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Prologue

‘So what’s it to be, soldier?’

Sam Driver rested the muzzle of her Glock .22 between Tom McNeil’s deep-set eyes.

She squeezed her thighs tight against his ribcage. Pitched forward to apply more weight to his chest.

Tom looked up at her. ‘You’re actually doing this? You’re putting a gun to my head?’

‘You leave me no choice.’ Driver leaned in close, her cool blue eyes narrowing. ‘Now answer the damn question.’

He broke into a smile. ‘Okay, okay.’

‘Okay? What does okay mean?’

‘It means yes,’ Tom said. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘You will?’

‘Yeah, screw it. Now point that thing somewhere else.’

Driver straightened up and cocked the butt of the pistol.

Tom eyed the gun. ‘Ah, shit, you didn’t even load it.’

Driver laughed. ‘And you didn’t notice.’

Tom shrugged. ‘What can I say, you’re a distracting woman.’

‘I knew it was a bad idea working together,’ Driver said.

Tom rolled her onto her back. ‘We worked together first, remember?’ He snatched the pistol from her grip and tossed it aside. ‘Can’t believe you held a gun to my head.’

‘Can’t believe I had to ask.’

‘I was gonna—’

‘Oh sure,’ Driver replied. ‘I’ve been dropping hints for a year.’

‘No, seriously. Next weekend, our trip to Paris.’

Driver slammed her head back into the pillow. ‘And I went and ruined it.’ She looked into Tom’s hazel eyes, ran a hand over his shaved sandy hair and down a rough, stubbled cheek. ‘I’m such a dumb-ass.’

Tom’s sun-weathered features cracked into a smile. ‘Ah, Paris is a cliché anyway. This is way more original.’

Driver laughed and planted a kiss on Tom’s lips. She caressed the dark yang tattoo on the inside of his wrist, the companion to the light yin tattoo on hers. The result of a wild night out in Vegas.

‘As soon as we hit home soil, we’re going ring shopping,’ Tom said.

Driver felt butterflies in her stomach, the reality dawning on her. ‘We’re getting married!’ She pulled Tom in for a hug, a hand straying down between his thighs. ‘Is this gun loaded?’

‘Careful, it might go off.’

‘I’m counting on it,’ Driver said, as they kissed to the thud of a distant helicopter.

The kiss was interrupted by a loud thump on the door. ‘Commander McNeil?’

‘Yeah, what is it?’ Tom yelled over a shoulder.

The door opened. A private stepped into Tom’s small and basic quarters. Tall, skinny and a year out of school, he froze like a rabbit staring at an oncoming eighteen-wheeler. ‘Oh, um…’ The young private looked away, face flushing. ‘Wheels up in, um…’

‘Thank you, Private,’ Driver said with a warm smile.

‘Yes, sir… I mean, sirs,’ the private continued, edging towards the door.

‘And Private…’ Tom said.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘This never happened. Understood?’

‘Yes, sir,’ the private murmured, slipping out through the door.

Driver shook her head. ‘You’re a real hard-ass, McNeil.’

‘Look who’s talking,’ Tom replied, checking his watch and rolling off the bed.

‘Look who’s talking, sir,’ Driver said, getting to her feet.

She picked up her sunglasses from the bedside table and snatched her black jacket off the back of a steel chair.

The pair of them tied their boots. Driver fixed her shoulder-length blond hair into a ponytail. ‘You think we’re ready?’

‘My guys have been ready for weeks,’ Tom replied. ‘How about you?’

‘I was born ready,’ Driver said, scooping a brown file off a writing desk and accompanying Tom through the door.

They marched out of Tom’s quarters and through the bland, dim corridors of the Kuryk Forwarding Base, a stone’s throw from the Caspian Sea. It was a five-minute stride to the hangar, where SEAL Team Six awaited instruction.

‘You’re coming in a bit low there, Commander,’ Driver said, glancing down at Tom’s fly.

He zipped up fast.

‘Nice of you to make it, sir,’ Holland sniped – a bull of a man with a fiery orange beard.

Tom was sheepish. ‘Last minute briefing from Officer Driver.’

‘Don’t you mean de-briefing?’ asked Cooper, short and squat behind a thick black jungle of facial hair.

In the cool night air penetrating the open hangar, Driver couldn’t help but crack a smile. She composed her face, removed a large glossy print from the file and held it up for all to see. ‘Okay, gentlemen, this is what you’ve spent the last two months training for – Abbas Jemal. Code name Elvis.’

‘It’s about time,’ Cooper said.

‘Considering his status, I’m sure you can appreciate the radio silence.’ Driver handed over the photograph – a pudgy, middle-aged Kazakh man with a grey beard. ‘As you may be aware, Jemal is the money man of Nurian Serik, leader of the January Seven terror group. Formerly of Kazakhstan, now operating out of Libya. Serik has a compound in his home village of Orin, where Jemal is currently hiding out.’ Driver looked around the group. ‘Our target is the keeper of all Jan Seven’s dirty secrets. We get Jemal, we get Serik.’

Tom stood with hands on hips. ‘This is the CIA’s ball, so Officer Driver’s along for the ride, our liaison with Langley.’

‘She know what she’s doing?’ Holland asked.

‘She is in command of the mission,’ Driver countered. ‘And she’s standing right here.’

Tom glared at Holland. ‘Officer Driver has seen more action than your one-inch cock.’ The group broke into laughter. ‘She’s not here to interfere. But she is the reason we’ve got a shot at this scumbag.’

‘We don’t need a babysitter,’ Holland grumbled.

‘Yeah, soon they’ll be watching us wipe our asses,’ added Cooper.

‘You got a beef with her, you got a beef with me,’ Tom said. ‘Anyone got a beef with me?’

The team fell silent. Driver didn’t like to admit it, even to herself, but she found it a turn-on when Tom took command.

Her partner of two years clapped his hands. ‘Let’s saddle up.’

The men broke out and made a beeline for a long metal side table laid out with munitions.

‘Don’t forget to switch out your mags,’ Tom said. ‘It’s bad enough with Holland firing blanks.’

Laughter echoed off the hangar walls as the SEALs loaded their weapons with live ammunition.

As Tom strapped a backup pistol to his ankle, Driver fastened her Kevlar vest in place. She picked up an empty steel mesh basket and held it aloft. ‘Leave your tags in here.’ Driver handed the basket to the lurking young private. The men removed their tags and dropped them in the basket. ‘Any IDs, family photos, they go in too.’

‘Come on,’ whined Holland. ‘My baby girl’s my lucky charm.’

‘It’s for your family’s protection,’ Tom said.

‘Sure it is,’ Holland muttered, dropping in his tags. He then produced a small photograph of a year-old girl with flame-red hair. He kissed the photo and placed it in the basket. ‘Lose that and I’ll break every bone in your dick,’ he growled at the private.

Driver placed her CIA badge inside and Tom drew an X with a luminous green pen on her helmet and sleeve. He did the same with his own. She looked at him, confused.

‘So we can spot each other easily,’ Tom explained. He sniffed the pen and offered it to Driver. ‘Want a hit?’

She laughed and grabbed her rifle. The team strode out of the hangar in full beige-and-green assault gear, the signature uniform of the SEALs.

The two Sikorsky Pave Hawks, painted carbon black, idled under dark Kazakh skies. Driver let Tom pace on ahead and approached the helicopters a few feet behind the SEALs. Over the previous fortnight, she’d tried her best to integrate herself within the unit. She’d shaken off the sexist jokes as the team tested her mettle and delighted in sneaking into Tom’s private quarters after lights out. But the time for fun and games was over. So too, all thoughts of their marriage.

