drawing in on you and everyone wants a piece of you and not just a taster.

Lastly, some background for you on your girlfriends parents who are, in point of fact, the source of all your troubles. 

Abbey, or Irvana Bejenski was the lead Spy Master in the old KGB/GRU there was nothing she didn't know. Her star was at its zenith and everyone conferred with her on just about every single operation that was running. As a result, what is in her head today could still damage Russia and its allies badly and set back their intelligence operations decades. Dubianko seemingly wants her, or the information she holds. They lost track of her, until the daughter was uncovered out in Africa. It appears her DNA was matched to Irvana. There's a story right there I'm sure.

David Chapman, who you know as John Crouch was her mirror in the west. It seems that both the UK and the Russians thought the other Agent was turned by theirs when in fact both were keeping their superiors sweet while apparently making babies.

Chapman was not only dealing with the GCHQ's secrets and operations, but also a lot of the stuff going through the Americans. If they get wind of this operation expect an immediate invasion of black suits with an STK marker on both them and you two.

There's a few little anomalies I'm running down where Dubianko is concerned. He has an operation running named 'Карамбола ' or 'Karambola', which translates to 'Star fruit'. It looks like it's currently active and has something to do with all of this. When I get a handle on it I will text to you if it's at all relevant.”

Brett paused again, I heard him breathing, his large frame had small lungs and long conversations could wear him out quickly. Finally he gave his synopsis.

“Dan, my friend, you are in the shite. Be very careful now. Just be aware that nobody in this is on your side. The best you can do is set them on each other and stand back to see what you're left with. I will try and help run interference, but that might expose me on all fronts, so do your best to resolve it all quickly, okay?”

I had already decided this was the only action plan we could use to gain an advantage, that plus bartering the information for our lives.

I was grateful and whilst I had questions, I couldn't ask them because they would put him in serious danger looking for the answers. So far he was just an information collection point. My questions would put him into a totally different and active role as he would literally have to hack into systems to get the answers and I couldn't watch his back like in the old days.

“Thanks Brett, you have surpassed yourself, it is precisely my intention to do just that. I will get back to you with details when I'm ready. I have no idea what this Karambola angle could be, but press on with it. The last thing I need right now are any nasty little surprises.” I killed the call as Brett was not one for chit chat and I needed to sit and absorb everything he had told me.

I sat pensively while I tried to put my finger on something he had said that disturbed me and caught a movement out the corner of my eye and looked up to see Alice in the doorway. She looked pale and I thought she probably hadn't appreciated the outside reminder of our predicament.

“Its okay, it was only Brett telling me what he had found out. Its not much different to what I already guessed with a few added twists.”

She smiled wanly at me, and looking a bit downcast, turned back to the kitchen where I soon heard the washing up clacking in the sink. Mercury slunk in from the kitchen to sit at my feet obviously catching the downbeat mood of the moment.

I grabbed hold of him to give him a bit of affection and as he rolled over to present his tummy for a scratch, I caught sight of the silver bone-shaped tag with his name engraved in capital letters. I had seen the tag in a jewellers in Italy while we were shopping and while Alice had been drooling over clothes in the boutique, I had whipped into the jeweller and bought it.

It was a waterproof microSD Card holder on a key chain which I exchanged for a tag and paid twenty Euros to have it roughly engraved so that the Y of Mercury straddled the join. You could hardly see it and it looked just like a little silver charm from a bracelet. As a name-tag for a dog it was perfect.

The information from the memory stick was on it and was safer there than on either of our persons, or in our possessions. As Marseilles being a case in point I thought I had made a very timely switch. The original had been mailed to Brett's PO box which, as far as I knew, he and I were the only people who knew of its existence. 

He never checked it unless he thought there might be something there. I would get a message to him if I decided it was necessary. If anything happened to me he would know what to do with it. I still had no idea what was on the data stick although that might have to change on the strength of what he had just told me.

Alice came around the door and walking over to me sat down in the chair opposite. I stopped stroking Mercury and sat back and looked at her. She definitely looked out of sorts. I wondered if distraction would help, but then thought we had so little time, events were beginning to move and if we didn't do something soon we would end up with everyone in the woods around the cottage and it would be Bonnie & Clyde time, going out of this life all guns blazing. I wasn't ready for that scenario yet.

As if reading my mind Alice spoke up.

“What are we going to do?” she asked. “If we just give them data will they let everyone go free? Can we not do a deal as my Dad suggested in the letter?” 

“Trouble is, who do we do a deal with? Who is the strongest to protect us from the others, and would they protect us and why should they?” I shrugged.

I felt an explanation was in order so continued, knowing it was probably going to frighten her more, but not really having any choice. 

“According to Brett, just securing or recovering the data no longer provides the people involved who either own, or want it, with sufficient assurance that there won't be other copies floating around. They will seek to extract that knowledge initially, which means torture, or failing that, will set out to terminate the problem and hope for the best and dealing with other threats as they arise.”

Her eyes widened with alarm.

“So, you're saying we are going to be tortured and killed regardless,” she said in a quiet voice, “and it's not a matter of choosing sides, or looking for protection, because they all want the same thing.” She finished connecting all the dots together. Clever girl, I thought, proud of her ability to see clearly and get to the nub of the problem on her own.

“Yes, that's about the sum of it at the moment,” I admitted.

“But, you're not going to let that happen to us, are you?” her voice raised questioningly. I detected a faint tremor so knew she was troubled deeply, and then she added, 

“Surely Dad and Abbey thought all this through beforehand and knew it would come to this. Wouldn't they have come up with a plan to help us out and get us to safety?”

“I don’t think they did, Alice. I think Abbey and John didn't realise that the knowledge they were holding was going to prove so volatile, or more likely they thought our only problem was going to be Dubianko, and that we could have used the information with one of the secret services, UK or Russian to secure our freedom and possibly theirs too, but I suspect not theirs as John intimated they would be unlikely to survive if the information was recovered.

They seem to have made a lot of enemies and the information is obviously extremely valuable to any of the parties, and for those same parties John and Abbey represent too much of a danger to leave alive. What's in their heads will affect countries, or at least their national security which these days amounts to the same thing. 

They have too much information in their heads that either side can exploit. Whoever wins, or loses will seek to have them killed.” I shook my head. It wasn't going to turn out well for anyone involved in this. “They should have resolved this a long time ago, God knows what its going to take to sort it now.”

She nodded dismally.  Alice clearly believed that in this, her Father had failed her, and she was now potentially going to pay the ultimate price. She looked scared and there was nothing I could say to help her. 

I didn't want to betray her by lying to her and saying it was all going to be fine. I didn't know if it was going to be okay, but if I could, if it was the only thing I could achieve out of this mess, I would get her to safety, somehow.

“I need to go and carry out some plans to draw out our enemies. I need to travel quickly and I need to go alone and do what I do best.” I watched her reaction keenly. I needed to know that she could hold it together. She nodded in agreement. I knew she understood deep down what was going to happen. I believe this is what the bedroom scene was all about this morning. 

We both knew that what was going to happen might result in our deaths. This morning was her way of making us both realise what was at stake. As if I needed reminding.

“I want you to stay here with Mercury, keep him safe for me . The Farmer's name is Monsieur de Glaite, he will keep an eye out and his daughter, Aillie, will continue to drop off supplies as long as you are here. They will watch out for you, trust them. I will be back if I can within two days.”

“And if you are not back in two days?” she asked timidly.

“Ring this phone number.” I gave her a piece of paper with Brett's number on it. “He will find a way to get you to safety.” She bit her bottom lip pensively, I thought she would be okay. I needed to know she would be fine. She was the only reason for me to do this, and if she couldn't, I would take her and run to the ends of the earth and hide her from harm. This was a better way, but it didn't seem it at the moment.

I got up to start making arrangements. I had a lot to do. I would see de Glaite on the way out and update him. He had two big sons, they would keep an eye out from a distance. It wouldn’t be the first time.




CHAPTER 24

After a subdued meal we set off in the evening sun to walk it off, arm in arm, with Mercury chasing everything in sight. I set an easy pace confident in my ability to hide us out here in my old ‘safe house’.

The sun was just about to drop down behind the distant hills blacking out the view of the valley below already darkening with lights twinkling on in the black areas of the distant foothills. I felt as though we had achieved some measure of progress in our flight to safety and Alice was comfortable beside me. It felt good. 

It was dark when I was ready to go. I had timed it to leave so that I would reach the main roads late which with lighter traffic and less opportunities to observe the car would help keep me undiscovered. I would switch the car for another as soon as I could safely do so.

We stood wrapped in each others arms for a long time. There was nothing to say. I felt her tears on my shoulder and almost caved in to the temptation to run and hide. I, more than anyone on this planet, knew how ultimately futile that was. So many people had tried, but I had found them quicker than they thought possible. Others were trained like me. They would not hesitate.

Finally, I drove down the dirt road, lights off. Using the moonlight only and my memory of the tracks which were good, I reached the edge of the field where the Farmers house was. I stopped off and gave him instructions. He snapped his fingers at the boys and they immediately sprang for their rifles and went out the back taking their jackets and grabbing bread and cheese, stuffing it into their pockets.

I made my thanks, hugged Aillie, and with an assortment of farm cheeses and bread for myself hurriedly made up by his wife, I went off into the darkness.

I needed to make some calls, but to be completely sure that Brett's GREY phones were not compromised by our own security services I didn't intend to talk to them until I was well away from the cottage. I needed to be sure I didn't lead anyone back to Alice.

I stopped at a service area on the circular motorway just south of Paris and made my first call. The person who answered was not friendly. I had anticipated that. Tobler, the Section Head of MI6 was not known for his bonhomie. I knew I would get short shrift.

I explained the situation from mine and Alice's perspective and asked him frankly what interest this was to him. I had years of dealing with the services so I could spot any dissembling on his part. I also knew the protocols they had in place so when he kept me on hold, I knew he was trying to track me. I wished him luck with that, Brett was that good I was sure he was still running the only uncrackable system outside of the Services in the whole of Europe. 

Eventually when Tobler came back on he was a little more sanguine and I felt he was more prepared to deal. I needed answers first.

“What is it that is of interest to MI6 that makes this something that won't go away?” I asked. I knew I was risking incredulity here, but he would also know that if I was carrying information it would not follow that I had looked at it. Actually I had, this afternoon, using the laptop we took from the boat. 

I needed to know if they knew what it was and how important was it to them. I would find out soon anyway, but I was hunting for information and the lack of it would be as important as a lot of it. I expected none. What I got was plenty.

“We believe that Chapman was turned by his opposite number and although we don't think, or are fairly certain, he didn't specifically give up our agents in place or in the field, we do believe he had an insurance policy.” 

He paused as he took a breath or it might have been for effect I wasn't sure which.

“We believe that information, or list, is now in your possession and if we have to we will instigate an STK with immediate effect if we believe you are going to be uncooperative in helping maintain the ongoing security of Great Britain and more importantly the safety of hundreds of secret agents still in the field.” 

“Are you?” he asked.

“Am I what?” 

“Don't be obtuse Charlie, are you going to bring this information back in?”

His use of my operational name was good, it meant he was still considering me an operative. If he hadn't, he would have called me by my real name to signify my non standing in the community.

“I will be totally candid with you, Tobler, because you have been fair. My life and that of an innocent girl is on the line out here and the other players are likely to get to me before I can get to you. 

So, I will do everything I can to keep the files out of enemy hands, but if I am hampered by you or my old department or even MI5, then I'm going to do whatever it takes to protect myself and the girl. I expect you to keep your dogs at bay while I try and take out the opposition. If that happens we will talk again. Whatever the outcome the girl is not aware of the information, is caught up in this because of her Father and I want her left completely alone. Are we clear?”

“You're not in a position to bargain Charlie, you need to come in now. You need to bring the girl with you,” he barked. 

“You are not listening, Tobler!” I warned him.

I cut the connection, although I was now worried. I knew that Tobler would put a ‘Shoot to Kill’ on us as soon as he felt he could do so. My call was to try and delay that while I bought us some negotiating space. I think I probably failed on that point. 

I had thought that if I could reduce the intensity of the fire-fight that was coming our way it might give me a chance to get Alice off the hook. It was probably going to be the best I could do. I was trained to accept my life was forfeit in any operation I was involved in, it was ingrained. It would be the difference between me and the ‘new’ service where the operatives had no such training or commitment. Sure, they would be good, but putting their lives on the line wasn’t in their job description. When it came down to the wire, it was my edge.

I came off the main circular carriageway and headed the car towards Paris. From memory I took a specific route, avoiding CCTV as much as I could and then drove into a car park and collected a ticket parking the car in the darkest corner I could find. 

The metro into the city-centre stopped outside and I caught it within the space of a few minutes of loitering near the stop and then leaping on as it started moving. Checking for tails or observers as I would always do, I mentally checked off my list of things to do.

In the town I used a passport that I had secreted in my safe house and hired a car from a main agency paying extra for damage waiver. I wasn't expecting to get it wrecked, but it might get a little rough and I thought they deserved a little extra cover in case I had to leave the car somewhere in a hurry. I'm generous to a fault.

Picking up the GREY phone from the car seat, I called Brett.

“Hi Brett, do you remember Frankfurt?”

“How could I forget, you chump, that was some hornets nest!”

“Well I'm going to set it up again,” I said and talked through the details and timing, and also made preparations for getting Alice out of the country if it all went wrong.

Two hours later I returned to the car park and backed up to the Mercedes having first ensured there was nobody observing the car. This meant sneaking down from an upper level to view cars in the vicinity first and then when it all checked out clear, driving down and transferring all the contents from the boot. I placed the keys to the Mercedes up the exhaust, within reach but not in view. 

I drove out in the hire car, another Citroen, heading east of Paris before aiming for the German border. My next move would be from there.

By five in the morning I was in position. I had chosen a village south of Frankfurt. There was a large aggregate distribution company with easy access to the Rhine river. It provided me with a lot of options for spotting and observing. I had been here before in an earlier life and knew the ground extensively. 

The phones I had collected from various parties now were activated and the numbers passed back to Brett. I set the bait and waited. It was going to be a long day.

As I crouched down to look under a pipe structure for a view of a different section of the open ground, I felt something digging into my groin. I stood back up to return to my lookout post, put my hand in my pocket to retrieve the offending item and looked at it in my hand. 

It was Alice's keyring. The plastic top had popped right out and the photo was now in my hand along with the keyring and another slip of backing paper. It also had a bit of plastic, which I realized was another microSD card. These little memory sticks had massive capacity these days. Why was it hidden in the keyring?

I remembered Abbey's last words that evening. “If you need answers they are under our bed, Alice’s key and her birthday will tell you all you need to know.” This must be Alice's key. I had missed the significance because it had been hidden in the message. 

I sat on the pipe and considered what I now held in my hand. If my intuition was right, and it usually was, then this represented the other half of the equation that had all the security services running around trying to kill us. I think this was supposed to stay with Alice, although I suspected without her knowledge.

My GREY suddenly vibrated, I had turned the ringer off, it was Brett.




CHAPTER 25

“Charlie?”

“Yes, Brett. I’m just about ready to run the trap on our hunters.”