Driver had to maintain a clear line of separation between the CIA and the SEALs. First and foremost, she pursued the interests of the Agency. And she could throw the switch in an instant.

Driver stooped low as the rotors picked up speed, blowing sand in her face. She climbed on board her designated ride and took her seat across from Tom inside the windowless door. He rolled it closed, the cabin lights glowing a hellish red.

With the Sikorskys built for stealth rather than comfort, the team clutched their M4 assault rifles held tight to their chests. It would be a tense, claustrophobic ride. Driver felt the usual nerves in the pit of her stomach. It was like being strapped into a rollercoaster. Once those wheels left the ground, there was no getting off. And no going back.

Yet there was no bigger challenge. And no bigger rush.

She felt the chopper rise high into the air. It made a ninety-degree turn to the right, and accelerated away.

CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia

Operations Chief Bryan Gilmore stood on a ramp behind a row of monitors manned by analysts zeroed in on their screens. The cool breeze from the air conditioning vents in the ceiling did nothing to lighten the fug of stale coffee in the room. It could have been noon or night in the room and no one would know. On the giant screens facing Gilmore, it was the early hours of a Kazakhstan morning.

High above the Earth, a US satellite tracked the flight path of two objects. They flew fast and low over mountainous terrain. Sleek white tadpoles – helicopters, bound for their target, a mere twenty miles from the Russian border.

Gilmore wore his usual white shirt, black tie and grey suit slacks. His silver hair and rugged features showed the wear and tear of age. He had been handsome once. Decades of sleepless service had put paid to that.

He rolled up his sleeves and flexed his left shoulder, which seized up when he got tense. ‘How far off are we?’

‘Five minutes out, sir,’ said Anna Patel – a young Harvard graduate he’d recruited to his team. She resembled a shy librarian in her green cardigan and glasses, but Anna had a cool head and a strong stomach.

‘Kwan, what’s the situation on the ground?’ Gilmore asked, sipping on his black coffee.

‘All quiet on the eastern front,’ said Jim Kwan, another of Gilmore’s personal hires, tasked with liaising with the flight crew at Creech Air Force Base.

The drone circled high above the tiny Kazakh village of Orin, a camera locked on to Serik’s compound.

‘Two minutes out,’ Anna said.

‘You all know the drill,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘Shake it out and hunker in.’

The team removed their headsets and stood up from their desks. They shook out their arms and legs and took a collective breath before settling back in at their stations.

It was a pre-mission routine mocked by his peers, so Gilmore had banned all doubters from the room. It was his operation, his way. As a man recently tipped for the top job, his colleagues no longer argued. Besides, on black-book missions, the fewer observers the better.

‘ETA thirty seconds,’ Anna said.

‘All clear on the ground,’ added Jim.

Gilmore ditched his empty coffee cup in a nearby bin and watched the two white heat signatures slowing to a stop on a giant screen on the wall. He clapped his hands and breathed out the nerves – still there after twenty years of operations. But this one was big. If it went to plan, it would be one heck of a win. If it went wrong, there’d be hell to pay.

Orin, Kazakhstan

The village of Orin was little more than a dead end on a dirt road. A corridor of ramshackle stone houses, enveloped by trees and fields. The shadow of a mountain range lay in the far distance.

Driver felt a jolt as the wheels of the Sikorsky touched down. She jumped out quickly and quietly with the others, the second helicopter emptying fast.

The two groups merged, with Tom as the lead. Driver brought up the rear, moving at speed towards Jemal’s compound.

The initial plan had been to land one of the helicopters inside the perimeter walls. The other would drop off a second team on the roof. They would engage Jemal’s personal guards from the top and ground floors, squeezing them into a turkey shoot on the first.

But last-minute intel had shown a rooftop newly covered in barbed wire and an old blue bus parked in the courtyard.

January Seven had learned from past raids. If someone was coming to get them, they were going to make it as difficult and drawn out as possible.

Gilmore had wanted to pull out of the mission, suspecting Serik and Jemal had got wise. Driver had convinced him otherwise. Now her boss spoke in her ear. ‘Bobcat, this is Yellowstone, confirm your status.’

‘Bobcat on the move,’ Driver whispered. ‘Approaching the compound.’

Driver saw little through her night-vision other than the man in front. Heard little else but the rhythm of her own breath and the shuffle of boots.

As the team reached the entrance, Holland fixed a small plastic explosive to the wrought-iron gates. ‘Three, two, one, breach.’

There was the briefest of flashes. The gates collapsed inwards.

Tom gave the signal. Teams Alpha and Bravo flanked left and right across the courtyard.

Driver noticed a shadow to the right. An AK-47 cocked. A silenced round from Tom put him down. Another guard appeared to the left, but Cooper saw him coming.

The teams converged at the entrance to the main house. Davies, a tall burly soldier, drove a lightweight battering ram through the door.

‘Going internal,’ said Tom, as the team streamed inside.

The house was basic, with cramped stone hallways and a dark tiled floor.

Driver dropped against a wall and let the rest of Alpha Team move in first. Her instinct was to lead, to engage. But that wasn’t her role. So she stayed put with Bravo Team, lasers trained on the space around them.

She saw flashes of gunfire. Heard a command from Tom. ‘Zone one clear. Bravo Team go.’

While Cooper led Bravo Team up the stairs, Driver stayed inside the door. ‘Yellowstone, this is Bobcat. Requesting sitrep on the village.’

‘Village clear,’ Gilmore replied. ‘Either no one’s home or they sleep real heavy.’

‘Ask Eagle Two to circle the area,’ she requested.

‘Will do, Bobcat.’

From up the stairs, Driver heard shouting, and AK rounds.

‘Zone two clear,’ Cooper said over the team radio comms. ‘No sign of Elvis, but we’ve got a live one.’

Tom returned with his team and signalled to Driver. She followed him up the stairs – hard on legs no longer used to the weight of combat gear.

The SEALs folded into one on the landing and made their way up a second flight of stairs.

Driver stepped over a pair of dead guards and into a room with a single bed and a small boy in pyjamas wrapped in his mother’s arms. She hugged her son tight, swamped in a white nightgown.

Cooper held his rifle to her head as she pleaded with them to spare her boy.

It was Jemal’s wife, Fatima. ‘Where’s your husband?’ Driver asked her in Arabic.

‘Don’t kill him. Don’t kill my son.’

‘Cooperate and your son lives,’ Driver said, hearing boots and falling bodies overhead.

Fatima shook her head. She buried her face in her son’s tangled black hair.

‘Zone three clear,’ Tom said. ‘We’ve got hard drives and files, but no sign of Elvis.’

‘Hurry it up, Bobcat,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘It’s nearly home time.’

‘Elvis could be hiding,’ Driver replied.

‘And we’re looking,’ Tom said. ‘But we’re out of here in five.’

Driver hated the next part of the job, but it was necessary. She grabbed the boy and wrenched him away from his mother.

‘He isn’t here,’ Fatima screamed, ‘I swear!’

‘We know for a fact that he is,’ Driver said, as the boy began to sob.

Fatima looked at her son, tears in her eyes. Her hand shot out and pointed to the bed. Driver breathed a sigh of relief. She had no intention of harming the boy. But the next step would have been to shoot Fatima in a kneecap.

She let the child run into his mother’s arms. ‘Okay, he’s not here,’ she said to Cooper. ‘Clear the room.’

Cooper hauled Fatima and her son out of the room. Driver stepped out into the hallway and caught Tom’s attention. She put a finger to her lips and nodded over her shoulder.