“If anyone is still in your safe house you have problems, I'm picking up chatter on the Section network that they are about to tie up some loose ends in your neck of the woods. I think they know the location of your place.”

“Shit! Are you sure?” I panicked.

“Yes, pretty certain, they have nothing else going on down there and this all began a few hours ago. I'm betting they have known of your place and up to now hadn't twigged you were there, they must have some means of knowing, or someone has told them,” Brett finished.

I was already moving through the yard towards the exit I had set-up.

“I talked to Tobler a few hours ago, I’m betting he didn’t like my answer and thinks to take me down.”

“I will check the GREY for any leaks, I’m absolutely certain though, that they cannot hack into my system,” Brett said convincingly. 

It sounded like they knew where I would be, or had checked satellite imagery and located heat sources there. They would be onto Alice faster than a mongoose with a rattlesnake. 

“Alice is still there, the backup she's got won't handle a Wet Team from Six. I need to get back, can you run this without me and identify the players when they get here?” I asked, a note of desperation in my voice as I thought about Alice dealing with the cold hearted MI6 spooks, and she knew nothing. I had deliberately not told her much of what was going on with the information for just this reason, to keep her safe. 

“Yep! Can do, go get your lady!” he clicked off.

I ran for the car. It would take me ten minutes to get to it as I had left it out of range of interested parties. It was no good calling Alice as I hadn't left any phones behind as they were traceable. Damned hindsight! If it wasn't such a perfect science I wouldn't feel so bad. Driving back to the cottage gave me plenty of time for self recrimination. Its a really good pastime to occupy your negative side when you cannot do anything effective.

I knew de Glaite's sons would be covering the house, but I didn't believe they would be very effective against an MI6 team, which is what I believed would be sent. On the contrary I was really concerned for them. I wondered briefly how de Glaite would manage without them. Too late for these thoughts.

I cut things very tight on my route back to the safe-house. I made it in under three and a half hours! Looking at the trail up the hill in the headlights I could see it was churned up by at least two four wheel drive vehicles. I was going to be too late.

Instead of driving to the cottage I continued past the access track and another quarter of a mile further on took a different turning up into a small copse of evergreens. I turned off the engine and took everything I needed out of the boot of the car.

I was slightly higher up the hill than the cottage and the path we had taken, and I would guess that if the spooks were here, then they probably knew I was too. That didn't mean I had to be predictable or walk into their arms. I needed to know what I was up against then deal with them as best I could. Alice might be safe, or she might be already dead. I didn't want to think about it.

I was dressed all in black, and as I slipped the balaclava over my head I had flashbacks to the days when I did this for a living. The guys down there were amateurs compared to my training, but it didn't mean they weren't as dangerous as a stepped on rattlesnake. 

At least two vehicles meant as many as ten operatives. The odds weren't good either. I raced off silently back up the trail, but kept well above the track. I wanted to see if I had been observed coming in. I would pick them up hopefully as they moved on the cars’ location.

Picking my way carefully through the woods using the night vision glasses, I traversed the area. Seeing no-one around, I quartered the area moving towards the cottage. I was desperate to know if Alice was all right, but my professional training kicked in and overrode everything else. Now I was just a predator on the hunt. Would they still have satellite overhead? Doubtful, I thought to myself, I might be game, but not big enough for that kind of stunt.

A good fifteen minutes went by and I saw nothing. I was now close to the cottage and I hadn't even seen de Glaite's boys. Either the visitors were hanging back or something else was going on. The view of the front was clear now. I could only see one vehicle, it was parked just past the gate which was now open, it looked buckled, forced entry using one of the vehicles, I decided.

It was then that I noticed him, he was pretty good. He had taken up a position where the light cast a natural shadow and he had slipped into it and hunkered down. Unfortunately, he had forgotten to take account of the shifting light of the coming dawn which had greyed out his surroundings, but left him fully blackened; I crept as close as I could. Pulling out the dart gun that I had loaded with fast acting tranquillisers that would drop a horse where it stood, and taking careful aim, I waited until he had begun to turn his head as he scanned the surrounding area so that I could clearly see his throat area. 

“PHUT” the quiet air compressed sound which I could hear because it was next to my ear, but would be almost soundless a few yards away, sent the dart across the black divide between us almost as fast as a bullet.

The black-clad figure smacked his hand to his neck just as the drug hit his system via his carotid artery and he dropped in a slump ending up in a sitting position. Textbook case. 

Running silently to him I checked his pulse. Yep! All good, then flipped him over onto his front and cable-tied his wrists back to back making it harder for him to exert himself if he came around before I was through. I put a foam ball in his mouth and taped it leaving his nose clear and then moved onto his legs, tying them and then looping them to his wrists. Now completely helpless he was unlikely to pose a problem even when he recovered consciousness.

Retrieving the dart which he had pulled out, but not quickly enough, I put it back in the plastic box so I couldn't accidentally stab myself and put myself out. Textbook error that had got there through the personal experience of one of my predecessors. 

I resumed surveillance of the cottage knowing where to position myself to get the best view through windows, and watching the shadows around the shed and outhouses I could judge if anyone was hidden in their depths. It looked empty.

Only one person on outside surveillance meant they were on watch, but not ambush. This led me to think I was too late and either Alice was dead and the hunt had moved on, or more complex, they had taken Alice and left a welcoming committee to lead me in. I favoured the latter, only because I didn't want to think of Alice being dead.

I moved in knowing exactly what doors would give in terms of internal views and chose instead the window in the scullery. I had a very long time ago gone through every possible scenario with attacks on the building from inside and outside and as a result I had learned a few things. 

I reached the window and dropped to the ground looking for something that would be slightly buried. I found it after a few seconds, a long Allen key from an old furniture self build packet. I then prised out a piece of the concrete around the metal window frame and felt below for the hole I knew would be there and fed the end of the Allen key into it.

The catch popped up giving me room to get a finger under the window, then holding the metal brace so it wouldn’t hit the frame I pulled the window towards me. As it silently came open I mentally thanked the makers of WD-40 and moved to brace the window while I climbed over the vegetable rack that was under the sill. I lifted my night vision glasses and accustomed my eyes to the dark room. Within a few moments I could discern grey outlines and a line of light under the door.

I had brought my silenced Glock, but my dart gun would be my weapon of choice, I wouldn't kill my countrymen unless they gave me no alternative. I removed the small telescopic sights; it took six darts. I estimated three targets, in the lounge probably, possibly one upstairs. I would have to work quickly, even with the element of surprise I would be unlikely to get all of them before they moved on me. I hoped a gun in each hand would give me an edge.

Opening the pantry door a crack, I could see the kitchen was lit by the lights in the lounge and all looked as it did when I was outside. I slipped into the kitchen briefly wondering where Mercury was. His bowl was empty, looked clean. He had not eaten, or was already dead. They wouldn't think twice about taking out a dog. I took out my dog whistle and gave it two high frequency quick bursts. Outside of human hearing it would nonetheless sound out to Mercury if he was around.

I heard the patter of paws on the upstairs landing where there was no carpet, just wood flooring. I called him with a single long blast. I knew he would come tearing down the stairs and fly past the lounge towards me. I banked on them seeing the quick flash and one, maybe two coming through to the kitchen. I was ready.

I saw the small shadow flying down the stairs, then soundlessly across the carpeted hallway towards me.

Mercury flew past the lit doorway, I hand signalled him to heel and he fell in beside me looking up  his wagging tail thumping on the carpet. I knelt, both hands aimed at the doorway and waited. A few seconds and a black-clad figure filled the frame of the door. He couldn't see me just out of sight behind the table, but I could see him as he walked carefully and silently into the kitchen. I dropped him with a dart in the throat and caught him under his arms as he fell. Almost too late I saw a second man coming through after him.

Quickly, I pulled up my arm while letting the drugged man slide down me to the floor. Without having time to fully aim, I shot the second man in the neck, but it was too low to be instantaneous and he pulled out the dart, looked at it quizzically and then dropped it as he suddenly realised what was going to happen. He met my eyes and was in the act of lifting his gun towards me when I saw them glaze over and he dropped with a crash. Damn! No more surprise.

The third man wasn't coming out, he would wait. I felt around the waists of the two downed men and was rewarded with a small cannister on each of their belts. I checked them, flash bangs, perfect.

Taking one of the cannisters I signalled Mercury to dash upstairs. First it would distract the last operative in the lounge as he rushed past, and second it would get him out of harms way again. As he flew past the door I saw the wood splinter a good foot above him as the Agent tried to bring his gun down and shoot at what appeared to be a threat, but in a different kill zone to his expectations. 

I removed the pin, waited two seconds, then threw the cannister high into the room bouncing it off the open doorway so it would end up going off high and roughly in the centre of the room. 

Closing my eyes, with my fingers in my ears, I felt the immediate pressure wave as the sound and light display took out the rooms occupant for a split second. We were all trained in managing this form of attack, but it was still down to reaction speed. I was already going through the door, gun raised as the effects of the grenades were still reverberating around the room. The last man was behind the sofa, standing with gun still poised to shoot. I caught him in the left of his throat and before he could pull the trigger, he was dropping to the floor. 

Whipping around the room to cover all the corners I saw an unexpected fifth man just in time for me to dive out of reach of his gun which was coming up to train on me, his finger tightening on the trigger. He was clearly going to take me out and I would have no chance to use the dart gun.

As I rolled and came up near the downed man behind the sofa, my other hand had my Glock already trained on the Agent and took him with a single shot to the left shoulder. As he reacted to the non-fatal bullet wound, I decided that if he dropped his gun he would live, if he trained it on me again he would die.

“Drop it!” I shouted fully expecting him to do just that, but instead he smiled, turned his gun towards me and fired, the shot missing me by a whisker embedding itself into the wooden floorboard with a thwack that I felt through the carpet.

My second shot went between his eyes. He flew backwards from the impact landing on his back and didn’t move again. I looked for other threats, seeing and hearing none I stood up and walked over to the dead Agent. No regrets; he’d had an opportunity to live, but didn't take it. I was too much the trained killer to give more than a small chance for an opponent to survive an encounter.

I checked the other Agent, who was sleeping peacefully, removed the dart and then whistled for Mercury, silent patrol I told him. I needed to know if there were others. He shot off on a quick check of the rooms. 

A moment later and he was back, tail straight back and pointing with his nose to the stairs. So, not a threat, but something.

He led me up the wooden staircase to the end room, the one Alice and I had slept in. Oh! I wasn't sure I liked the idea of this, but crept forward silently while Mercury decided to go straight into the room. 

I followed him in to find de Graite's boys trussed up and out cold. 

They had been smacked on the back of their heads, hard. They would still be out for a while I thought, looking at the egg shaped contusions on their heads. I undid their bonds and told Mercury to stay there on guard. He would warn me when they came around and I could get to them before they tried anything silly like try to rescue themselves.

The one thing that really worried me though, there was absolutely no sign of Alice. I remembered there had been more than one vehicle track so they had clearly taken her, but where. I needed answers and there were four men downstairs that could give me them. I fought the panic that was trying to surface, if anything had happened to her...




CHAPTER 26

It took me half an hour to secure the three men and drag the one in from outside. The dead one I left where he was. He wasn't going to be a problem. I moved him off the carpet though, the blood stains wouldn't come out easily. I was hoping to keep the property when this was all over, if I was still alive.

I went out and checked the vehicle. As I expected I found the back of the four wheel drive ‘loaded for bear’ with pump actions, snipers and more besides. I would look more closely later, right now I needed to check their comm's units. I looked closely at the tracks of vehicles approaching. There was definitely three sets, two arriving and one leaving, I figured they had taken Alice somewhere, but where?

Even if they believed Alice didn’t know anything, they probably knew we were involved and felt they could use her to get to me. They weren’t wrong, but I wasn’t about to let them have it all their own way. They must have known our movements all along. My call to Tobler just set things in motion, they must have been in France tracking me, responding quickly after my conversation.

I hunkered down under the vehicle, the night dew quickly muddying the back of my jacket. Yep, there it was, right where I would have put it. A small box wired into the cars electrics and covered in road dust. The Sections standard fitting for all its vehicles. a GPS Locator.

I called Brett.He was all business when he answered, sounding harassed, I felt a little guilty as I suspected I was the sole reason. 

“I'm at the Safe House, a five man team in situ, now neutralised, one down. I need to know the whereabouts of the second team. I have one vehicle here with a tracker, I need to locate another one somewhere in France heading away from here, or stationery, probably two hours drive from here by now.” 

Brett took time to check things out. He would be hacking into the Section’s operations centre, something he did ten times a day. Their security was appalling and very prone to attack from the inside. It hadn’t got any tighter since I left I was sure. He would need to use the Section’s own locator software to find this vehicle, then look for others that might be related to the teams.

I let him get on with it while I checked out the state of the men I had taken down with darts. They would be out for another thirty minutes I reckoned.

I went and fed Mercury and put some water down for him. I also filled up some bottles, we would be on the road soon and I didn't want to stop. I heard a thud from upstairs and ran up the staircase just as one of the boys was bursting through the doorway on what would have been a mission to suicide if he had still been under the teams control.

He saw me and checked himself before he ran full tilt into me. We both turned and went to see his brother who was just coming around as well. 

In pigeon French I managed to ascertain that they had been concentrating on two cars coming up the track, but hadn't realised there was an advance team running interference. They had been taken from behind and dropped just as the front gates were crashed. 

When they asked after Alice I shook my head. They were despondent, as was I, but I let them know as best I could that it wasn't their fault. When I had asked them to guard the place it was really only as a sense of security for me, and not ever intended as a bodyguard to set against trained teams.

After another twenty minutes I decided they were well enough to go home. I sent them on their way telling them to stay away for a few days. I had found their shotguns downstairs and handed them back, still loaded. They weren’t happy when they saw the black garbed men trussed up in the rooms downstairs. 

They were bug-eyed when they glanced into the lounge and saw the dead Agent. I knew that had them worried, it was one thing to go around with guns and act the part, it was another to carry it through and shoot someone. They wouldn’t be back around here anytime soon. I idly wondered if my friendship with de Graite had just ended there and sighed, there was nothing to be done about it now.

After they left I checked out the doors and windows; I didn’t want any surprises. I had to interrogate the team who were now all awake and in different rooms. They might know what had happened to Alice and where they had gone.

I chose the one I was pretty sure was the leader. I took off his gag and removed the foam ball from his mouth. He yawed his jaw as he tried to get everything back in place and as I gave him a swig of water from one of the bottles, he nodded in gratitude. 

We might be enemies, but we served the same mistress and under different circumstances might have worked together. I would treat them with respect and fairness unless they gave me cause to do otherwise. We were in the lounge, he was the one I had dropped behind the sofa.

He glanced over at his dead colleague. Then looked at me, and I could see him assessing me as he took in the fact that all his agents were down. He didn't know how many lived, but I had taken them all out.

“First, will you tell me your name?”

“It's Fletcher, John Fletcher,” he answered with no animosity in his manner. He appeared relaxed.

“Tobler sent you,” I said matter of factly.He nodded.

“Were you sent to kill us or just put us out of play?” I nodded towards the dead man who had been intent on putting me down.

“You were expendable if we couldn't bring you in. The word was you had retired and gone rogue.” 

“What did you do with the girl who was here?”