Tom joined her in the room, jabbed a finger towards his own chest and then at the bed. He counted down on gloved fingers.

On zero, he yanked the bed to one side. Driver flung open a trapdoor beneath. Automatic fire rattled out of the hole. Jemal rose from his hiding place. She slammed down the trapdoor, trapping him against the floor…

As Jemal spilled his gun, Driver pinned his head to the floorboards with a boot, her rifle to his skull.

‘Jemal held his hands out in surrender. She rolled him over and took a small camera from a thigh pocket on her combat trousers. A click, a flash and a photograph was with Langley. ‘Yellowstone, confirm ID.’

‘Confirmed,’ Gilmore replied.

‘You want to drug him now?’ Tom asked Driver. ‘Stick him with the QNB?’

She shook her head. ‘No time. I’ll question him in the air.’

Tom marched Jemal out of the room. ‘All units, we’re leaving in one mike.’

The SEAL team gathered on the landing, ziplock bags over shoulders, full of hard drives and files.

‘Yardbird One,’ Tom said. ‘request pickup in one mike.’

‘Wheels up in one,’ the pilot replied.

Driver confirmed their imminent exit to Gilmore, eager to get answers out of Jemal. They were halfway down the stairs when the bad news arrived.



‘We’ve got a problem,’ Gilmore said.

‘What kind?’ Driver asked, stomach already sinking.

‘The bad kind,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Two vehicles arriving from the west… Yardbirds One and Two, get off the ground. Circle the village.’

Driver followed the SEAL team out into the night. ‘Elvis has left the building. Ready for extraction.’

‘Yeah, we’ve had to postpone that,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Postpone?’

‘I had to get the birds out of there,’ Gilmore explained. ‘We’ve got a ground force advancing on your position.’

‘Where?’ Tom asked.

‘We’ve lost visual on the hostiles,’ Gilmore said. ‘Eagle Two drone is down.’

Driver felt her panic level rising. ‘You’ve gotta be shitting me.’

‘Creech is reporting surface-to-air,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Prepare for contact.’

Driver looked up at the starless night. She noticed a glittering green ball, a downed Predator falling from the sky like an exploded firework.

The two Sikorskys thudded overhead. Had she heard Gilmore right? A surface-to-air missile? Who was capable of doing that? Who could know? The Russians? Had there been a leak inside Langley?

As SEAL unit moved fast across the courtyard, Holland asked what the plan was.

‘We do what we do,’ Tom replied, breathing heavy. ‘Hand these fuckers their ass.’

‘Fuckin’ A,’ Cooper said, as they reached the bus.

Driver knew Tom was putting on a show for his men. And she could always tell when he was lying. The odds of safe extraction were dropping by the second. And the Sikorskys were shorn of arms to increase their speed.

The first bullet confirmed the lie, followed by a torrent of automatic fire. The team took cover against the bus. Shrapnel drummed out a tune on the rusting bodywork of the old single-decker. Driver ducked low under a shower of glass from shattering windows.

As the men peeled off around the bus, Tom tapped her on the shoulder. She dragged Jemal to the compound walls.

While Holland and Cooper laid down covering fire, she and the others ran onwards, flanking both sides of the street.

‘Stay tight to the walls,’ Tom said, as the night flashed with fire.

The sound was deafening, Gilmore’s commands lost under the rat-a-tat of high-calibre rounds.

Holland spun out with an M32 grenade launcher, a sniper on a nearby roof catching the brunt. Driver pushed Jemal down to his knees and raised her rifle.

‘No,’ Holland yelled. ‘Don’t draw their fire.’

She fought every instinct to engage. Driver was there to get Jemal to the chopper, get the information the CIA needed and do it before anyone could raise the alarm, which would be sure to send Serik scurrying into hiding.

Maybe it was too late for that already, but she had her orders. So did SEAL Team Six, who were putting up one hell of a fight.

‘Yardbird One, this is Bobcat,’ Driver yelled, ‘we need extraction, now!’

‘On our way, Bobcat,’ the lead pilot replied.

Yet as both helicopters came in to land, an RPG screamed over the rooftops to her left. It slammed into the side of the lead helicopter. She felt a blast of heat, her face in the dirt.

Yardbird Two pulled away to the right, but not before another missile whooshed overhead. The second helicopter crashed to the ground in a raging fireball, a broken rotor windmilling straight at Driver.

The rotor missed by inches, sticking in the ground like a knife thrown at a board. Driver raised her head, choking on smoke and burning jet fuel. She pushed the night-vision goggles off her face, ears ringing from the blast.

Driver staggered to her feet. Davies lay dead and on fire. She pushed Jemal against a wall in a gap between buildings, tried to make out what they were dealing with. All she could see was blazing wreckage from the two downed Sikorsky Pave Hawks – one burning in the road, the other lodged in a nearby rooftop.

Across the street, Cooper took a hit in the kneecap. Another bullet blew a hole in his throat.

Gilmore yelled at the team to fall back.

‘Negative, Yellowstone,’ Tom replied, returning fire.

‘You’re outnumbered,’ Gilmore said.

‘Really?’ Tom replied. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

Driver pressed a finger to her ear. ‘We need an alternate exit.’

‘The vehicles on the edge of the village,’ Gilmore said. ‘They’re your only ticket out.’

‘What about exfil?’ Driver asked.

Gilmore was evasive. ‘We’re working on it.’

‘Then work faster,’ Tom yelled, looking around at his team. ‘New plan, boys. We’re taking those trucks.’

Driver forced Jemal along the walls of a broken-down house, but the SEALs were pinned down. They needed her help. ‘Yellowstone, permission to engage…’

‘Negative, Bobcat.’

‘Stay the hell put,’ shouted Tom.

‘You need an extra gun,’ argued Driver.

Gilmore wouldn’t budge. ‘Do your job. Let the operators do theirs.’

Driver waited, heart racing, trigger finger itching and the sky nearing sunrise. She watched two more SEALs cut down and Tom take refuge behind a stone pillar. He reloaded amid an onslaught of .45-calibre rounds.

Driver peered into the gloom. The opposing force were dressed in black with balaclava masks. Holland threw a hand grenade and killed two of the advancing horde. Yet the SEAL team was down to three.

‘Screw this.’ Driver whirled around the corner and laid down a stream of fire.

Tom spun out from behind the pillar and shot a militia man in the head.

Driver hit another – a kill shot.

‘Holland, how many do you count?’ Tom asked.

‘Six more,’ Holland replied, he and Caldwell, another operator, firing in unison across the street.

‘Bobcat, move your ass,’ Tom yelled. ‘I’ll cover you.’

Driver reached around the corner and grabbed Jemal. They scrambled to Tom’s position. She let off another burst, the enemy down to five. But another vehicle sped towards the village in the distance. It could only mean more resistance. And with Holland’s partner gone, the burly SEAL caught a hail of enemy fire in the chest, legs and head.

Meanwhile, a blue-green tinge framed the horizon. Without the cover of darkness, they couldn’t hide, couldn’t dig in. Driver knew it. Tom knew it.

The pair of them took a breather from the firing line.

‘So what do you think?’ Driver asked.

‘One second,’ Tom said, taking a hand grenade from his belt. He pulled the pin and tossed it around the corner.

She turned away from a blast of concrete and stone.

Her new fiancé placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. No reassurance at all. He offered her the leftover pin from the grenade, as if it were an engagement ring. ‘I was gonna get you a diamond one,’ he smiled.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Driver said, laughing in spite of herself. She took the pin and slid it over her ring finger. ‘It’s a little big.’