“They decided she was a bargaining chip. If you were held they would use her to get you to give them what they wanted.” 

“And if I'm not held?” 

He shrugged.

“What is it you have done that's so important that the whole Department got called in?” 

“Where have they taken her?” I demanded, deliberately ignoring his question.

He sighed, and wiggled into a better position.

“I was told to tell you, that given the chance,” he nodded again at the dead agent, “you need to contact Tobler to negotiate her release. He has her.”

“Are you saying Tobler's actually in France?” I was surprised at that. Section Heads rarely went into the field. He wasn’t a trained operative. He would be a liability if things went pear shaped.

“Yes, that's why I wondered what you had, that has bought him out of his fortress,” he tried once more to get some kind of information from me.

“How many are there in the other team that left here?”

“There were three of my team plus Tobler. Are my other men dead?” 

“They are all fine, except for him. He could have lived, but when I gave him a chance he made the wrong choice.” 

Fletcher's shoulders relaxed, he may well not die today, was probably what he was thinking. 

“Thanks, he was always a bit Gung-Ho! I do appreciate the fact you used the dart gun, he wouldn't have given you that chance,” he admitted. He was looking puzzled, something was bothering him.

“Why did you use the dart gun? You must have known you were STK and we would only go after you again until you were neutralised.”

“Would you?” I queried “I'm not on the wrong side here, I'm caught in the middle with an innocent girl I am charged to protect. I understood the Department were to keep out of this and just watch from the sidelines. What changed?”

“I don’t honestly know, the order came from above Tobler, possibly Butler.” I nodded, I knew how the section worked and could guess the scenario but, Butler? I immediately wondered where he fitted into this. I motioned for him to continue without giving him cause to think I was concerned at what he had just said.

“We had been informed you were back in the field and were told ‘hands-off’, but then something changed. The gossip was,” he dipped his head towards the dead Agent, “that you were pedalling State Secrets and had gone rogue.” I wondered at the acknowledgement to the dead guy, but let it slide for the moment.

“That part isn’t true, I think your bosses are stitching me up, my only interest has been protecting the girl.” 

I thought fast, Tobler already knew what I was just beginning to realise, that I had information that was still important twenty five years later. Not for the first time I wondered what John and Abbey had got me into and how I was going to play this out.

“We wondered at that, it seemed to go pear shaped when you hit a foreign team, a bunch of independents who we had been tracking for some time. They are based out of north Africa. It got Butler’s attention when they disappeared off the Italian coast. We had tracked them there, then lost them. You seemed their obvious target. I’m guessing something happened to them.” His eyes watched for my reaction, I gave none. I thought I saw the glimmer of respect there, but wasn’t yet sure it was enough

There is a deep held belief in the business that people on your own side are inherently patriotic and willing to put country above personal desires. As a result when an Agent goes rogue there was always soul searching by the others seeking a valid reason for termination. After all, it could be them in the same position and they wanted to be sure. I could see this in Fletcher. He wanted a reason not to fulfil his mission.

I had anticipated this and wanted to appeal to his sense of fair play. His agents were still alive and my treatment of him and them would make him think better of me. I was hoping he would help me get an edge, although he might not do it knowingly, he might slip his guard and give me something.

“Intelligence says she's your girlfriend, the pictures they have show you both together,” he offered up wanting to keep the dialogue going. He didn’t yet know my intentions and we were all trained to maintain eye contact and conversation, anything to delay a negative outcome while the chance of rescue might come. I didn’t expect it to in this instance. Neither did Fletcher. 

I decided to be responsive, the guy seemed decent enough and I was not going to kill him. An ally wouldn’t be a bad outcome right now if I could swing him over. A chance, but better than nothing.

“Yes, we have become involved, but don't get me wrong, I'm all business when it comes down to fulfilling my obligations. My assignment is to keep her safe, and I will do that to the best of my ability,” and nodding over at his dead colleague, “and sorry, but I will do whatever it takes.” 

He nodded, almost approvingly, I thought.

“You're 'Charlie the Whisperer' aren't you?” 

I flinched internally, outwardly I remained calm, but that nickname was deeply hidden. Only two people still alive knew it, one of those was me, the other one also very much alive and kicking. 

“Too much information can get you killed,” I responded. I wasn't kidding. My department was very strict on need to know, I wondered how my nickname had got to this MI6 operative.

“It's okay, he offered, “we have mutual friends in convenient places.” I thought I knew who he was referring to, but wasn't inclined to give up information that might help him, or the other side. I was still upset about Alice being taken, but relieved to know she was alive and probably unharmed.

“I'm sorry about your girlfriend. For what its worth all of my team are pretty upset about going for one of their own, its not what we do, except for Datchett over there, he was a cold blooded bastard, but useful in a dust-up.”

I knew what he meant, it takes a lot to retire one of your own side. It makes you believe that the powers above don't generally look to honour their pension plans and you're only as good as your last job. They much prefer being able to close a book on someone who knows too much. A dirty business, but someone's got to do it.

I gave him a drink from the bottle to shut him up a minute, I needed to think.

“What do you intend to do with us?” he asked, shaking off a dribble of water that had run down his chin.

“ I cannot afford for you to find your way back into the game, so its either leave you as is, or....” I left it unsaid because I hadn't decided what to do with them yet. I had no secure place to leave people like him that they couldn't get out of.

“What if I said we were prepared to help you get out of this?” he offered picking up on my indecision.

I looked at him. The surprise on my face must have been evident because he laughed.

“What, you think you're the only one who knows when to change sides? You forget we have heard the stories of how you went against your Section Head to try and save your team. We know what it cost you, your family... I know its a long time ago, but even so, I'm sorry for your loss,” he looked at me with what looked like genuine regret on his face.

I was shocked by his statement. I stood up and walking out of the lounge leaving him there, I went through the kitchen door and out into the growing dawn. I needed to gather my thoughts. His reference to my past life and the pain of losing Maria and Stella because I was trying to save my team and not at home with them, cut right through me like a knife. I fought my demons.




CHAPTER 27

Despite me trying to keep my concentration on the current situation, memories swooped in and took me back, running rampant and uncontrolled through my head. As I stalked through the woods getting myself under control I had no choice, but to go back and revisit my past. Clearly picking up my distress, Mercury materialised at my side. 

The memories flickered in a time lapse sequence, images of my team being captured by a Mexican drug cartel. They had been badly compromised by our own political masters because it was expedient for them at that moment in time.

Two snipers, their spotters and backup support, the complete operational department excepting me. There were to be multiple targets; two of them high up in the Mexican government, an operation run by the DEA with our teams working Wet. They were waiting for them, an insider tip-off. The informant was never traced, but I had always had my own suspicions.

I had gone on leave as I was due to take my family away, but when I got wind through Brett of what was going down and why, and who had given the order, I dropped everything with no explanation to anyone. I went directly to my Section Head who wouldn’t cooperate. In the end I put a gun to his head to get the location details. My career ended right there.

I knew I would be a dead man when it was all over, but I wasn’t about to let my team be sacrificed for political expediency. I didn’t think any further than going in after them. I knew they had been sacrificed by our own people, and I realised I might be as well, but I would be damned if I would let this happen on my watch.

Using all my contacts inside and outside the Department, I ran completely dark and without support from the UK. I hitched on a series of US military birds and went in to try and retrieve them, only to get there just in time to witness their executions by the drug barons they were supposed to take down. 

They were all veterans so knew the risks, we had discussed them often enough and understood the nature of our work would leave no room for compassion from our enemy. It was hard to look through the binoculars and see each of their faces and not be able to do a damn thing to help them.

I cried as each of them was shot in the back of the head by the Man himself, while they knelt in Alquerras’ front garden, the original target. His political partners were laughing, swigging expensive tequila and smoking Havana's. It was a god-damned garden party and my team were the main course. 

I almost lost it then, and would have except for a young female DEA Agent, Lisbeth, who had been sicc’ed on me to keep me out of trouble.  A big girl, she had grabbed me, holding me down in a vice-like grip until I saw sense. She had waited knowing what was to come, looking for the opportunity to overpower me. I could see the pain in her eyes, a shadow of what I felt, but we both knew it was crap and what needed to be done. 

She nodded in quiet agreement and became my right arm while I took stock of the situation and drew up a plan. I had got the impression that this was outside her remit, but she had seen what happened and knew an informant had handed them to Alquerras. Lisbeth knew I would do it, with or without her. I think she wanted to balance the books in case it was her side that had shopped my team. I respected her immensely for her quiet fortitude.

Over the next week and a half, I took vengeance on the whole cartel using Alquerras’ own gun on him kneeling him in front of a mirror in his office. I wanted him to see the hand of vengeance, I needed to look him in the eye while he gave up payment for his crimes. It was a cold ‘dark’ revenge and while I took no succour from it, I knew the reverberations would be felt by all the drug barons. 

First they would live in fear for their own, thinking it was going to be a mass clear-up. Then when it looked safe, they would swoop like vultures on the demised gangs assets claiming them for their own. There would be much more bloodshed, mostly each others. They would, however, know never to mess with us again.

I retrieved one of the team’s sniper rifles from Alquerras armoury, and used it to take out the two political targets, no longer an impersonal ‘cold’ hit, now all too personal. I made sure they knew it, a shot into the upper chest near the throat ensured they couldn’t breathe while their life ebbed. I coldly watched their faces through the scope as they realised retribution had been served. They would never draw another Havana smoke-filled breath again.

I didn’t stop until I had cleaned out the whole nest using local DEA resources, getting myself badly shot up in the process. Wounded by a hidden pistolero, I was treated by a Mexican doctor with two local plain-clothes policemen in attendance and told in no uncertain terms it was time to leave the country; I had just one last task to complete, I organised the retrieval and repatriation of my team. 

Brett had intervened again and the US agencies cooperated fully. They needed to avoid embarrassment both with the Mexican authorities as well as their own Oversight Committee and the UK authorities. They flew me and the bodies of my team back on a night flight to a UK military base. Brett made sure I didn’t get quietly ‘retired’ by creating diversions using his contacts within other agencies. He would also have known that my pain was about to get a lot worse.

On my return to London I was met by Peter, my Father-in-Law and informed that Maria and Stella, having waited for me to join them on the pre-arranged road trip, had gone on ahead and been killed when their car skidded off a road in the Alps. Their car had not been found until the following day. The look in Peter's eyes haunts me to this day. 

He never said anything. Even at the funeral he was there to support me, in private his cold hard look told me what he really thought. He never once asked me where I had been. He knew who I worked for. Had he known what I had done, I don’t think he would have changed his opinion. I should have been driving that car and I wasn’t, so he blamed me for their deaths. I couldn’t find it in my heart to disagree with him.

In two weeks I had lost my team, my family, my life and my career and this very place I stood now, was where I had run to in an effort to forget. Drinking myself into nightly oblivion and nursing my gunshot wounds, de Graite’s wife had done much for me, cleaning my injuries, cleaning the cottage, removing the empties, but only when I was comatose and couldn’t fight her. I owed her and the de Graite family my life. I had repaid them by putting them at risk. I felt bad about that and resolved to keep them from anything else that might occur.

Now, here was a man who didn't know me yet had managed to break through my defences and had shown me compassion and understanding. He was the first contact I'd had from inside the services since that fateful time. I hadn't thought such information would have been common knowledge yet, he knew something of what had transpired. 

What happened to the inter-departmental secrecy that had been associated with his job? How would a 'six' know of what occurred in 'twelve'? MI12 was a ghost department, it didn't exist except in whispered corners of quiet Whitehall Gentlemen's clubs by those who had come across the occasional signs in the shadows. 

If Fletcher was MI6 and knew about me, then I needed to know what was going on. 

I rang Brett on the GREY.

“Hi Brett - what's the situation with 'twelve'?” 

“Oh, sorry Charlie, I thought you already knew. MI12 was politically assassinated by the government lackeys who it now seems, had interests in Mexico. While the fallout meant the department got scrubbed they tacked its workload onto MI6 and scrubbed all assassination ops.”

“What happened to Butler, my old Section Manager?” I almost didn't dare ask.

“He got promoted, he runs Tobler and a few other sections, nobody is quite sure how he managed to wriggle out of the repercussions from your teams' operation. He's likely behind the push against you Charlie, and might be looking privately for revenge, or perhaps to having you silenced.”

“That's unfortunate, I could do without this right now. While I have you on, what's your word on a six operative called John Fletcher?”

“Why do you need to know Charlie?”

“Because I have him trussed up along with his team and I already killed one of them, Datchett,” I told him, “self defence,” I added a little defensively.

“Ahh, Datchett. Yes he is, or was, one of Butlers men. You wouldn't have had a choice there, I think. As for Fletcher, you will like him. Trust him if he says anything, it will be straight up.”

“Did you tell him about me? He knows about me and my last op.” 

“Charlie, you have been out of the game, I had to cultivate new partners. Understand?”

“Yes, I understand Brett, no sweat. If he behaves, you will get him back in one piece.” I laughed, relieved to have tracked back the source of the information. I didn't like the idea of my career being the subject of chatter, it's not something you want to become common knowledge. If Brett had told Fletcher, then he would have had good reason.

“Tobler definitely has Alice, have you tracked their location yet?”

“Yes, I just triangulated it a few minutes ago, they appear to be heading to one of your recent touring places. They are about due to arrive in Marseilles. I will let you know their position when they stop.”

I thought quickly, Alice must have said something, they shouldn't know about the boat, but there was no other reason to head for Marseilles. The Russians were there too. I couldn't visualise any common ground for them to meet. It had to be the boat.

“I think they will go for the Marina, its where I left the boat, Alice II. Can you check on its location  and state of its readiness. I suspect Alice has deliberately put them onto it knowing I would pick up on that. She's a bright girl , Brett, she would make a brilliant agent if you need one in the future.” 

I pressed the disconnect and walked back to the cottage.

Fletcher had moved when I got back. He had managed to prop himself up a little, against the wall and had a better view of the kitchen doorway. I had picked up a knife from the worktop on the way in and his eyes widened as he saw it. I grabbed him and pushed him back sideways so he landed with his shoulder on the floor away from me. I took hold of his wrist and cut the ties. Then switching the knife into the other hand, I cut the ones on his ankles and stood up stepping away from him as I did so.

He sat up making no move to do more than that as he rubbed his wrists. He looked at me, measuring the change in my mood. 

“Are there any more like Datchett on your team?” 

“You're asking if there are any more of Butler’s people? No, but Tobler is cut from the same cloth. So don't trust him not to put a bullet in your girlfriend if it gets him out of a tight corner,” Fletcher answered. Being released and my single question, was enough for him to understand I had spoken to someone and that the game had now changed.

“And your team?”

“They can be trusted. I will vouch for all of them to follow my lead, except for him,” he indicated Datchett. “He would have shot me, told Tobler and Butler and then taken over the operation, I think it was a given that was going to occur at some point anyway. You did me and the team a favour there.”

I nodded, it was all I needed to know. Tossing him the knife, I said “Your boys are in the study.” I pointed at the closed door to the adjoining room. I whistled for Mercury and heard him scooting down the stairs, tail wagging. Walking into the kitchen I put the kettle on. It was going to be a very long day.