‘Wait till our third kid,’ Tom laughed. ‘You’ll have a nice set of sausage fingers.’

‘Three?’ Driver said. ‘Kill me now.’

Tom stared into her eyes. He’d never looked so handsome. Her heart never felt so full of love, so full of fear.

As the gunfire dropped, Gilmore came on the radio. ‘Sitrep, Bobcat.’

‘Way to ruin a moment,’ Driver said, tucking the pin away in a breast pocket.

Tom peered around the corner. ‘We’ve got four, maybe five tangos left in play. Sun’s almost up and they’re reloading.’

‘Plus I’m pretty sure I saw a third vehicle approaching,’ Driver added.

‘Don’t suppose you’ve got another of those UAVs up there, Yellowstone?’ Tom asked, his eyes to the skies.

‘That’s a negative,’ Gilmore sighed. ‘Bobcat, you know what to do.’

Driver tapped Jemal on the shoulder. He looked up, eyes bloodied from broken veins. ‘You can go,’ she said in Kazakh. Jemal waited for the catch. ‘Go to your people,’ she continued.

Jemal struggled to his feet. He shuffled out towards the road. Driver pulled the Glock .22 from her hip, her orders clear. If they couldn’t capture Jemal, there was only one alternative.

She rose to her feet and pulled the trigger.

Jemal fell face to the ground, a hole in the back of his skull. The sound of the pistol invited a volley of rifle fire.

Driver flattened back against the wall. ‘Elvis has checked out.’

Gilmore acknowledged the kill. ‘I’m working on options. Trying to sequester another UAV.’

‘We’ll be dead by the time it gets off the ground,’ Tom said, looking towards Driver. ‘So how about one of those trucks, honey?’

‘A nice drive in the country?’ Driver replied, reloading, ‘How romantic.’

‘I’ll draw their fire,’ Tom continued. ‘Attack from the far side of the street.’

‘You’ll never make it,’ Driver said.

Tom shrugged. ‘You got any better ideas?’

‘Yeah, surrender your damn weapons,’ Gilmore said.

‘With all due respect, sir,’ Driver replied, ‘you know what you can do with that idea.’

‘Just buy me some time,’ Gilmore continued. ‘There are trades we can make.’

Tom looked at Driver. She shook her head.

‘Sorry, sir,’ Tom said. ‘But my guys didn’t lie down. Neither will we.’

‘It’s not a request, Commander, it’s an order.’

Driver tapped her earpiece. ‘You’re breaking up… Yellow… Losing… audio…’

Tom placed a hand on the back of Driver’s neck, his helmet head against hers. ‘Meet you in Paris?’

Driver smiled and fought back a tear. He turned to go.

‘Wait,’ she said, pulling him in close.

Driver kissed Tom hard on the lips, feeling the rush as if it was the first time. She pulled away. ‘For luck.’

They shared one last look as Tom broke out of hiding. He sprinted across the road, enemy fire chasing him all the way.

Driver spun out and returned fire, the invading force using their SUVs as shields. She caught another of the militia with a headshot and forced another to duck for cover. To her right, Tom was firing on the move, cutting a diagonal path to the opposite side of the street.

For a brief moment, she thought he was going to make it. She thought they may have a chance. A single bullet ended her hopes.

She didn’t see where it came from, or where it hit. But Tom sprawled forward and landed face down in the dirt, behind the blazing wreckage of the downed Sikorsky.

Driver fired and screamed Tom’s name as she ran, sliding to a stop on her knees. She rolled his body over. He was still breathing, blood seeping from somewhere inside his vest.

‘Hold on, honey,’ Driver said, ‘I’m getting you out of here.’

Tom put a hand to her cheek and looked her in the eyes. He smiled a moment, and then he was gone.

His hand slipped away, his blood wet on her cheek. Burning with rage, Driver turned and squeezed the rifle trigger. The weapon was out of ammunition, so she ditched her rifle, picked up Tom’s and emptied his last magazine. The militia stayed down, letting her fire until empty.

Dropping the rifle, Driver switched to her pistol – no longer thinking, no longer caring. Tossing the emptied gun away, she drew the pistol on Tom’s hip. All she wanted to do was land another punch.

But Driver soon clicked empty, finger squeezing over and over as hot tears cut rivers through Tom’s drying blood.

She dropped the pistol and slumped on her knees. All the fight and life drained out of her. The remaining hostiles emerged and advanced towards her. There was only one of them not wearing a black ski mask. He was a lean, pock-skinned man with tired, sunken eyes, a long face and a thin straggle of a beard.

She’d recognise him anywhere – that face, the languid walk. He came dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt.

‘Talk to me, Bobcat,’ Gilmore said in her ear.

‘Mission accomplished,’ Driver said. ‘We found Serik.’

‘He’s there?’

‘In the flesh.’

‘Listen, Sam,’ Gilmore pleaded, ‘surrender and tell him who you are. There’s every chance they’ll take you with them. Keep you alive. At least until we can make contact—’

‘They’re not taking me anywhere,’ Driver said, an eye on the pistol strapped to Tom’s ankle, mere inches away.

‘Officer Driver,’ Gilmore said. ‘I’m giving you an order.’

Tom’s ankle strap came away easily. She slipped the pistol from the holster and held it behind her back.

The men fanned out in front of Driver. Serik, number one on the CIA’s most-wanted list, stopped short of her and smiled. He loomed like a giant against the rising sun, opened his palms and spoke in educated English. ‘It looks like you found me, Officer Driver.’

‘You know who I am?’

Serik laughed. ‘Your agency is as porous as your intelligence is unreliable.’

‘Who sold us out?’ Driver asked, trying to salvage something for Gilmore.

‘That would be telling,’ Serik replied.

‘You may as well tell me,’ Driver continued, looking across the line of militia, their weapons primed to fire.

‘It’s not you I’m concerned about,’ Serik said, tapping his ear. ‘It’s all the little birdies listening in.’

Driver looked up through stinging tears. ‘You’re fucking with the wrong people. There’ll be repercussions.’

‘I seriously doubt that,’ Serik said. ‘Seeing as you’re here illegally.’

Gilmore again pleaded with Driver to surrender. He told her Langley was moving heaven and earth. And they’d rain down thunder on Serik and his people.

She almost bought the lie, until Serik kicked Tom’s lifeless body. ‘Did this one mean something to you? Shame.’

Driver’s grip tightened on the butt of the pistol. She whipped the gun out front and fired.

There was a flash and a bang. Serik flinched, but remained unharmed. His men stepped in to shoot.

‘No!’ Serik held a hand in the air. His men relented.

Driver examined the pistol – the base of the magazine. A blue tag marked it out as a dummy clip, carrying blanks used for training. Tom had forgotten to switch the mag on his own damn weapon.

Her entire body went limp. With Tom dead, she might as well die. There was no life without him.

Serik took the pistol from her hand. Driver looked up into his dark, sunken eyes. The last thing she’d see was the smirk on his face.

‘Proceed,’ he said to his men.




Chapter 1

Two Years Later

US Embassy, Moscow

The Moscow traffic was terrible as usual. Alyssa knew it would be, which is why she always set off over an hour before work, even though the journey should only take twenty minutes. But the batteries in her alarm had chosen this particular morning to run out of juice. And this was not the morning to wake up late.

Alyssa pulled into her space, parking her beige nineties Skoda at a jaunty angle. Grabbing her laptop bag from the passenger seat, she scrambled out of the car and slammed the door. She went to run, only to stagger backwards, the tail of her tan Macintosh coat caught in the door. She flinched as she heard the material tearing, freed herself from the car door and ran as fast as her tall black work heels would allow.

The US embassy was a large modern complex, two imposing brown buildings with green-tinted glass facades. You could almost feel the tension in the air the last two weeks. Alyssa could feel it now as she dashed through security, over to a bank of elevators.

There was the usual interminable wait.

‘Come on, come on,’ she said to herself, catching her breath, trying to calm herself down.

Alyssa hated being late. And she was still on her official trial period. Then throw in the fact that she was Russian.

Ever since the car bombing in Washington had triggered a war of words between the Kremlin and the White House, Alyssa feared the first retaliation might be against her.

The elevator doors finally pinged open. Alyssa strode in and rattled an index finger on the tenth-floor button. As the doors closed, she recoiled as she caught sight of her appearance in the surrounding mirrors. She looked almost as bad as she felt, her long, light-brown hair having a bad morning too. She had tied it up and clipped it tight to her head. Still, a thin strand had broken loose. She tucked it behind a pixie-like ear and sighed, the skin around her pale-blue eyes puffy from crying half the night.

Alyssa flattened the black pencil dress over her slender frame and composed herself.

As the elevator doors opened, she hurried out across a bustling office, where all hands were on deck, ready for the big press conference.

The offices were plush and modern, a far cry from the suffocating confines of her apartment block on the neglected fringes of the city. This being her first job out of university, Alyssa still couldn’t believe she’d landed it.

Whatever happened in her love life, or the world, she couldn’t afford to lose this position. Alyssa slipped through an imposing set of polished oak doors, into the ambassador’s reception area.

June, Ambassador Kelly’s long-time aide raised a drawn-on eyebrow. No words needed.

Alyssa dumped her laptop bag on her desk next to June’s and peeled off her coat. Sure enough, the lining had torn at the seam. Good job it was a fake.

Grabbing her work tablet, she hurried to the ambassador’s office, paused and knocked on the door.

‘Come in,’ Ambassador Kelly shouted.

Alyssa entered the office to the sight of the ambassador standing behind his desk as his wife arranged his bright-red tie while a make-up girl touched up his complexion.

Ambassador Kelly was a tall, broad man, heavyset with a thick wedge of chestnut hair. ‘If you’re here for the press conference, you missed it.’

‘I did? But—’

A lopsided grin betrayed the ambassador. Alyssa could never tell whether he was serious or joking. It was a part of American culture she’d yet to master.

‘Don’t worry,’ Deborah, the ambassador’s wife said, fussing over the collar on his shirt. ‘He likes to joke when he’s nervous.’

Deborah Kelly wore a primary blue dress and jacket, her blond hair down to her shoulders and a dissatisfied expression from jowl to jowl. Alyssa felt it must be reserved especially for her.

‘You’re young and pretty,’ Ambassador Kelly had explained to her in her first week. ‘Don’t take it personally.’

In fairness to Deborah, Ambassador Kelly had previous. His previous assistant, to be exact.

Alyssa noticed the ambassador’s young daughter, Kaley. She sat slumped in a large leather armchair to the left of the vast mahogany desk. Wearing a pretty white dress, knee socks and matching sandals, her attention was glued to her phone.

It was Alyssa’s idea to pull Kaley out of her private school for the morning. To wheel out the family for the post-conference photographs. Anything to show the man behind the administration.

‘And wear the red tie,’ she’d told the ambassador. Both nations were fond of the colour, especially her own.

‘Hey, Kaley, you look lovely,’ Alyssa said.

Kaley looked up and smiled. ‘Thanks.’ A pink bubble of gum expanded from her lips. It popped and deflated, sticking to a strand of long blond hair.

‘Kaley!’ Deborah rushed over. She pulled at Kaley’s hair, tangled up in the gum. ‘Look at the state of you. You can’t go on camera like this.’

She dragged her out of the office. The make-up girl followed close behind and the ambassador buttoned up his navy-blue blazer.

Alyssa approached his desk. ‘I’m really, really sorry, Mr Ambassador. I—’

‘Ah, don’t sweat it,’ Ambassador Kelly replied. ‘And for heaven’s sake, will you call me Ron?’

Alyssa checked herself. ‘Ron,’ she said, scrolling through the screen on her tablet. ‘Did you get my email with the briefing notes?’

The ambassador reached inside his blazer and produced a crumpled printout. ‘Yes, and I even read them,’ he answered with pride. ‘Though don’t be offended if I ad-lib a little. I can’t read verbatim. I sound like a goddamn robot.’

The ambassador tried to hide it, but Alyssa saw it in the lines on his face. He looked drawn. Tense. Nervous. He wasn’t the only one.

Since the bombing of the Russian embassy in Washington, the tensions had only escalated between her own government and her employers.

The word had come down from the White House that something needed to be done. The US government wasn’t about to apologise for an incident it claimed it had nothing to do with. But neither did it want the situation to escalate.

So it was up to Ambassador Kelly to bring some calm to proceedings – to play down the entire affair. And no wonder. He was a natural diplomat, respected in Moscow and beyond. Alyssa had written a thesis on his achievements and approach to diplomacy during her studies. It was full of praise. She believed it had secured her the job as his assistant.

She ran through a final briefing on the way to the press conference. Ambassador Kelly would deliver a message on camera, take questions and pose for publicity shots with his family.

Halfway along the corridor, the ambassador put a hand on Alyssa’s arm. ‘Are you okay?’

The question cut through her thin veneer of professionalism like a laser. Her eyes filled with tears. She looked at the deep-brown carpet, her voice breaking. ‘What do you mean?’

Ambassador Kelly fixed her with a paternal gaze. ‘You look like you haven’t slept for days.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing. Just a virus.’

‘It’s Marcus, isn’t it?’

Alyssa looked up at him in shock. How could he know?

‘I’ve got three ex-wives and another divorce in the mail. I know a break-up when I see one.’

‘He called me last night and said it was over,’ Alyssa said. ‘Just like that. No explanation. He won’t answer my calls, my texts…’

The ambassador seemed surprised. ‘Wait, he didn’t tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’

‘He’s got a job in the White House. He’s moving back to the States. He flew out first thing this morning.’ The ambassador put a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. ‘Guess he didn’t have the guts to break it to you.’

‘I wondered why he’d been ignoring me the past week,’ Alyssa said.

‘And to think I wrote him a reference,’ the ambassador muttered.

Alyssa felt a first tear streaming. She wiped it away with the back of her hand.

The ambassador squeezed her shoulder. He softened his voice and ducked down until his eyes met hers. ‘You want me to pull some strings? I can have the guy working in Alaska by the end of the week.’

Alyssa laughed in spite of herself. ‘It’s tempting, but I’ll be okay… Thanks, Ambassador.’

‘Ah, ah—’

‘Thanks, Ron,’ she said.

‘Thanks for what?’ Deborah chimed, appearing behind them with Kaley.

The ambassador took his hand from Alyssa’s shoulder as if he’d been caught raiding the cookie jar. ‘For setting this whole thing up,’ he replied. ‘With Marcus gone we’ve been caught way short. Alyssa’s really stepped up.’

Deborah nodded, wearing her best poker face. She guided Kaley into the bustling conference room.

The ambassador raised his eyebrows at Alyssa as they entered. ‘Let’s discuss your contract tomorrow. I need someone to fill Marcus’ shoes.’

‘Head of Communcations?’ Alyssa asked.

‘If you can handle a promotion,’ Ambassador Kelly said, breaking off to join his wife and daughter.