CHAPTER 28

I stood in the doorway with a hot mug of coffee. The four men all sat, the other three a little sullen at being bested and with Datchett's body also being there, a little resentment was to be expected. They were a team after all, and one of them had been taken out.

“I gave him a chance not to shoot,” I said sucking in some coffee and pointing my head towards the body. “He thought he could still beat me while I had a gun pointed at him. Otherwise he would be sitting there with you.” I looked steadily at them trying to gauge their reaction, ready to act if they went hostile.

“Do I have a problem?” I looked at them questioningly.

One of them looked pointedly at the others, then got up and walked cautiously past me, while keeping his eyes fixed on my position, and across to Datchett. Turning him over, he looked at the wound in the shoulder, then the one between the eyes. He let the body slump back again and walked back towards the others. No longer watching me, he nodded at them. They relaxed.

“Nope, we're good, you gave him a chance, a bullet in the shoulder is as good a warning as you can give someone to stop what they're doing,” he said looking also at Fletcher as he returned to his seat. Their manner changed and I also looked at Fletcher. He nodded and smiled. He had trusted them to come to their own conclusion rather than tell them what to think, a good leader that one, I thought.

I knew I needed some help to get Alice back, to also try and set things right between the Section, the Russians and other parties. In the long run I thought it might save lives, in the short term it might avoid a flare up of hostilities between everyone which could be messy. I didn’t want Alice caught up in all that. I could survive, probably. I wasn’t so sure she could.

I decided I needed to persuade this team to assist me. It would get me close enough to rescue Alice and perhaps get some closure on the issue of the information chips I had in my possession, well, Mercury’s, but as he was sitting beside me it was ‘as good as’.

I made a snap decision. If I was wrong I would at best end up dead, at worst incarcerated without access to daylight in a deep and nasty dungeon somewhere unaccountable. If I was right, I might get to the bottom of what was going on and seal the cracks. I had no doubt in my mind that Butler might be one of those cracks, Tobler looked good for it too. I didn’t know who else, but I might if I did some research.

I nodded to Fletcher indicating he and I needed to talk. He followed me outside and I called Mercury to run a Silent patrol which would keep me posted if any of his team decided to follow us.

I walked down the path now getting some of the early morning sunshine and indicated to Fletcher to accompany me.

“Fletcher, have you any idea what it is I am supposed to be running rogue on?” I asked seriously.

“Actually, no. I have to admit that information has not been transferred down past Tobler, although I suspect Datchett had an idea. He had been hinting at something on the way over in the car. He said that he had heard that it had to do with old secrets that still had power over the living.”

I considered the statement and decided that was a good summation although I doubt it had been his in the beginning. Probably overheard it from Tobler, or even Butler, I thought.

“What I am about to tell you might get you killed by all or anyone of at least three sides in this little war. Do you want to know, or will you trust me on this and take your team in blind?”

He thought about it for a good hundred yards. He was weighing up the ability to carry his team and make the final decisions possibly of kill or be killed, without knowing the why of it. He was considering whether to live a life, if possible never knowing what, or knowing everything and risking all. In the end man's curiosity will always win out. He nodded.

“I think I need to know what I am getting into. No offence, Old Bean, but its going to be a tough call if we go ahead and I might end up unemployed, or worse, declared rogue.” He gave me a wry smile and added “If I'm going to have a target on my back, I would at least like to know why its there.”

“Fair enough,” I admitted.

“This is about two master spies in opposing nations who fell in love twenty five years ago, had a love child, covered it up, subsequently got married having delivered peace in the cold war and kept themselves alive and safe from harm by maintaining an insurance policy of information of both sides involvement in spies and informants. 

As far as I know the information relates to spies and agents in place in both Russia and the UK back in the eighties. I figure that those people might well now be in positions of influence and involved in national security or worse involved in running the country. 

In the event that either side gets their hand on information from the other side, or worse their information gets discovered by a third party, the likelihood of the status quo being unbalanced will be high. It appears that both these Agents managed to convince their respective governments to keep a ‘hands off’ policy with them.

Much of the information is still valid today and has kept them safe all this time.”

“So, what has changed?” Fletcher asked. Astute, I thought.

“What has changed is, an old Politburo member called Dubianko has an independently run espionage operation with a wet team operating which although nowhere near Spetznaz standards is nonetheless lethal and operating in my kill zone. The man running it wants the data and is prepared to kill to get it. As a result the status quo has been upset and both the original agencies in this now want to protect their own data and, if they can, get the other sides information as well.

I'm now a target of no less than three different clandestine organisations and returning the data to each of the original parties doesn't appear to safeguard anyone from elimination presumably after torture in case copies have been made.

So far I have been attacked by all parties. There have been fatalities on Dubianko's side and ours, but so far not on the Russians, but only because they played fair to begin with. Only, mind you, because they thought they could get the information by stealth and subterfuge. Once that failed they came after us with more direct methods, but we had gone and left the trail cold.”

I remained silent for a bit while we negotiated a part of the wood that made me nervous with its twists and turns that were ideal for an ambush. Mercury was forging ahead with tail wagging positively letting me know it was clear.

Fletcher quietly cleared his throat.

“What has happened to the two love birds, who I presume are the couple known as John and Abbey? And where do they figure in the scheme of any final solution?” he asked.

“They warned me, asked me to take care of Alice, who is their daughter. I was given information that should have been exchangeable for safe passage, but then Dubianko upset the apple cart by coming directly after Alice and myself. 

I had to eliminate that team which has served to bring the focus on us when it should have remained on them. They are running interference, but not having any dramatic impact on our long term security. The people running the shows in each country are paranoid and will now try to ensure that everything is put to sleep permanently. 

I have had no contact with them since we had to outrun Dubianko's killers. I am hoping they will contact me when they can. A message has gone out to them, but so far no response. I can only assume they are either dead, or so deeply hidden that they cannot respond.”

“There is another option you might want to consider.” 

I raised my eyebrow and cocked my ear in expectation of him continuing.

“You might want to consider they are doing more than running interference, but also tracking the parties concerned waiting for a chance to intervene.”

I stopped in my tracks as I reconsidered an option I had discounted previously. He turned towards me as he realised I was not continuing along the path.

“Yes!” I admitted. “That is definitely an option to consider again, I had dropped it, but your point has merit. We will put that on the table.”

“You say 'we' ,does this mean you want us to help you resolve your dilemma?” he asked a slight smile on his face as he came to a stop facing me.

“Yes, our mutual friend tells me to trust you, so I am doing just that,” I smiled back. 

“Good, I would like to see your girlfriend safe, she's a ballsy girl! Let's ask the others if they're in or out, and then we can get started.”

“By the way,” I turned to Fletcher. “How did you know we were here?”

Fletcher looked surprised at the question. “Tobler got a phone call with your GPS coordinates.”

“Who was the call from, do you know?”

“No, it was internal, that's all I can tell you, and it wasn’t from anyone he knew, because he asked the caller to identify themselves, but they cut off,” he looked puzzled as he thought about the call. 

I mulled that over, someone else was involved and I didn’t know who, but they knew about the Safe House, or as I continued to speculate, we were traced by GPS, which meant the possibility of a tracking device somewhere in our kit.

We turned and heading back to the cottage we started to discuss our ideas and make plans.




CHAPTER 29

Two hours later we were on the road.  Deep down I realised Alice was probably safe for the moment. Tobler wouldn't act in haste or malice unless I put him in a corner where his life was at stake. I didn't think he would harm her, at least not yet. He hopefully still believed she was an innocent, he just needed her to get me to come to him. I was happy to oblige.

Fletcher had called Tobler, told him I was a 'no show'. He had been instructed to meet up with them in Marseilles, as I thought, on Alice II, and we were now headed there. The plan was to get on-board and take out the others non lethally, if possible, rescue Alice and then negotiate a truce with the Section. That would then just leave me with the Russians and Dubianko's people. 

They were expecting five men. We would get there tonight and under the cover of darkness they should be able to get me aboard. As I wore similar kit to the others I should blend in enough to be mistaken for Datchett, although I had misgivings about pushing this new team to become renegade in the presence of their Masters. I would only use that option if I could not see an alternative.

It felt good to be part of a team again, I had missed my old comrades and the atmosphere inside the SUV as we headed south was good. Several of the men had tried to quiz me over my moniker, but Fletcher told them it was clearly a 'need to know' and they accepted his explanation and gave me no further trouble.

Before we had left, I had grabbed the laptop and I now sat in the corner of the SUV trying to make sense of the microSD card I had found in the keyring. It was all in Russian and I was making slow progress on understanding it when I came across a reference to my old department, MI12 buried in some very old information. 

I wasn't completely sure, but it appeared to refer to an asset that was put in place, a junior asset they hoped to develop. I thought about that. Twenty five years ago. So, if that asset was still in place they could have gained promotion, or moved into other departments. They could be anywhere. Or, they might still be.

“Stop the car!” I called out to the driver. Fletcher, who was riding shotgun turned at me surprised at the order. I frowned at him. It was enough, he nodded at the driver who was looking at him while keeping his eye on the traffic they were in.

We got to a lay-by just ahead and I leaped out the car. I instructed everyone to stay in the vehicle and pulled out my GREY as I moved out of possible earshot. I had the laptop still open on the page I had been checking.

The phone answered. 

“Charlie, this is too soon. I don’t have the answers yet,” he complained.

“Forget that. I’m checking out some information I have come across.

I need you to check the background on all MI12 operatives who came into the section twenty five years ago, around October fifteenth to January the following year. I need to know if anyone stands out, or has risen to senior status and I need the information 'as soon as',” I barked into the phone.

“You looking for anything in particular, my friend?” I could even sense the grim smile on his face as I had given him a very tall order and he would be hard pressed to hack into personnel records to get the information I needed.

“A Russian mole, that might well be running the Section.” 

“Shit! I'm on it Charlie, I will check out the most obvious first and work down the list. I will get back to you, by text probably with a name. How is it working with Fletcher?”

“So far so okay, check him too. I need that name though, Brett.” I finished and hung up.

Brett would understand the significance of the 'okay'. He would check Fletcher's background first.

Shit, I thought. This just keeps getting better and better.

Glancing at the vehicle I could see they were sitting tight although the driver was watching me through the rear-view and Fletcher had adjusted the electric wing mirror to keep me in view. They would be wondering, but I had no explanation I could give.

I got back into the SUV and nodding at Fletcher who was looking grimly at me, and we continued our trek to Marseilles. I resumed my efforts to translate the files on the laptop. Some of it was additionally coded with access passwords. I wasn't going to try any of that, I would leave that to Brett later, if there was a later.

I decided to get some shut-eye and leaned back leaving my brain to work on the problem. I was still concerned not to have heard from Abbey. Had Androv really given her my number? Why hadn't she rung yet? We were running out of time and space and I really needed to take out some of the enemy. Taking out Dubianko might restore the balance and give us some breathing space. If the Russians were chasing the information because they were threatened by Dubianko getting it, then perhaps if I could neutralise him, they might drop off the radar too.

Too many possibilities, and way too many players for a working solution to present itself. I hadn’t even got a working plan yet beyond getting Alice back.

We were an hour out of Marseilles when my phone vibrated. It was a text from Brett, but not the one I was expecting.

'TRAP SPRUNG. TRACKING DUB'S PEOPLE NOW. RUSSIANS, NO-SHOW.'

The phones I had activated from the team on the boat and the Russian operatives in Marseilles had been carrying out joint conversations compliments of Brett's software and as I suspected the GPS locators in the phones were being monitored. 

When the signals and conversations were picked up by Dubianko's teams they had assumed that I was using their phones and had attempted to intercept me at the location of the signal, the aggregate quarry near Frankfurt. They would have just found the phones, or not even found them as they were placed in locations that might represent hidden agents.

Now they themselves were being tracked through some nifty software that Brett had designed, part of his ‘GREY network’, which hopefully would provide intel that might get me closer to Dubianko so I could deal with him. He was my biggest concern at present. The Russians and British all had agendas and would work through them in a known way. Dubianko was different, the wild card. As such he needed careful handling until we got an edge.

Finally some hours later, we entered Marseilles city limits. Fletcher phoned Tobler to gave him an update on ETA. He got instructions to drop the SUV at a warehouse on the quay near the mooring where the other team had left theirs. 

There was one man guarding the vehicle and another apparently on the deck watching for Charlie. He was to leave his men on the quay and relieve the guard on the vehicles. Fletcher was supposed to go and join Tobler in the cabin while they awaited my contact.

“He sounds a bit twitchy.” Fletcher turned to me. “I think he expected you to contact him before now and is worried because you didn't come back to the cottage.”

I nodded. The longer Tobler twitched, the less certain of himself he would become. I needed him off balance, especially if he was reporting to Butler. 

“I'm presuming you are required to report to him personally, in which case it would be best if I go in with you and catch him unawares. I could easily pass for one of your men and it would give us the best chance of disarming the situation without resorting to killing anyone.”

Fletcher turned back again and gave me a calculated look. He was wondering what my intentions were and if he had to shoot me or Tobler, which one he would choose. I didn't envy him that. His career was about to go down the tubes and worse he could be declared rogue and an STK put out on him and his team.

“Or, if you think that's a problem you can drop me off outside the Marina and I will proceed alone from there.” I gave him the get out for both him and his team. He would understand the unspoken inference that if he chose that option and he or his team got in my way I may have no choice, but to kill them.

He looked at his men, unspoken decisions passed between them. They all had a stake in this as it would be their careers on the line. Fletcher sighed as he came to his decision.

“I'm sorry Dan, I can't risk it looking that obvious. You will need to get on-board and into position on your own. We will all ignore your incursion and it is for you to deal with Tobler directly. I can't involve my men in an act of treason however just the cause may appear. We will do what we can to help minimise any casualties and we will also protect your girl .”

He checked the faces of his men looking for affirmation of his decision. They all showed positive responses. I had expected as much. Fletcher was a good leader, he would lead his men down a dangerous path, but would not open the gate on possible actions that had serious consequences for all of them without due cause. 

Currently, they were unaware of the information I carried, or the possible mole in the department and I couldn't at this stage provide them with proof, or identity. It would have to do.

I nodded. “That's fine, if I can avoid taking the shot I will, but Tobler is mine and so is anyone that has harmed the girl in any way.”

“That's fair enough!“ Fletcher approved, and I could see the relief showing in the body language of the men around me. They had all been considering the risk in siding with a 'rogue operative' and what it might mean. None of them wanted to shoot someone on their own team, or face their bosses with the possible consequences of being declared rogue even if they had agreed at the cottage to aid me. 

In my view they were doing just that. I was happy they had thought it through and had realised the consequences. It made my job a lot harder, but I knew they wouldn’t take me down if I breached their defence of the boat.

We arrived at the traffic junction where the entrance to the Marina could be seen a hundred yards down the left hand street. I pulled the handle of the door and went to step out. I felt a pat against my arm, the soldier sitting next to me had his hand outstretched thumb upwards. Smiling, I took it and felt the strength of his clenched handshake. “Good luck, Whisperer!” he said. 

The others echoed him and I stepped out into shadow as the vehicle indicated left, the flasher reflecting off the pole of the stop sign and penetrating the shadow I was standing in. They drove off towards the marina.

I couldn't afford to be noticed, so I kept to the shadows and chose a track leading to a boatyard which took me around the marina and away from my objective. With luck all the attention would be on the arrival of Fletcher's team and would remain so for a considerable time. If they had been followed any arrival would likely come from the same direction.

Fifteen minutes later I could see the boat. It was in darkness and although the gangplank and pontoon it was moored to was lit, the decks were dark and light blinked through the blinds indicating people down below. I also knew with certainty that there would be at least two men on deck, one in the bow and the other aft.

I shimmied down the side of the pontoon and found a wooden rail running parallel that I could use to pull myself along. It would mean partial submerging, but this was the only way I could approach the vessel unseen. My rucksack was waterproof although heavy it would probably float, albeit partially submerged. I removed it and attached it by a cord to my wrist where I could lose it quick if I needed to.

I went to transfer my phone into a waterproof compartment when it vibrated. I quickly shielded it from any view and pulled up the message. There was just one word. 'BUTLER' I had my answer. It vibrated again, what the hell? Another message. 'TOBLER – DUBIANKO??' 

Shit! I thought wondering just how Brett had uncovered that last little gem. Russia and Dubianko with agents in place in our top teams. We were riddled. My mind wondered back to my last operation before retiring. We were compromised then, was this the reason why? Was it Tobler, or Butler?

I put the phone away and climbed into the water. Pulling on the rail until I was close to the boat I heard talking. Two men came out of the cabin, a small amount of internal light reflecting on them making them black shadows with no distinguishing features. I watched as they split up, one going to the rear, the other forward to the bow. I was close to the bow at this moment and heard the voice say,  “I'm up to relieve you, Tobler says to go for your break at the warehouse and watch out for this rogue agent, Charlie, he seems to think he will come soon.”

I recognised the voice as the one who had shook my hand. Good, that should make my job easier.

I watched as the two relieved operatives moved off down the gangplank, neither of them paying any attention to anything in the water. I saw this so often, relieved from sentry duty on an operation and the first thing they did was switch off their brains and senses. These two would be dead real quick in a live operation with deadly enemies.

I waited until they had gone and then quietly pulled myself out of the water using just my arms until I was hanging under the gangplank. I waited for things to settle then pulled up my legs and hooked them under the quay. I was now completely in shadow and edging toward the bottom end of the gangway.

Fore and aft shouldn't be a problem, but that didn't mean I could be careless. I had stopped dripping water now and pulled my rucksack onto my shoulder. Timing my move perfectly with the slight swell of the marina I pulled myself onto the gangplank and in a crouch moved quickly up onto the boat.

I had the advantage of knowing the layout. I also knew there were few places to move about in there so I decided that Alice would be in the bedroom, probably tied up and Tobler would be fiddling around in the main cabin. Space was at a premium so it would be unlikely there was room for more than three people down there. I guessed Fletcher, Tobler and one other.

I stood and walked into the main cabin. My gun was silenced and it went in first. I could see three people, two with their backs to me and the one facing me, luckily, was Fletcher. He saw me, but didn't flinch or give any indication I was there. Instead he looked down as if distracted by something giving me time to make my move and still appear surprised. I moved into the cabin until I could see the whole area.

Tobler was sitting there drinking a whiskey. The other was holding a pistol loosely in his lap, relaxed, but ready. Wrong! I quickly walked the two paces necessary to get behind him and using the gun butt, hit him hard on the back of the head putting him out like a light. 

My gun came up again as Tobler leapt to his feet and it was in his face pointing at his right eye before he could utter a word. The whiskey in his hand had spilt all over his sleeve, the glass now holding only a few dregs.

“Wasting my good whiskey Tobler?” I pushed forward so the gun was pressed against his cheekbone. 

“Sit Down!” I ordered.

“Charlie, so good of you to join us,” he said nervously sitting back down and trying to sound affable, his eyes darting a look at Fletcher and his brow questioning his apparent lack of response to my arrival.

“Where's the girl?” I demanded. Tobler glared at me silently and then looked at Fletcher as he moved.

Fletcher stood slowly and carefully not giving me any reason to doubt his action. “She's sedated heavily Charlie, in the bedroom. I checked on her when I got here and she seems fine, tied to the bed, but fine.”

I looked at him, and said “Thanks, I owe you.” I moved towards Tobler and before he could react I chopped him on the neck and he slid down unconscious in his seat. Fletcher caught the whiskey glass as it slipped out of his hand and put it onto the table.

I pulled out some cable ties from my rucksack and within two minutes he was trussed. I placed a foam gag in his mouth and taped it. I also blindfolded him. 

I walked to the bedroom and could see Alice tied up and sleeping, drugged. I saw the used syringe and wrapper on the side, looked at it, there was still five cc’s of light yellow fluid, so perhaps she had already been given five cc’s. 

There was nothing I could do for her immediately except untie her and make her comfortable. I left the syringe on the side for now. I might need it for Tobler, yet.

Fletcher was peeping through the blinds towards the warehouse where the men were keeping watch for me. He wasn't concerned about the two above decks they would see or hear nothing until he told them otherwise.

“We don't have much time and before we do anything I need to tell you something incredibly important.” I said quietly.

He pulled away from the curtain blind and came back into the seating area. We both sat down.




CHAPTER 30

“You need to get your men off the boat as I'm taking Tobler. He's dirty, we think he was the mole.”

I had decided that it was important not to have the wrath of the British Empire down on me just yet so I needed to give Butler a feeling of security. If he felt personally threatened with being uncovered as a soviet mole, then he would use everything against me and I wouldn't stand a hope in hell of getting this resolved. 

Fletcher sneered, “Tobler hasn’t got the sense to play that game, he must be someone’s patsy.” He was right, but I didn’t let on. If I told Fletcher what I knew, it would affect his behaviour with Butler. I couldn't afford for that to happen, at least not yet. I felt bad about that, but I also felt that Fletcher would be better able to protect himself and his men. I had what I wanted. 

I had Alice back, and more importantly, I had Tobler. If Tobler was part of Dubianko’s network I might be able to use that to get to him. If I neutralised Dubianko the others might back off.

“Nonetheless, he is a player and may well have compromised my last mission so I have a score to settle. Until I know just what, and who is compromised, he stays with me.”

Fletcher gave me that same look he had given me in the car. Deciding which way to fall, I think.

“What are your intentions with Tobler?”

“He will probably not see the light of day, I haven't decided yet. His boss, Dubianko, is of particular interest to me and I intend to follow through until I can get this vendetta against Alice and her parents lifted. Will you report what you have seen to Butler?”

“Only if you want me to.” I knew he was appreciative of the fact that I had managed to distance his men from this so would probably go a long way in accommodating any request.

“Yes, run it as close to the wire in terms of facts that you can. Butler needs to know that Tobler was a double, and that I’m going after Dubianko.”

Fletcher nodded approvingly, he could see the pressure easing on his team and knew it would probably mean they would be told to back off while the Department and Butler had a chance to absorb the impact of that discovery. It would cause ructions within the Section as the news spread, just enough, I thought, to give me a breather.

“If you need help, so long as it doesn't put us at odds with the Department...” he began leaving the statement unfinished.

I nodded. “Thanks!”

“You know our call frequency. We will monitor it. Otherwise someone can brief me if it needs greater security.” 

He meant Brett who would right now be backtracking his information and checking out every operation since both Butler and Tobler had joined the Department. He would be busy, but also at high risk if they got a whiff of his investigations. Still, he knew the dangers better than I did and had his own backup plans and security. 

This ‘Tobler affair’ might make Butler wonder how the information came to light. He knew Brett and I went way back, it had always been a thorn in his side. I decided to warn Brett when I spoke to him next.

“I'm going to leave by sea in about ten minutes, I would appreciate if you can otherwise occupy anyone watching the boat and ensure we get a quiet departure. Take all of your men.” I looked down at the unconscious agent as I said this. He was still out cold, I thought that I really needed to try to use a gentler approach; he wouldn’t be feeling very friendly towards me come the wake-up.

“Make sure they are all in the picture, I will try to keep you in the loop.” I put my hand on his shoulder and put out my hand.

He nodded and shook it, stepped back, turned and walked out of the cabin. I heard him call his men who came in for the unconscious agent, looking at me thankfully as they realised it was all over without any serious casualties, then they all moved off down the gangplank and off into darkness.

I gave them five minutes to clear the area. As the engines started I heard the familiar chuckling noise from the stern as the exhaust bubbled out the vent, then busied myself removing the moorings and the gangplank. A quick look around to check for any potential interceptions and ten minutes later I sailed out of the marina and into open seas.

As soon as I was clear of the inner buoys and any potential collision I put it onto Automatic Pilot and set the radar proximity alarms. I didn't expect to be intercepted, at least not for a while, and I needed to organise things below.

I went straight to Alice, she was breathing easily and it seemed a lighter sleep. I was hopeful she would pull out of it shortly. I wished I still had Mercury to watch over her, but he was back at the cottage with Aillie. I left the door to the bedroom open so I would be able to see Alice from the cockpit.

I went to check on Tobler, he would be conscious soon. I made sure he could breathe, but left him where he was.

I called Brett. He answered on the first ring his voice sounding as if he was sitting on top of the boat it was so clear. He really had a brilliant system. Its a shame it couldn’t be used on a wider level, but it would become highly discoverable at a certain point and then it would lose its edge, as well as potentially being blocked by the operators.

“Hello Trouble! I guess from your call that all is okay your end, especially as I intercepted a report that you had not turned up at your cottage, and now news just in is that Tobler and the girl are missing, nothing of course to do with you.” He chuckled.

“Hi Brett, Yes! we have one Double Agent, and Alice is now free and with me although she is still sedated. Fletcher and his team are running interference for me to keep Butler from wondering what's going on. We are currently heading out to sea on our boat, destination undecided.” I said with more gusto than I actually felt.

I brought Brett up to date.

“Fletcher doesn't know about Butler, he thinks Tobler was the only mole and we need to keep it that way or the hand we have will fold. I must admit your revelations do explain a few things, historically speaking. Anyway, do we know yet which of them blew the Mexican op?”

I gave him a chance to respond while I walked back towards the cabin, I could see Alice beginning to stir and I wanted her to see me first before she panicked. She wasn't quite with it yet so I stayed in sight of her.

“No, its not what I’m concentrating on at the moment, believe me this is turning into a hornets nest with every buggers department buzzing around. I’m getting some serious questions coming my way and I don’t have answers, yet.”

He barked down the phone “You need to neutralise Butler. He will sic the whole of M branch on you as well as the Special Forces if he even sniffs that we’re aware of his links with Russia.”

I knew what he meant and I had an idea, but first I needed to deal with Tobler.

“I can’t take on Butler right now, I need to deal with Tobler, he is my one and only link to Dubianko. I need you to keep following his henchmen from Frankfurt until you run him to ground, if you can.”

I was pensive, the very idea of trying to deal with both of the agencies backing Butler and Tobler at the same time was a scary thought. I needed a better plan than I currently had, which was no plan at all, so far. 

It did explain why we were the main targets, both of them knew how good I was and probably thought I was the greater danger. They might not be wrong on that, but I still wanted, no, needed to contact Abbey and John.

“Brett, I need more background on both him and Butler, can you email it to me securely when you get it?”

“Yes, can do, Charlie” he sighed, sounding tired. If like me he had been on the go non-stop, then his blood sugar level must be at rock bottom.

“And get some food inside you before you go hyper...oh! and you had best check the mail, I sent you something...... and keep an eye out for any other drops in the next week, or so.......and Brett, walk backwards on this, okay?”

I knew he would do everything I told him, we had been through all this kind of shit before. He always listened to me once we went operational. He was my brain, eyes and ears, I was his tactician and defender.

“Sure Charlie, you too, Buddy.”

I hung up, walked over to Tobler and kicked him hard enough to jolt him. He responded groggily, and I wondered if he knew about Butler being a Russian spy, probably. I suspected Tobler was more aware than he made out. No matter, he wasn’t going anywhere.

I thought about Brett. To walk backwards was our trip saying of watch your back because attack never comes from where you expect it. Brett himself would now be in a very precarious position if anyone knew he had access to the information he was getting via the mail. The data he was getting was going to make him a very influential player in the espionage game. 

Not that he needed any help in that quarter. Still, having access to it put him at an advantage, I just hoped he got to use it before they put out the hammer to flatten his operation. I stopped worrying, he had a great backup plan and they would get a pyrrhic victory if they burned his operation.

In all the years I had known him he had never once failed to extract the necessary information from a computer, or network, once he had been given an objective or target. His obsessive talent came directly from his craving to know stuff. He had more than just a leaning towards Aspergers, he was more obsessive compulsive than anyone I had ever known.

Once you got his attention it would extend into everything and anything. No stone left unturned; his thoroughness was what made him such an important player in the espionage business. 

The Department didn’t know it, but his skills accounted for much of the intelligence that we had on people and organisations. He hoarded data like people hoarded junk, never knowing when something would prove useful. Brett had an uncanny knack of pinning stuff down and he had a spectacular command of the software code that ran everything. There was nothing he couldn’t achieve. 

He had personal contacts and channels into everything, everywhere; maintaining confidentiality was his stock in trade. If the enemy ever got hold of his mind, they would probably know everything.

A groan bought me out of my reverie. I looked over at Tobler, he was conscious. I sat him up as his eyes focused, he glared at me; I could see pain reflected in his eyes, I bet his head ached. Good!

I walked into the bedroom to find Alice sitting up. She was looking decidedly shaky and I knew it would be a while before she came around fully. I took it easy, people coming out of drug induced sleep were often flaky, they might feel they were hallucinating until their grip on reality hardened.

“Hi.” I sat beside her and took one of her hands. “You're going to be okay, the drugs will wear off completely in another hour, or so. Just take it easy until they flush out of your system.” I reached over and handed her a bottled water from the bedside table. 

She tried to remove the cap, unsuccessfully, so I took it from her again, broke the seal and handed it back. She guzzled greedily then handed it to me, I placed it on the bedside table. Looking up at my face she smiled wanly, she mouthed a thank you, her lips all dry and pupils heavily dilated.

I could see she was in no shape to talk yet but I couldn't decide whether to get her to sleep it off, or leave her sitting there to come around. I knew from experience there was little point in talking or saying anything at this stage, the brain and body are so disconnected that coherent thought isn't possible until the effect of the drugs wears  off.

I sat and hugged her to me and she responded by pushing her face into my chest and her arms came around me as she groaned, “Oh God! I feel awful!”

“Try sleeping for a little longer until the effects have worn off a bit more,” I said as I pushed her back down onto the bed. “I will be out in the main cabin, I'm not going anywhere. We are at sea and I need to check the boat's direction.”

She nodded and her eyes remained closed as her face relaxed. I left her and as I went back into the main room closing the door, I grabbed Tobler and dragged him to the front away from the bedroom so that I didn't disturb Alice resting.

I squatted down in front of Tobler, pulling off the gag as I did so. I knew he wouldn't talk to me, not yet at least and I didn't have the time to try and make him. I wasn't about to deep six him as he might yet be useful. He didn’t need to know that, though.

“OK, Tobler, I don't need anything from you. I intend to use you as a bargaining chip either with the Russians or with the British Intelligence, either of whom are going to be very interested in knowing what you can tell them about Dubianko and his operation.” I smiled as malevolently as I could, which considering everything was pretty bad.