Alyssa picked her way through a mess of wires, tripods and video cameras towards the back of the room. She stood in the shadows against the wall. Her heart was empty, her stomach tight. Her future that of a spinster with fourteen cats. But at least her career was on the right track. And she could finally move out of her damp, one-room apartment.

Alyssa allowed herself a fist pump and looked around the room. It was full of Moscow’s press. But the crew shooting the ambassador’s address were the regular team hired by the embassy.

She recognised all of them except for one man. He worked the camera at the back of the room, a few feet to her left. Alyssa noticed he was perspiring at the forehead, with sweat rings bleeding out from the armpits.

It was warm, but not that warm. Maybe, like her, he was new and nervous. Or sick with the flu that had been making the rounds.

Alyssa watched him a little longer. He had a shaved head, receding at the temples, dark features and a beak-like nose. After setting up the camera, he knelt down and fiddled with something inside a large black box. There were wires, switches, technical stuff Alyssa didn’t have the first clue about.

So she turned her attention to the front of the room. Ambassador Kelly stood at the lectern in front of the US flag and cleared his throat. The noise fell to a hush. The ambassador took a sip of water and reviewed his notes. His wife and daughter stood to his right, out of view of the cameras.

The chatter of flashbulbs died down and the ambassador gave the nod to the director of the camera crew. She didn’t know if he could see her, but Alyssa gave him a thumbs up and a smile.

The ambassador looked into the camera and began his speech. ‘Following the recent and tragic events in Washington, as with all strong, lasting relationships, there are times when our solidarity will be tested. But I know I speak on behalf of all the American people when I say our thoughts and prayers are with the families of all the embassy staff who lost their lives. I am aware there have been certain accusations made on both sides. Yet while we may carry sorrow and anger in our hearts, now must be the time for calm heads. I can only repeat what our president has already stated, that any allegation of US involvement in the attack is completely unfounded. But I will say this: we must not let the acts of extremist factions destabilise relations between our two great nations.’

As the ambassador continued his speech, Alyssa glanced at the man working the camera to her left. Again, he fussed over the equipment.

She hoped there wasn’t a problem with the feed. There was a lot more riding on the ambassador’s address than her career. In fact, all this crying and fretting over that bastard Marcus seemed almost ridiculous in light of events. And who knew? Maybe one day she’d laugh about it with Ambassador Kelly. ‘Remember the time the world was in crisis and I was worried about some stupid loser ghosting me?’

Alyssa almost smiled at the thought. But as the Ambassador spoke of the need for dialogue between their two nations, she saw the cameraman had abandoned his post.

With all eyes glued to the front of the room, no one else seemed to have noticed. Alyssa looked to her left and saw him slipping out of the closed conference room doors.

She couldn’t believe it. You couldn’t just walk away from the camera like that. Not in the middle of the speech.

Alyssa tiptoed her way out of the room, whispering apologies. As she entered the corridor she saw the cameraman step into the elevator.

‘Hey… Hey you!’ she shouted, determined to give him a piece of her mind.

Alyssa broke into a jog, her heels thudding on the carpet. ‘Where are you going? The conference isn’t finished.’

As Alyssa approached, the cameraman jabbed at the button to close the doors. His face was pale, like he was about to throw up.

‘Sorry,’ he said, as the elevator doors closed.

Alyssa stopped. She shook her head, cursed the man and doubled back in a hurry to the conference room.

She opened one of the thick double doors and edged back inside, once again picking her way through the crowd.

Alyssa looked around for the director, Milenka. She was there somewhere, but it was dark and hard to see. So instead she returned to the abandoned camera. It was fixed on its tripod, pointing straight at the ambassador. Alyssa looked into the viewfinder, careful not to disturb the picture.

It looked good. But was it recording? As she drew her eye away, a flash of blue light caught her attention. It was coming from the box the cameraman had been attending to earlier, the lid left half open.

Alyssa knelt down and opened it all the way. Inside, she found more than a flashing blue light. She found a panel of blue digital numbers.

They were counting down, from six, five, four…

The truth dawned on Alyssa. There was no time to act. She stood up, a hand to her mouth. ‘Oh God.’




Chapter 2

UN Headquarters, New York

The sixty-inch TV on the wall played CNN on a loop.

The Delegates Lounge was meant to be a place to escape. To relax. To get to know the people you were negotiating with. A place for all UN personnel to mix, from office workers to political leaders. For some, a place to hook up; for others, a place they could pick up a dirt-cheap beer.

For permanent representatives, it was a chance to talk, away from the protocols and scripted dialogues of the Security Council chambers.

The lounge was a vast room with panoramic views over the East River. The furniture didn’t match, with chairs that were easier on the eye than the behinds of the people who sat on them. Yet how many of the world’s most defining moments had been shaped by decisions made in this informal space? How many of history’s iconic leaders had decided the fate of the world in this very spot?

As only the second African American to serve as UN ambassador for the US, Violetta Hill knew the weight of expectation. Yet as she sipped on her rum and Coke, she felt the weight of the past, present and future on her shoulders.

With an eye on the TV screen, Hill rubbed a string of emergency meetings out of the nape of her neck.

Her friend and mentor, Ambassador Kelly, could not have escaped the bomb. And neither could she escape the reality of the attack – that hole in the side of the building, as if some gargantuan monster had taken a bite.

Debris streamed like confetti and black smoke thick as tar billowed out of the upper floors. Like the political landscape, the embassy stood in ruins.

The scenes on the ground were no better. At least two hundred dead and many more unaccounted for. Medics and investigators swarmed the scene. Police carried bodies out in bags as bystanders looked on in shock and grief.

The latest bombing was being viewed by Hill’s administration as tit for tat. Naturally, the Kremlin hadn’t taken kindly to the accusation, and were countering with their own.

Trevor Longstaff, the veteran UK representative shook his head, his red nose growing redder with every glass of Merlot. ‘Can’t they turn this bloody thing off?’

‘What would you prefer?’ Anton Popov, the bald Russian representative, pushed his glasses onto the bridge of his nose. ‘Cartoons?’

Longstaff leaned back in his chair. ‘A little light relief wouldn’t go amiss. God knows we need it.’

‘I could go for that,’ sighed Dominique Blanc, the French representative. She was tall and svelte in a dark-blue dress. Her legs were crossed, with a black high heel dangling off the end of a foot.

‘You think they’ve got the big TV shows here?’ Popov asked.

‘I don’t think anyone’s asked,’ drawled Hill.

Zhao Chunian, the stocky, affable Chinese representative, popped another pretzel into his mouth. ‘I love Breaking Bad.’

‘Breaking what?’ Longstaff said. ‘Never heard of it.’

‘It’s on when you’re in the bar,’ Popov replied, exchanging a knowing glance with Blanc.

‘You would know,’ Longstaff snapped back, ‘you’re in here often enough.’

‘Am I the only one who’s concerned about this?’ Hill said, motioning at the TV screen.

Zhao unbuttoned the neck of his white shirt, his sleeves rolled to the elbows. He loosened his black tie and snorted into his glass. ‘We know how high the shit rises.’ He took an angry gulp of whisky. ‘No one needs reminding.’

‘Forgive her,’ Blanc said, touching Hill’s knee. ‘This is only her fourth emergency meeting.’

‘There’s got to be something we can do,’ Hill said. ‘We are the Big Five, after all. I mean, this is why we’re here, to negotiate and come to an agreement.’

‘Yeah, except both our governments already agree,’ Popov said, his bulbous blue eyes staring at the carpet. ‘Our side thinks you attacked us. Your side thinks we attacked you.’