“If it gets to a point where you are of no use to me, then you know that I will just drop you overboard like I did with the amateur wet team you sent in to intercept us last week.”

Tobler coughed as he tried to laugh, he just wheezed instead. “You won't win this time Charlie, you're way out of your depth and over the hill in terms of ability. The whole intelligence community is hunting for you. The best thing you can do is give yourself up and hand over the information you are protecting.”

“Who would you like me to give it to, Tobler - The Brits, the Russians or your friends?” I checked his ties, feigning interest in his well-being. He didn't answer and just glared at me.

I was watching for a sign he would talk and seeing none I stood and walked over to my holdall and undoing the waterproof membrane, pulled out the laptop. Plugging it back into its usual place I waited while it booted up. 

Taking my GREY and setting the Bluetooth application running, I set the pairing to the laptop and then opened an internet connection and fed it through to the laptop. In a few minutes I was connected to my mail service and downloading messages. 

The GREY was operating on a series of unlisted bandwidths that gave maximum speed connections anywhere in the world, piggybacking on any available network operator. There was no registration and no call logging on these unlisted settings and only a very few people outside of the major phone operators top people knew they even existed. The system also had the ability to switch to satellite linkage if it couldn't pick up a transmitter.

Brett, was to my knowledge, the only person to have hacked into them so that even the operators themselves were unaware of the incursions.

The email messages began to stack up. Mostly, the usual rubbish that finds its way into your Inbox. However, there was one subject that got my attention: 

Re: Air conditioning Unit Installation

Dear Mr Mercury

We wish to advise you that delivery of your unit is held up in Genoa, Italy. The supplier has informed that it will ship no later than Thursday. We will keep you informed as to firm delivery date.

Customer Services

I quickly pulled up my navigational charts. We could be there by morning. 

I hit reply on the email: 

Dear Sirs

Please be advised that due to the costs involved I would prefer shipment by sea freight. I will expect to hear from you from Thursday morning onwards.

Mercury

I routed the new destination into the on-board navigation and reset the pilot. I watched as the boat came about to its new heading eastbound. I had things to do before we got there.

Unplugging the mobile from the laptop I called Fletcher and gave him new instructions sending him to our new destination. It took about ten minutes to go over the plan I had and at the end he confirmed it was workable and I left him to it. Having a backup is always useful in case things go tits up.

I went back into the main cabin, Tobler had shifted position, but wouldn't get anywhere fast. I left him and went to see how Alice was doing.

I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her face. She looked less pale and drawn and some  colour was definitely returning. I stroked her cheek with my finger knowing it would rouse her without panicking her and was rewarded with a flutter from her eyelashes and a glimmer of a smile.

“How you feeling?”

“ummmmh! better, I think.”

“Are you up to going on deck and getting some fresh air?” 

She nodded, “I think so, I might need a hand to get there though.” Looking up at me I could see the sparkle returning to her eyes.

I took her arm and walking her past Tobler making sure he had no eye contact with her, we made our way up on deck. I sat her down on a small seat we kept there and watched as the breeze slowly drew the colour back into her cheeks. The stories that you read of people being sedated and coming around in minutes simply isn't true, it takes time for the sedative to work out of your system especially if like Alice, you have been heavily dosed.

“We have a message from your parents,” I told her anticipating that good news would help in her revival. I wasn't wrong.

“Really, are they okay?” she brightened and I got my first big smile since getting her back.

“Yep! We are on our way to meet them now, I changed course for Genoa not ten minutes ago. We should be there in the early hours of the morning.” 

“What about Tobler, I saw him downstairs, are you going to kill him?” she looked at me strangely, as if I had grown horns.

“Not if I can help it, I'm going to try and exchange him for some concessions to the highest bidder. I understand he works for Dubianko, so he might be of interest to MI6, or the Russians.”

“Oh! Okay then,” she agreed quietly. I thought maybe she had enough of killing, or that as she now knew Tobler she didn't want him dead. People get like that. If its someone nameless, faceless and without prior interaction then their death is just a statistic and only if they themselves are involved with the one to die, do they show any emotion.

“Don't worry,” I assured her. “I might be a heartless professional killer, but I don't do it needlessly, there has to be a good reason for it, or it doesn't happen. At the end, it's down to the level of threat they represent,” I finished, thinking back to the ones I had deep six'd behind the Island who would have been relentless and ruthless in their pursuit, and were therefore a high risk. I had been trained to eliminate risk as much as possible.

I leaned against the boat and pulled her towards me in a reassuring hug and we both looked out over the sea while she regained her strength until at last she said,

“I'm hungry, lets find something to eat!”




CHAPTER 31

It was two in the morning before we saw the marina lights in Genoa that indicated journeys' end. We had kept the boats lights to a minimum. I managed perfectly well using my night glasses to light up the entrance and negotiated my way quietly and without fuss to the nearest empty mooring. 

Alice jumped off and tied off the bows as I killed the quiet low running engines. As I slipped off the aft end to tie up there, I took the time to drop some buffers down the side to protect the boat as I went. It was a smooth and silent operation, I thought, worthy of my old team skills.

Nobody should know we were here except John and Abbey so I was not expecting any company until later that morning. After a quick look around to imprint everything in my mind, I went back down below.

Pulling Tobler out from the recess I had planted him in while we were working on the boat, I turned to Alice as she came back from the bow. She looked pensive and I wondered if she was nervous of her parents coming. It was going to be the first time they had met since she found out who, and what, they actually were. 

“Alice, I think you should get some kip for a few hours,” I said, turning to her as I worked Tobler into a comfortable position again. “Your parents wont be here until morning I wouldn't think, which means we have time.”

I looked back at Tobler, his attention was on Alice, he seemed like he wanted to say something, but I put my hand on his head and twisted it away from her view and as I looked back at Alice I saw the anxious look in her eyes, her pensive look was deepening. She nodded at me, looked briefly at Tobler, then made her way back to the cabin and closed the door.

I tied off one of Tobler's hands to the recessed ring in the deck and then gave him a bottle of mineral water and cooked him an omelette. I watched him as he ate with one hand.

“Thank you for the civilised treatment, Charlie, I will remember that when the boot is on the other foot,” he nodded smiling at me lifting his loaded fork in salute. I remained silent, something was nagging at me in the deep background, a feeling was all. The plate was soon empty.

“Push the plate and the bottle away from you Tobler, I'm not in the mood for any of your mind games.”

I waited until he had placed the fork and plate out of his reach, the bottle rolled away from him and I snagged it all and placed it onto the worktop.

“I need to use the head,” he said, his face was down in shadow I couldn't see his expression. I wasn't ready to loosen him up yet. 

“You will have to wait, I'm afraid, at least until a second person can train a gun on your head. It shouldn't be long, a few hours at most.” 

He nodded. “Fine, have it your way, but if I soil myself I'm not going to clean it up,” he smiled sarcastically. I ignored him, I knew he was trained. He would try to gain advantage, we were trained to manage these things. He hadn't had much to drink and the weather was warm. His body would absorb the little amount of the liquid he had drunk.

I lashed his hands together and attached him to the cleat in the deck again. He wouldn't be able to go anywhere.

I settled down for a long wait drifting automatically into meditation mode, enabling me to keep an ear out for anything that didn't fit whilst letting my body and mind rest. I would be refreshed in an hour, or less. I had learned this technique while waiting, sometimes for days, for an opportunity to take out a target. 

I slipped into it almost immediately. As I did my senses relaxed listening for things that didn't fit a pattern, out of place. The lapping of water against the hull, the sense of drift as the slack in the mooring ropes ebbed and flowed. 

The general noise from the Marina at three o'clock in the morning was subdued, little foot traffic along the gangways. Most in the boating fraternity wore canvas or similar soft soled shoes that didn't abrade the polished plastic decks yet kept them from slipping. 

Some time later I awoke from my mental and physical nap with a sense of a change in the surrounding ether. Nothing discernible yet, but there nonetheless. When the boat's dispersal changed minutely, I felt it. Someone had stepped aboard, a moment of nothing and then again, another. Two bodies on board coming from the bow area, I thought.

Standing up and slipping into action mode I flipped the safety off my gun chambering a round quietly as I moved to the shadows near the main entrance to the cabin. 

Taking in Tobler's silent form, I didn't for a moment think he was asleep. I took a cloth off the chair where I had left it and using my left hand forced him to accept it into his mouth while I covered him with the gun at his temple. He could feel the cold hard silencer and knew me well enough. 

He resisted only for a second, making his silent protest then reluctantly opened his mouth and accepted the gag. He couldn't remove it easily and anyway I only needed him quiet for a few seconds. In the dark, if he moved, he would probably get himself shot by me or the visitors.

The bulkhead's shadow totally covered me. I controlled myself keeping to a shallow purposeful long slow breath so I could hear and feel every nuance of movement coming from above. They were quiet, professional. I thought perhaps it wasn't them. It takes a real pro to take your time and break up patterns in footfall, alternating the balance so the rhythm cannot be read. They had separated, coming now from two sides, I could almost feel the impact impressions as their bodies traversed the outer deck. It wasn't looking good.

The first one reached the step into the cabin. The gun came through first, held firmly, two-handed. As they stepped into the cabin I moved across the dark space and my silenced Glock made it to their temple. With my other hand I covered their gun hand and took hold of it, forcing them to give it up. Their fingers splayed and I took the weapon and slipped it into the back of my waistband. They had not moved.

My now free hand took the other's gloved wrist guiding them further into the cabin, holding them ahead of me so that the second member of the team would have to shoot them to get to me. My gun was still trained on their temple.

As the second gun entered the cabin, I called.

“Drop it, you're covered!”

At the sound of my voice the person I was holding on to stiffened.

“Dan?” the voice said and the relief I detected in it was evident. I knew immediately it was Abbey.

I took the gun away from her temple and blurted “Damn it ! Abbey, I nearly killed you!”

I saw the other gun drop and the remaining blackclad figure came into the cabin, hands by his sides offering no threat. I pulled back so that I could cover them both until I was sure that they were alone and not an immediate threat.

“It's me, John! We saw you arrive, we were watching the Marina after your email,” the other figure said.

“Are you both alone?” I asked not yet wanting to relinquish command of the situation. It wouldn't be the first time I had been caught out by friendlies in a hostile situation.

Abbey responded quietly bringing me up to date “Yes, we're alone. We were not sure that you were, hence our silent approach, we couldn't see who was piloting when you came in. You surprised us mooring where you did, it wasn't the obvious choice and our view was spoilt.”

“Are you in the clear? “ John asked, pulling at his balaclava. Abbey was pulling hers off. She had her grey hair pinned back and was looking pinched and drawn. It cannot have been an easy operation for her at her age and leading like that. What a girl, lots of pluck!

“Yes,” I said “just one prisoner and Alice is out back sleeping.”

“Oh! you have a prisoner?” John asked, “That's interesting, who might that be then?”

I switched on the small 12 volt lights and the room was illuminated in their white halogen glow.

“Tobler!” John spat, pointing his gun at him threateningly ready to shoot him.“Why did you let him live?” He turned to me accusingly. “He's a bloody Russian mole!”

“Exactly, which is why he's not dead yet,” I said, “in fact he is more than possibly Dubianko's man, we have yet to be certain, but its a strong case we have against him.”

“Aaah!” John sighed, “So you're thinking of trading him either to the Brits or the Russkies. I would make it the Russkies, they will have the most fun with him.”

“I can almost guarantee it,” piped in Abbey who was glaring at me, obviously no less enamoured with our unwelcome guest.

I put my view. “It is no good going to the Brits, Butler is a Russian mole too, so whatever we do, he will ensure the agents under him are compromised.” I guessed the 'modus operandi' of that bastard, thinking of my team that were massacred, someone still had to pay for them.

Abbey spoke up. “How do you know that Butler is Russian and Tobler is Dubianko's man, Dan?”

“I have my own sources and we have traced both their origins back to twenty five years ago. A time when both of you were still active.” I looked pointedly at Abbey, her face remained blank in the white light of the halogens. They were both professionals as they had proven coming onto the boat tonight. I would not discount either of them being involved in something like this.

I covered my visual appraisal of them with my decision. “We need to wait and see what happens, now you're on the scene we might be able to orchestrate an end to this altogether.”

John glanced at Abbey and caught her eye, they neither looked happy nor confident of that outcome. I understood their concerns, we had a temporary respite, a window of opportunity is all. Whether it would amount to anything lasting there was no way of knowing just yet. Yet again I was reminded of differing agendas and resolved to watch my own back even here.

We got ourselves organised, there would be time to talk and plan later, but first we had to be secure.

John and I had decided we would be safer out of sight of land and in the midst of preparing to cast off, Alice came out of her room having been woken by the noise of people moving about and everything stopped for a tearful reunion.

I watched as John and Abbey calmed Alice who was now getting a little angry in reaction to the pressure she had been under, as well as the long term deceit she had endured. I indicated to John that Abbey should go into the bedroom with Alice while we got ourselves to sea. 

He nodded, whispered to Abbey, and five minutes later he released the bow line while I stood aft and slipped the cable which I had left looped over the bollard. With the engines quietly chugging on their lowest setting I steered the boat back towards the open sea.




CHAPTER 32

Before anything else occurred, Tobler was given an opportunity to stretch his muscles and clean himself up. I wanted him in good condition and he hadn't harmed Alice so I felt no serious animosity towards him. Yet. 

If I'd had Butler there instead, I think I might have dropped him over the side, but Tobler wasn't a member of my department and would not have been involved in operations back then so he was immune from my fury.

John took Tobler and locked him in the bedroom while we sat down two miles out to sea with a sea anchor dragging at the aft end to keep us stable in the calm sea. It was time for us to plan some kind of counter to the attacks on Alice and me. First though we needed to know what John and Abbey had been up to.

“After you left for the beach we got a call from Dimitri down the road. We had asked him to keep an eye on the approach road telling him we were having problems with foreign worker gangs. He said there were two motorbikes parked up. One of them left to follow you, the other was holding position on the corner hidden by an old ruin of a barn.”

I nodded at him, “Yes, the one that followed us on the bike came close to killing us before we had even got away! He’s dead on the beach now, thanks to the Glock you left in the secure box,” I added gratefully.

Abbey was nodding and keeping up with the conversation, but I could see she was watching Alice closely, Abbey had her frown back. What was it she kept picking up on, I wondered.

John continued.“We already had the escape route planned and took off up the back trail.  We were gone only about ten minutes when the alarm went off on my phone and the CCTV internet link sent me pictures of a whole team turning up in a black SUV, accompanied by the bike, six attackers in all. If we had stayed just a few minutes later, we would have never got away.”

He paused to take a drink of the malt he had secreted in the cabinet when last stocking the boat. I was keeping to water, I had a bad feeling my work was not yet done and I needed a clear head.

“After that we took a boat across to the mainland, picked up our getaway vehicle loaded with our essential supplies and went overland to Italy. We realised once we reached our Safe house and received feedback from Androv, that you had already survived multiple contacts,” he paused briefly with his eyebrows raised at me knowing there was a good story there, then continued. “They must have realised you were carrying the data they wanted, so they no longer seemed interested in us for the moment.”