‘Come on, we don’t really believe that, do we?’ Hill asked, looking around the group.

Blanc picked a piece of fluff off her skirt and flicked it away. ‘Since when has it been about what we believe?’

‘Christ, I know you’re new to this, Violetta,’ Longstaff said, shifting his stiff frame in his chair, ‘but surely you know it’s not like being a senator back in Georgia.’

‘We don’t get to dictate the narrative,’ Blanc added, sweeping back her lustrous blond bob. ‘No matter how worrying it gets.’

‘Then why the hell am I here?’ Hill waved her glass around, almost spilling her drink over her purple trouser suit.

‘You work with it the best you can,’ Popov answered, his short, wiry frame swallowed up in an oversized yellow armchair.

‘There’s a reason it’s called “the impossible job”,’ said Longstaff in his plummy English accent.

Hill scratched a nervous itch in her short, natural hair. ‘Nothing’s impossible… Like my grandma used to say, there’s a way around everything.’

‘If you’ve got a way, then please share it,’ said Popov, checking his watch. ‘Because my wife is out shopping for gas masks and chemical suits.’

Longstaff took another sip of wine. ‘Sounds like you’re about to break out the launch codes, Anton.’

Popov threw a hand in the air. ‘Come on, Trevor, everyone knows you’re deploying your subs. The US says jump and you say: who on?’

‘The PM is considering his options,’ Longstaff said. ‘Same as the French.’

‘And where do the Chinese stand?’ Blanc asked Zhao. ‘You were ominously quiet during the Council meeting.’

Zhao finished his whisky, leaned forward and placed the empty glass on the square coffee table. He reclined in his chair and let out a sigh. ‘My government would like nothing better than to see its two main rivals tear each other down. But nuclear war?’

‘She’s asking whose side you’re on,’ Longstaff said.

‘China’s,’ Zhao shrugged.

‘Well I’m glad we cleared that up,’ Hill said. ‘Anton, what’s the latest from the Kremlin?’

The furrow in Popov’s brow deepened. ‘The Kremlin denies any association with the Moscow bomber.’

‘Except that he was ex-Russian intelligence,’ Longstaff said.

‘Our reports say he acted alone,’ Popov continued.

Blanc flashed a wry smile. ‘And he just happened to kill himself right after.’

‘Is it any different to the bombing in Washington?’ Popov replied. ‘Ex-CIA vet with PTSD drives a car loaded with explosives into the ground floor of the Russian embassy.’

‘It’s no wonder both sides are blaming each other,’ Longstaff remarked. ‘Recruit a chap to do the dirty work, dress it up to make him look like a lone radical, and when he’s done…’ Longstaff pulled an imaginary trigger.

‘Well I don’t buy that bullshit line either,’ Hill said.

Blanc nodded in agreement. ‘It’s a little too convenient. And yet a convenient excuse for two warring presidents to lock horns.’

‘Let’s not forget China,’ Popov sniped.

Zhao shrugged. ‘What about us?’

‘The South China Sea?’ Hill replied. ‘How far do you want to push your territory before the White House reacts?’

‘It depends,’ Zhao said. ‘How many warships and aircraft do you want to send into an area where you have no sovereign right?’

Popov snorted. ‘We could say the same about you moving missiles closer to the Russian border.’

Zhao waved away his remark. ‘Only in response to your military doubling your arms in the Far East.’

‘Please, let’s not sink to the same level as our superiors,’ Blanc said, appearing to share Hill’s frustration. ‘We’re just about the only people still in dialogue.’

‘It’s the bloody cold war all over again,’ Longstaff grumbled, his head in his hands.

‘Cold?’ Hill would have laughed if it was funny. ‘Our armed forces are ready to deploy in less than six hours, our air forces ready to mobilise in under fifteen minutes, our naval fleets are massing and you’re calling it cold?’ Hill looked up at the continuing news reports on the bombings. ‘Things were bad enough to begin with, but this? This is throwing gasoline on a pile of dynamite.’

‘Don’t let Trevor’s stiff upper lip deceive you,’ Zhao said, ‘we’re all panicked by how fast things are deteriorating.’

‘It would help if one of your agencies actually shared information,’ Blanc sighed. ‘Or, heaven forbid, let the UN handle the investigation.’

Hill paused, her drink to her lips. She put down the glass. ‘Dominique, you might just be on to something.’ Leaning forward, the US permanent representative looked around the group. ‘Do any of us think these two men planted either of those bombs?’

The delegates looked at each other, unconvinced.

‘And does anyone here think the CIA or SVR staged the attacks?’ Hill continued.

Again, her question met with no reply.

‘Then what if a third party was responsible?’ Hill asked.

‘If it was an extremist group, they’d have claimed it by now,’ Popov interjected.

‘And besides, our counter-terror units have stopped talking,’ said Longstaff. ‘They’re too busy spying on each other.’

‘What’s our own intel saying?’ Hill asked.

Blanc raised a finely plucked eyebrow. ‘UN intelligence?’

‘Sure,’ Hill said. ‘It’s non-partisan. Not blinded by national interest.’

‘And not in its remit,’ Zhao muttered.

‘Well, for what it’s worth, UN intel does suggest a third party,’ Blanc said. ‘There are whispers of January Seven.’

Hill slapped herself on the thigh. ‘I knew there was more to it.’

Zhao threw up his arms in frustration. ‘What does it matter? It’s not like we can act on it.’

‘It’s valuable intel,’ Hill said. ‘We could at least share it.’

Popov laughed. ‘With who, your CIA? This is like a lottery win for them.’

‘And Russian intelligence is thinking any different?’ Blanc replied.

‘Korea, Rwanda, the Congo…’ Longstaff counted the examples on liver-spotted fingers. ‘With such a glorious record, it’s no wonder no one takes us seriously.’

As the light faded over the East River, Hill gazed at her own reflection in the window. She looked tired. They all did – the result of a string of late Council sessions and sleepless nights. Hill thought taking the job of UN permanent representative for the United States would mean more freedom. A chance to make an impact, free from domestic apron strings.

She couldn’t have been more wrong. Her powers were neutered. As a member of the Security Council, the former member of Congress could sit and talk until the cows came home, but she couldn’t affect national foreign policy.

Neither could Hill rein in the vitriol coming out of the White House. It was almost as if both sides wanted a war, willing to play chicken with the fate of the world. Anything to avoid appearing weak.

Only hard evidence to disprove either side’s claims would cool the rhetoric. And even then, it would have to come from an independent source, giving neither side the opportunity to twist it for their own ends.

Hill rose wearily from her chair and felt sickly in the depths of her abdomen. She couldn’t possibly be the only one in fear of impending doom and she knew her counterparts shared her frustrations – they were merely more used to masking it.

Stretching her aching legs, Hill stood close to the window. ‘We’re sitting on a time bomb. And there’s not a damn thing we can do to stop it ticking.’

‘Nothing legal anyway,’ Longstaff murmured into his wine.

Hill turned and levelled a stare at Longstaff. ‘Then let’s do something illegal.’

Longstaff raised a bushy white eyebrow. ‘Clean hands no matter what, Violetta, that’s our motto.’

Violetta shrugged. ‘Then we’ll wear gloves. No dirt. No prints…’

Zhao leaned forward and set down his glass. ‘What are you suggesting?’

‘We use our own intel,’ Hill said. ‘Run our own operation. Find out who the hell’s doing this and leak it to the media. That way no side can hide it or deny it—’

‘You’re suggesting we go over our superiors’ heads?’ Popov asked with a sharp intake of breath.

‘I’m suggesting we go under the table,’ Hill replied.