I interrupted him, “I think you should be aware that Androv tried to recover the data for himself, his team drugged us and searched the Safe house, the following night they were planning on coming back for another attempt, but less friendly. I visited them instead.”

Abbey’s eyebrows raised at that. “So, that’s why he was keen to help you out,” she nodded understandingly. She looked a very different Abbey in the black swot gear, the armour vest bulking her out. She looked apologetically at me, “I thought he would be an asset, watching your back through France, I’m sorry, instead of giving you support I exposed you to the enemy.”

Abbey looked crestfallen and needed reassurance, I knew plans never survive first contact; it wasn’t her fault, Androv was the one that didn’t play a straight game with her. 

“It’s okay, he did us a favour really as we were still in the state of mind that allowed us to think that we only had one enemy and that episode made us distrust everything from then on, which in turn kept us alive.”

Alice was still quiet, bemused I thought by the recent turn of events. She had been through a lot in the last twenty four hours since my departure from the Cottage. Abbey was keeping an eye on her. They could do with some time together those two, I thought.

“So, John?” I decided to push out the idea of a forward plan, something none of us had at this point in time. I was interested in his ideas. “We have the data chips, we know all the players, you know the rules of engagement, what can we achieve here? Do we give the chips up to their respective Agencies, and try and walk away, or what, because quite frankly I cannot see how they are going to let us go at this moment in time, and now we are all together we are a prime target.”

Alice piped up, “Why wouldn’t we be able to walk away if they got what they wanted?”

Abbey sighed with resignation as she prepared her answer, I thought, probably because it would be a nice scenario if it were possible. 

“Alice, they will kill us even if they secure the data now. Partly to protect themselves from any further revelations, also to punish us for taking and keeping the data even though it was intended to ensure they left us alone. Suddenly, with Dubianko around its become imperative that they sink the data and us with it, he is too dangerous to have access to such volatile information.” She grimaced as she delivered what was effectively our death sentence.

Alice fell back in her chair, deeply disturbed by what her mother had just told her. She hadn’t chosen to be part of this, yet here was Abbey telling her a death sentence was all she could hope for. I felt deeply for her, but I could not spend time with her just yet, there was too much to do. We had to formulate a plan before morning and time was pressing on.

Someone should check on Tobler, I suggested. Alice immediately stood up and began to walk to the cabin.

My phone vibrated. I pulled it out and looked at it, Brett’s name was flashing on the screen.

“Excuse me a moment, I need to take this,” indicating the phone to the others and walked out of the cabin and up towards the bows.

When I was sure I was out of earshot, I clicked the answer button and the light flashed briefly as the call connected.

“Hi Brett, what's up Buddy?”

“Are you alone Charlie, because I need to tell you something and I don't want anyone hearing your response,” he asked mysteriously. I affirmed and hunkered down in the bow to give myself leverage against the bounce of the bow on the waves. 

I listened as he told me that he had managed to track down someone who worked for Dubianko and had used them to get into their HQ’s network using a piggyback on an email sent from inside their secure server. He had managed to decode a lot of encrypted data and had tracked down the origins of the ‘Karambola’ operation. He hadn’t yet put it all together, but what he told me left me in no doubt that he had uncovered the hidden Agent. I knew he was right, so did he.

His news shocked me to the core. I wanted to deny its possibility to try and avert the crash I felt coming head on, then I heard Abbey scream and saw the reflection of two flashes, then a third, the explosive cracks of the pistol following right behind them. I knew then, it was already too late!

“Brett, I.. um, Damn it! You’re right!” I whispered loudly, “Get Fletcher to home in on this GPS, fast! Tell him to play it whichever way he sees it!”

I pulled out my Glock, chambered a round and walked quietly from the bow to the aft deck using the shadow from the cabin to help me get close. I could see John half in the doorway, arm dangling over the side, a dark patch pooling around his neck. He was not moving, probably something to do with the hole in his forehead.

Holding my gun in front of me, I edged around the side of the cabin and immediately saw Alice. She was standing over Abbey’s body, looking down at her, gun still in her hand. She looked fearlessly up at me as she sensed my arrival. Her gun came up, the look on her face wasn't Alice, it was cold, calculated and totally devoid of emotion! She snarled at me.“Drop it!  ili ya pristrelyu tebya tozhe.”  I faltered, I just knew then that I couldn’t shoot her.

“Alice, it's me, Dan! Don't shoot!” I put my hands up, the Glock still in my right, my fingers splayed away from the trigger.

“Stay where you are, drop the gun or I shoot you!”

I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Tobler was standing in the doorway to the cabin, smiling. His hand held another gun, aimed directly at me.

He looked at me, smirking and nodded towards Alice. “You should do as she says, she is one of the highest scoring markswomen we have, she could put it right between your eyes even with a blindfold on.”

I let my hand drop and the gun bounced off my foot as I let go. It skittered across the deck away from all of us.

Alice waltzed sideways until she was standing over it, closer to me now if I wanted to make a move, but I saw the look in her eyes. She was no longer Alice, I knew she would shoot.

“So, you are Karambola” I said to her.

She smiled, “Yes I am she, give me the memory cards NOW!”

“I don't have them, you do.” I answered her.

“What do you mean I have them, I have never had them. Now give them to me, or I shoot your face off.”

“One of them is in the keyring that your Mother gave to you,” I said nodding towards Abbey’s body trying to see if I could get a reaction to her relationship to Abbey and get her past her conditioning. I knew it was a wasted effort, I hadn't seen it in her, but Abbey had. That was why she was often frowning, not recognising aspects of her daughter's behaviour.

She felt in her pockets, her hands frantically feeling for the keyring that she had been carrying until just recently without any idea what it was she had. Then I saw her look as she remembered something.

Turning to Tobler, she said, “It's on the floor in the bedroom at his safe house.” Her look was victorious as if she had done well in a competition. She swung back to me, scowling with concentration.

“And the other?” She arched her eyebrow coldly expecting nothing less than a straight answer.

“Its in the safe, another memory stick under the bed in the front cabin,” I said, hoping it was still there as I hadn't checked recently. I had taken a step towards her and it made her twitchy, but she said nothing, distracted as she was with the information I was giving her.

“Watch him!” Tobler ordered as he turned away putting his gun into his waistband. He ran off into the cabin and I heard him shouting to her, in Russian. She cocked her head listening to his instructions.

“What is the combination?” she demanded waving the gun at me to step back. 

I ignored her and just said, “It's your birth date Alice, you know that, don't you?”

“Don’t call me Alice, you piece of shit, I am Karambola and your little Alice is no more,” her voice scathing.

She called out the numbers in Russian to Tobler. I leaned in closer waiting for a chance of a distraction.

I didn't get it as Tobler rushed out smiling with the memory stick in his hand. He pulled out the gun and pressed it into my side.

“Back away Charlie, you're finished here, time for you to go, ‘Old Man’. You should really have stayed retired you know.”

I grabbed at his hand, thinking to pull him across as a shield, but Alice shot me and I flew backwards towards the edge of the boat. It should have been a kill shot, but Tobler had saved me by pulling me towards him, so instead, it hit low and in the meat of my shoulder. 

She shot me again, this time in my leg. “How's that, Lover?” She laughed sadistically, her shoulders heaving, the stress of her actually shooting me seemed to affect her. Her eyes looked wild, she licked her lips, suddenly seeming nervous. The cold demeanour breaking up as internal conflicts began to emerge.

I was starting to feel light-headed, my balance going and I slipped in my own blood, just managing to hold on with my left hand as I slid to the side hanging to the railing.  I felt my strength ebbing, my eyes locked on her.

Tobler came towards me, then turned to Alice and gave her a command.

“Karambola dezaktivirovat, deactivate. Now!”

Not waiting to see if she obeyed, he pulled his suit trousers up at the knees and squatted down by me. Deliberately watching me, knowing and wanting to see my face as it happened.

I could still see Alice, she looked suddenly confused as her arm dropped and the Glock slid out of her hand. 

She glanced around, looking for reassurance and caught sight of her parents bodies dead on the deck. She screamed and leapt over to Abbey and dropping to her knees cradled her head. She sobbed as she saw the hole in her forehead and felt the sticky wetness knowing somehow that it was over and she had had something to do with it, but not really understanding what.

Looking up, her face torn with grief, her eyes red streaming with tears, I was sure she didn't realise it was me hanging at the side, she saw her Father lying half over the gunwale and she screamed again, and in her grief dropped her head down to her chest and now sobbed uncontrollably.

“Don't worry, my friend, I said I would remember your decent treatment of me, so we will fix it so she won't remember that she fired the shots that killed them, or you. She is now just plain old Alice until we need her to be Karambola again.” Smirking triumphantly he hit my hand with the butt of the gun forcing me to let go, then kicked me off the deck. I plunged into the dark sea.

I called out to her as the water pulled me down and as I began to sink under I heard the buzz of powerful outboards building in volume, the sound travelling underwater told me they were fast approaching the boat. 

‘Fletcher! Too late for me!' I thought.

Then, as the current took hold of my body I collided with something, which tangled around my arm and as I lost consciousness I realised I had been caught in the sea anchor drifting from the boat.

On the boat Tobler heard the engines and looked out just in time to see two black semi-rigid dinghies heading straight for them, one peeled off towards the stern and as they both slowed he could see guns trained on all accesses and hatches. He coldly watched Fletcher's face as he removed his nightvision goggles. Damn! he would have seen him force Charlie into the sea.

As Fletcher climbed aboard he took in the scene and went to take Tobler's gun from him. Tobler might be a traitor unofficially, but at the moment he was still Fletcher's superior officer until the proof was presented. However, he wasn't about to let Tobler shoot him in the back. Tobler very reluctantly released his hold on his pistol while looking into Fletcher's eyes. What he saw there didn't inspire him to begin issuing orders and trying to take control of the teams. 

Instead, he leaned against the railing and watched as a Team quickly photographed, bagged guns and anything else they thought might be important, passing it all back to hands in the dinghy that had come alongside. The whole thing took just a few minutes.

Alice recognised Fletcher as one of Tobler's team that had kidnapped her and she shied away from him as he approached her. He noted the blood on her hands and clothes and was immediately concerned in case it was hers.

He took her arm, moving her away from the activity. “Are you all right Alice?... what happened here, can you tell me?”

She looked at him, the dazed look on her face told him she was in shock. He played it gently knowing that she was fragile and could tip backwards and become a problem for him and his team. They needed to get her to help as soon as possible and he needed to find Charlie.

“No, I, uh, went down to check on Tobler and, uhhh! I don't remember any more after that.... Where's Dan? Who killed my parents? Was it Tobler or …. and...” she trailed off with a sob as the shock began to take her, withdrawing into herself.

“Alice, look! You won't believe this, but I'm a friend of Dan's, but I know him as Charlie. He wanted me to get you to safety and that's what I am going to do. It's too dangerous for you to stay here, too many people are looking for you. We will get you somewhere safe until everything is sorted out.” 

“Where is Dan?” she pleaded, “What happened to him? He went up front to take a call. I don't remember anything...”

“I think Dan is dead, Alice, he got shot and went into the sea.” Fletcher didn't like hitting her with that after seeing her parents dead, but he didn't see any other way. Better to get it all done in one go, then try and repair the damage.

Alice sagged against him, the latest news too much to bear, he held her up as her legs started to give way. Looking round he detailed two of his men to take Alice to the dinghy, one got a blanket from the cabin, and she was carefully dropped where two other pairs of hands readily grabbed her. At a hand signal from Fletcher, the dinghy immediately took off back to shore.

Tobler watched it disappear, the white effervescent foam of the outboard gouging a deep rut into the sea long after the boat itself became invisible in the darkness. He smirked thinking of her as his secret asset still undiscovered awaiting an opportunity to create mayhem. She will still be useful, he thought.




CHAPTER 33

On the boat Tobler heard the engines and looked out just in time to see two black semi-rigid dinghies heading straight for them, one peeled off towards the stern and as they both slowed he could see guns trained on all accesses and hatches. He coldly watched Fletcher's face as he removed his nightvision goggles. Damn! he would have seen him force Charlie into the sea.

As Fletcher climbed aboard he took in the scene and went to take Tobler's gun from him. Tobler might be a traitor unofficially, but at the moment he was still Fletcher's superior officer until the proof was presented. However, he wasn't about to let Tobler shoot him in the back. Tobler very reluctantly released his hold on his pistol while looking into Fletcher's eyes. What he saw there didn't inspire him to begin issuing orders and trying to take control of the teams. 

Instead, he leaned against the railing and watched as a Team quickly photographed, bagged guns and anything else they thought might be important, passing it all back to hands in the dinghy that had come alongside. The whole thing took just a few minutes.

Alice recognised Fletcher as one of Tobler's team that had kidnapped her and she shied away from him as he approached her. He noted the blood on her hands and clothes and was immediately concerned in case it was hers.

He took her arm, moving her away from the activity. “Are you all right Alice?... what happened here, can you tell me?”

She looked at him, the dazed look on her face told him she was in shock. He played it gently knowing that she was fragile and could tip backwards and become a problem for him and his team. They needed to get her to help as soon as possible and he needed to find Charlie.

“No, I, uh, went down to check on Tobler and, uhhh! I don't remember any more after that.... Where's Dan? Who killed my parents? Was it Tobler or …. and...” she trailed off with a sob as the shock began to take her, withdrawing into herself.

“Alice, look! You won't believe this, but I'm a friend of Dan's, but I know him as Charlie. He wanted me to get you to safety and that's what I am going to do. It's too dangerous for you to stay here, too many people are looking for you. We will get you somewhere safe until everything is sorted out.” 

“Where is Dan?” she pleaded, “What happened to him? He went up front to take a call. I don't remember anything...”

“I think Dan is dead, Alice, he got shot and went into the sea.” Fletcher didn't like hitting her with that after seeing her parents dead, but he didn't see any other way. Better to get it all done in one go, then try and repair the damage.

Alice sagged against him, the latest news too much to bear, he held her up as her legs started to give way. Looking round he detailed two of his men to take Alice to the dinghy, one got a blanket from the cabin, and she was carefully dropped where two other pairs of hands readily grabbed her. At a hand signal from Fletcher, the dinghy immediately took off back to shore.

Tobler watched it disappear, the white effervescent foam of the outboard gouging a deep rut into the sea long after the boat itself became invisible in the darkness. He smirked thinking of her as his secret asset still undiscovered awaiting an opportunity to create mayhem. She will still be useful, he thought.

Fletcher was looking at him intently, he quickly recovered his poise and wiped the smile off his face, and, thinking to distract his attention from what he had been doing, he pointed at the disappearing dinghy.

“What's going on? Where are you taking the girl, she needs debriefing,” Tobler demanded.

Fletcher turned to him, his cold unrelenting look told Tobler all he needed to know. Maybe things weren’t going to go quite so well after all, he mused.

“She is going somewhere safe from you and Dubianko, and you will get your own debriefing back in London, Sir!” Fletcher walked away to the other side of the boat where the other dinghy was revving its outboard while pulling alongside.

Fletcher squatted holding onto the railing, he leaned over the side, listening to the report from the men in the other dinghy. He looked at the bundle retrieved from the water and sighed, giving them instructions. He then ordered two of his men with him on deck to put the bodies into it and then it too roared off into the night, following the other inflatable to an unknown destination.

The new crew of Alice II started the engines and within a few minutes it too made its way towards the shore where they could disembark without attention and a clean up crew placed on-board to go through the boat with a fine tooth comb.




CHAPTER 34

Fletcher was really not having a good night of it!  His teams, having driven like maniacs from France to Italy to get there in time to pull the fat from the fryer, had managed to arrive too late to help rescue Charlie and the others. Now all he had was Tobler, a responsibility he could well do without right now and a damaged girl that needed his protection, from just about everyone.

He received a final outline report from Jarvis, one of his men who had been supervising the aftermath, an excellent forensics guy, trained by the best of Scotland yards crime scene investigators. It didn’t sound too good. Why was Tobler loose with a gun? It didn’t sound like something that Charlie would have allowed.

Checking he was not near Tobler, he spoke into his earpiece giving last minute instructions to the departing boats. They would hear him up to a distance of five miles, less he thought with the interference from the engines. He nodded imperceptibly as he received confirmations.

He looked despondently at the GREY phone he held, just now retrieved from Charlie's waterproof jacket by his team. He dialled the saved number thinking about the conversation he needed to have.

“Hi Brett, it’s me Fletch. “

“OK Fletch,  give me the low down as quick as you can, there's things happening here too.”

“Charlie is down, I don't know if he will make it. He is in a very bad way. I have the girl heading to a safe house in preparation to getting her to the UK. But, Brett... there is something funny going on here, there was the girl, her two parents and Charlie along with Tobler. Looking at the position of everything and checking the weapons, she did all the firing, Tobler never took a shot, his gun hadn’t been fired.”

“Things are not what they seem Fletch, Alice is a deep plant for Dubianko. I discovered the information and got it to Charlie seconds before the shit hit the fan. I don't think he had time to do anything about it.”

Fletcher suddenly remembered Tobler's smile and he finally understood. He also realised how it must have gone down. Tobler must have activated her when she went to check on him, wasn't that what she said she did, the very last thing she remembered.

“Brett, I think she is a 'Sleeper', in fact I'm certain of it. Tobler must have activated her,” Fletcher said, suddenly excited from the realisation. A Sleeper was someone who had been deeply conditioned with drugs, trained to do a job, then re-conditioned to forget it all unless activated by a set of codewords.

“Damn! That means she killed her own parents and even shot Charlie, he would never have shot back, he would take the hit. It also explains why Tobler hadn't fired a shot. He hadn't needed to. He must have deactivated her again when he saw us coming.” 

“He will use her again, Fletch,” Brett barked into the phone, he sounded harassed. Fletcher heard a lot of noise in the background. “Is she separated from Tobler? If she is, you probably don't need to worry, we can get her into the safe house.” Brett was thinking out loud now. 

“I will get someone to meet you there and we can see what's happening, our people have successfully disarmed these sleeper agents before. We will see what we can do with her once she is neutralised. Tell your team to keep her away from any weapons.”

“Okay Brett, I have Tobler, I am bringing him in myself.”

“Good! Gotta go, Fletch, things are hotting up here too. Debrief later,” and he was gone.

Tobler was standing at the rear safety rail watching the plumes of water from the engines ploughing a straight unwavering trough through the sea just visible in the early dawn. He didn’t need to hear the phone conversation to know that he was sunk, the body language and excitement of Fletcher was evidence that something was up.

He knew they would interrogate him. He contemplated jumping into the sea and taking his chances, but he never was a brave man. He also knew he would tell them everything. He held the memory stick in his hand, so much power in one little chip yet nothing that would save him now. All he needed was a few minutes to make his getaway and make a dash for Charlie’s safe house. He could be gone in less than a day. He would await his opportunity.




CHAPTER 35

When Brett had told Fletcher that things were hotting up he had meant it. Somehow, Butler had found out his involvement and was at this moment trying to use the MI5 teams to break down his doors. Brett had called in reinforcements, but they would be a while in getting to him. If the Russians, via Butler, got hold of his systems here, it would be all over for British Intelligence.

Unbeknown to everyone, Brett's operations were an official department of the Ministry itself. The trouble with that was, he had no authority outside his own department. It was a closed system, it had to be. When each Prime Minister was elected Brett had to present himself to them and produce a document for the PM to sign and afterwards they were shown previous authorities to act on various matters in 'defence of the realm'. 

No further information could be divulged to the PM and it was not part of any bilateral agreement with any other country; if the US had any knowledge of Brett's operation they would wet themselves. He had his fingers right up the butt of the NSA's headquarters and mainframes. Brett’s section dealt purely with cyber warfare and he was right up there in the front line. It was amazing how many instances of ‘friendly fire’ had occurred in his domain. Hence the utmost secrecy which was the greatest defence the British government had.

He was accountable to no-one, but himself. This was the price the UK government paid for having him on their side. They got a regular intelligence brief, assistance when required, usually when COBRA met up and warning of attacks along with likely sources.

Now this was under threat and from a source that made the waters very muddy indeed. Brett had no idea how the information about who and where he was got leaked to MI5, specifically Butler, but there had to have been a leak at the highest level. 

Brett was, for the first time, genuinely concerned not just for his safety, but the safety of the Realm. The fact that this was on the back of the operation to recover Charlie and his data led him to think that the information itself was the target or, he paused as the thought hit him, that not the information itself, but protection of the identities it would uncover. Someone, possibly close to the PM, was in those files. 

It was an unfortunate fact of life that knowing Butler was a Russian mole who was at this moment using the country's own intelligence and secret services to try to obliterate him, was not enough to prove that he was. The only thing that would do that was on a disk in his computer and its validity would be suspect unless its provenance could be painstakingly proven.

This was a direct and brutal attempt to silence the source of that material before that could happen and with the original parties now assassinated it would be unlikely in today's climate that they could be unmasked. This, then left Brett in a no-win situation. All he could now was to extricate himself and his people from the fight outside and reconstitute in another backup location.

Brett was a singularly paranoid individual. As a result everything he did was duplicated and triplicated. He wasn't about to tell anyone where all his data was managed, but allowing for the fact that his GREY system allowed him to piggyback on ANY kind of network he could hold his data anywhere in and out of the world and it would be virtually untraceable.

He began the process of cleaning up here and instructed the network to proceed with its coded WIPEDOWN which would destroy every data node on the network. While that began its operation of byte for byte copying of all data including the CCTV progress of the battle outside, he began to make calls getting people into position for his disappearing act. He wasn't about to sit and wait for a black hood and set of matching plastic cuffs and a short jet hop to the former USSR. He would be gone before they got past the outside defences.

He set the timer on the local node of his GREY communication system that formed the backbone of his operations and sat back and waited for the programs to complete. He wasn't happy leaving it all behind and would wait until the last minute before vacating the premises.

A knock came at his door, his two protectors were standing outside. He waited patiently. No-one must come in here until everything was complete.

A command line flashed on his screen in front of him.

[WIPEDOWN COMPLETE] Press [DEL] key to finalise program.

He pressed the key and the scrubber began to complete its tasks. He had built the software himself and no amount of recovery operations would bring it back. The local drives would be factory sterile in a few more minutes.

The GREY Node began flashing, its wipe down proceeding, He didn't want to be here when its detonation triggered. There was enough Semtex in there to demolish the whole room.

He went to the door and pressed the release, it clicked open and the guards pushed it open and grabbed him, closed the door again and made for the escape route already planned and, just as it had been practised every month for the last two years, he and his team departed, like ghosts.

When the room detonated, the sound of the explosion reached them, but they were already in another building, well clear of the scene.

Brett hesitating briefly, looking back one last time, thought to himself 'Oh well, Plan B it is, then.'




FIVE YEARS LATER

The black BMW slowed at the turning as if unsure it was the right one. Looking a little frazzled after a long journey, the young woman turned her car hesitantly off the recently repaired potholed road and onto a dirt track. Vaguely remembering the way from memory then realising it was the right turning, she confidently drove fast up the dusty, rutted trail running into the olive groves. The track was longer than she remembered although much smoother as if the ruts had been evened out. 

Finally, after a further four hundred yards she slowed, driving it carefully over onto the remembered concrete drive, she parked in the cleared area right by the cottage. 

It had been nearly five years since she was last here. Nothing appeared to have changed.

Now, here today, her face reflected sadness and regret indicating some of the inner turmoil she experienced in coming back to this place where so many memories and so much hurt lay in wait for her. 

Letting out a long sigh, a sound laden with the deep emotion of the moment she switched off the engine and looked around at her surroundings. 

As the engine died, the only sounds were the pinking of the manifold as it began to cool. The grove was otherwise eerily silent. She sat there momentarily drawing on the inner strength she needed to exit the car and re-enter her past.

She could see the main house from where she was sitting. It hurt her to know it was empty, her parents no longer there. It was still filled with their possessions, just as though they had only left yesterday. The photographs sent by the Agent showed all the rooms as they were left. It would be necessary to have all their things removed and shipped back home, or disposed of, she thought absently.

She could not face that obstacle yet, but noticed the tidy and cared for gardens and drive area. The paintwork was fresh, the whiteness of the walls glared through the olive trees wherever the branches and leaves thinned out. 

The gardener was long gone. She paid him for two days work a week. Now, she had the place to herself for five days. She wondered briefly if she would be here that long. She had never met him, only taken a recommendation from the Agent. They conferred by email and regular photographs of the place sent by camera phone.

Glancing over towards the cottage, her home for the next week, she noticed the motorbike. Someone had returned it and it was now on its stand in the shelter of the orange tree. A cloth over the saddle and handlebars kept most of the dust off it. It looked cared for. She guessed the gardener must be keeping it clean.

Her mind momentarily drifted back to a time of sitting on the pillion, racing through the rutted tracks hanging on for grim death. The thought brought with it a flood of painful associations, she shook her head, breaking the track of her thoughts before they collapsed her resolve.

Getting out of the car, she managed to laugh lightly as a small terrier leapt past her and bounded off up the path barking and snuffling with the joy of remembering. He was soon gone from sight and she could hear him racing through the undergrowth revisiting old haunts. She didn't have to call him back, he knew the tracks and would be within whistling distance anyway.

Walking to the back of the car and taking the handle, she opened it and as she did so a pair of legs in shorts leapt out much the same as the dog. As the legs exited the car, the little boy attached to them shouted with glee at being released from confinement and he and his little legs ran around the clearing while he took in the surroundings and excitedly called to the dog.

“Here Boy!” he shouted, his short blonde curls bouncing as he bounded over small branches and roots. His little four year old frame, not able to take on the wild growing undergrowth and grasses yet, practically disappeared before she called him back. It was still a little early for snakes, but you never knew.

The keys to the cottage were suddenly in her hand. She hadn’t remembered taking them out of her bag and as the little boy returned running at full pelt like all four year olds, she caught him in mid flight, lifted him up, and swung him onto her hip. Together they walked up to the door of the cottage and pushing it open she left the key in the lock and stepped over the threshold into the kitchen.

She checked out the rooms. Nothing had moved or been changed in five years, only dusted by the housekeeper. The old Greek lady had been doing it faithfully since they had left and there was nothing out of place that she could see.

Letting her son down to romp around the cottage she wandered aimlessly through the rooms remembering the man who had lived here and who had left it all behind for her. She came to the fireplace and took down the picture of a couple with a young girl. 

It was him with his dead wife and daughter, her breath caught as the realisation hit her that she had no similar pictures to place anywhere. Her eyes welled up and she looked down at their son, Dan, as he rooted through odds and ends looking for a suitable toy, already seeing in him the likeness of his Father.

Her feet took her to his bedroom, she had never been in there before. She felt a sharp pain in her chest, of loss, her grief still a physical thing. The double bed was made up with double pillows, an embroidery edged sheet, and a thin summer duvet. 

She looked at the bedside table, and seeing something she vaguely recognised, walked to the table  picking up the small keyring. It was one of those plastic key fobs that you can place a photograph inside. She remembered having one just like it.

Turning it over, she gasped in surprise as she recognised the picture of her parents. The single key on the ring was the one her Mother had put on and told her to keep safe. She had lost it at his Gite in France. 

She cast her mind back to their last morning there. The sheer passion and intensity of their union, remembering how she had felt then, feeling the shortness of their time together. The knowledge that it would end soon held deep inside her forcing her to give all of herself and take everything of him in that moment. The memory opened up the floodgates and she sobbed briefly, catching herself quickly so as not to attract her son's attention.

She sat on the bed for some time, unmoving, hand covering her mouth, her eyes betraying her uncertainty, her fears overtaking her, feeling numb from the unexpected and unanswered question.

How did it get from the bedroom floor in France to here?

Outside the evening began to draw in on itself deep into the hill and shade of the olive trees. Mercury followed his nose. He had tracked the familiar scent all around the property, across gardens, now into the garden shed, sniffing all of the tools recently used. Finally his dog senses sorted a newer trail from the older ones and then he was off, chasing across the garden, picking up even fresher spoor as he ran.

He had been trained for this, skilled and confident, Mercury was in his element. His small wiry body was fast and close to the ground. He didn't need to stop he could pick up the scent on the run.

Back out into the groves where the grass was high, the route he now followed was narrow but well trodden. It was a small track that he knew well and his small yips and frantically wagging tail showed his growing excitement as his senses took over the hunt. His small lean body flew across the ground, eating up the distance, unhindered by the undergrowth that towered above him.

After a few minutes he knew he was gaining on his quarry, the spoor was fresh and thick where the quarry had stopped and watched the car's arrival. Far enough away not to be seen, but close enough to observe. 

Another few hundred yards further on, he finally stopped and sniffing the air one last time, looked up towards the top of the grove and then shot off to the summit. He remembered this place. His quarry was there, he knew it.

All of a sudden reaching the source of the scent that he had followed, one he knew like an old friend, he leapt into waiting arms, licking the face and excitedly yelping as the voice welcomed and calmed him, rewarding him with reassuring words as he squirmed excitedly, overjoyed at being reunited with his Master.

After a few minutes the Man stood, and he and his dog walked side by side, and just like old times, they patrolled the tracks surrounding the property. For an hour or more, they just fell into old ways and as if no time at all had passed, the old well-remembered routines played out and for a short while time meant nothing to either.

Eventually, the direction of the track meandered back towards the cottage. Here, the Man stopped and knelt down,  and gently taking hold of Mercury, with a flourish pulled out a pair of cutters and carefully snipped the tag off his collar. 

Putting the little silver bone-shaped name-tag with the name MERCURY engraved on it into the zipped pocket of his dark jacket and with one last fussing stroke of his four-legged friend's head, he gave him one final command.

“Patrol! “

Mercury shot off knowing what he had to do, excited to be back in the role of hunter/protector, giving off a single small whuff in acknowledgement of his instructions. He turned around briefly half way down the track to see if his Master was following. He had gone. 

He hesitated, with one small paw poised off the ground, his head cocked to one side; a low crooning whine escaped his throat. He briefly contemplated disobeying the last command and instead following his friend. Then, as if acknowledging what he must do, he turned again heading down the track with his head down, on Patrol.

END OF BOOK ONE
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