‘Much as we’re all desperate for a solution,’ Zhao said, ‘we don’t have any operatives. Not for this kind of work.’

Hill chewed on it a moment. ‘Could we pull from our own resources? Pool together?’

‘You can forget that too,’ Longstaff replied. ‘You’re going to get bugger-all change from the military right now.’

‘You have to understand, Violetta,’ Popov said. ‘For any sane human being, it’s their worst nightmare. For agencies and militaries it means bigger budgets, increased powers of surveillance and paydays from private contractors.’

‘Besides,’ Longstaff added. ‘The moment you start requesting personnel, the game is up.’

Hill returned to her chair and picked up her rum and Coke.

‘Might as well face it,’ Popov sighed. ‘We’re officially fucked.’

Hill could have torn her own hair out. Billions of lives were at stake, her own children’s included. She had been captain of all her debating teams through high school and college. Yet even she couldn’t argue with Popov, as cynical as he was.

Taking another sip of her drink, she glanced over the rim of her glass at the TV. The news took a breather from the Moscow bombing to round up other domestic stories.

The round-up included a story about a US soldier on trial for leaking documents to the press. Hill thought nothing of it at first. Then it hit her.

She swallowed the last of her rum and Coke, lowered her glass and looked around the group. ‘Of course.’

‘Of course what?’ Longstaff asked.

‘Anton,’ Hill continued. ‘How many enemy operatives are you holding without trial?’

Popov feigned ignorance. ‘What enemy operatives?’

‘That’s more than one, then,’ Hill said. ‘And Zhao?’

Zhao wore an uncomfortable frown. ‘I can neither confirm nor deny.’

‘I know of at least two,’ Longstaff replied. ‘Starting with one of ours.’

‘Let’s admit it, we all have them,’ Hill said. ‘And I’m betting more than a few have the skill sets we need.’

Longstaff huffed in semi-amusement. ‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?’

Hill waved her arms. ‘Why do we keep them in the first place? We feed them, clothe them, when we could just remove them from the equation altogether.’

‘You know why,’ Popov said. ‘Bargaining chips.’

Blanc tapped a manicured finger against her lips. ‘And you’re suggesting we cash them in?’

‘Jesus, if there’s any time it’s now,’ Hill replied. ‘It’s got to be worth a shot.’

Again, the group fell silent, yet Hill could see the cogs whirring as each delegate considered their options.

Longstaff stared at the polished tips of his shoes. ‘So we pull a few strings, cash in a few of these chips?’

‘I guess we’d donate one each,’ Blanc added.

‘We’ve got some of the most highly trained assets rotting behind bars,’ Hill said. ‘Every one of them disavowed.’

Zhao stared deep into his glass. ‘Which means they no longer exist.’

‘And even if they did, who’s going to admit it?’ Longstaff said. ‘It’s a good point, Violetta.’

‘It’s also a crazy idea,’ Popov snapped.

‘All the best ones are,’ Hill replied, not entirely convinced of her own logic.

Popov glanced over a shoulder, as if someone was watching and listening. He perched himself on the edge of his seat and lowered his voice. ‘Do you realise what you’re proposing?’

Longstaff sipped on his Merlot. ‘If it goes belly-up—’

‘It could be treason,’ Zhao said.

‘Consorting with the enemy at the very least,’ Blanc added. She necked her white wine and set the glass down hard on the table. ‘I’m in.’

Hill locked eyes with the ageing British diplomat. ‘Trevor?’

Longstaff shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Violetta.’

‘Come on,’ Hill said, ‘you fought in the army, right?’

‘Her Majesty’s SAS,’ Longstaff replied, puffing up with pride.

‘Who dares wins, Trevor,’ Blanc said. ‘Isn’t that what they say in the SAS?’

Longstaff blew the air out of his cheeks. ‘I’m going to regret this.’

Hill clapped her hands and turned to Popov. ‘Anton?’

‘This is suicide,’ he replied.’ You do know that?’

Blanc took over from Hill. ‘Only if we’re not careful, Anton. We’re talking about disavowed operatives, funded by slush money, through shell accounts our countries don’t have the legal powers to investigate.’

Popov wavered. ‘I suppose we could always veto any investigation by the other members of the Security Council.’

‘Plus, if it succeeds, I’m sure your glorious leader will take the credit,’ Longstaff remarked.

Popov straightened his back. ‘Screw it, I’d rather go out swinging… But we never had this conversation. And certainly not anywhere near the UN.’

With Hill and the others agreed, all eyes turned to Zhao Chunian. Yet Zhao remained silent.

‘Chunian?’ Hill said. ‘This doesn’t happen without you.’

Zhao looked down between his legs. He shook his full head of thick black hair, greying at the sides. After an agonising pause, he looked up at his opposite numbers. ‘Someone’s going to have to tell the secretary general.’




Chapter 3

Virginia, USA

Bryan Gilmore steadied himself behind the ball, his brand new driver gripped in both hands. He tried to remember the techniques he’d learned from the online course he’d watched the night before. Bending at the knees, Gilmore kept his head steady. He brought the club back above his head and drove through his hips and shoulders in one smooth action. Club and ball connected with a satisfying ping. Gilmore looked up to the clear blue skies. His ball sailed over the lush green landscapes of the Chesapeake golf course.

And sailed left. Way left.

Gilmore watched it disappear into a thick clump of oak trees and threw his club to the ground. ‘Goddamnit!’

Resigned to his fate, he picked up the club and trudged to the gleaming white golf cart. Gilmore slammed his driver inside his bag and climbed behind the wheel. Of all the hobbies he could have taken up after his retirement, why did he have to take up golf?

In truth, it wasn’t his first choice. That had been fishing. And an investment in a boat and the rent paid on a boathouse. But fishing had bored him stupid. It was too quiet. Too slow. More pertinently, he was terrible at it.

So golf it was. And Gilmore was damned if he was going to fail at this, too. He steered the cart down a steep slope onto the fairway, the course empty thanks to the 6 a.m. tee time. And besides, most people had bigger things to worry about than their golf swing. For Gilmore, it was a distraction from the news. The hardest thing about retirement was watching the headlines without being able to do a damn thing about them.

He brought the cart to a stop in front of the wall of trees. They stood in a bed of coarse grass and bushes. Gilmore pulled an iron from the bag. He made his way into the shade beneath the canopy, the ground dewy, the morning air earthy and only the light twitter of birds for company. Disrupting the peace, Gilmore swung and chopped at the grass, seeking his errant ball. He pushed his wraparound sunglasses onto his head and searched the ground.

Spotting a chink of white in a sea of green, Gilmore found his ball half swallowed in the rough. He stood square of the ball and lined up for his next shot.

After four swipes of his club, the ball had moved all of three inches. Gilmore cursed his luck and stooped to pick up the ball, feeling a twinge in his back. He carried it out of the rough and tossed it onto the fairway. The ball bounced to a stop. Gilmore pulled his sunglasses down and sought out a fairway driver. He paused and let the 3-wood slide back in the bag.

On the front seat of the cart lay a brown card folder and a disposable SIM phone. Gilmore whirled around. He looked up and down the fairway. There was no sign of anyone, let alone another cart. So Gilmore took a closer look at the file. It had the familiar red ‘Classified’ stamp on the cover. He was about to pick it up when the phone burst into a jaunty tune. The caller ID said ‘Unknown’. Gilmore pushed the green button and held the phone to his ear. ‘Hello?’

‘Bryan?’

‘Who’s asking?’

‘It’s Violetta.’

Gilmore dropped his head. Violetta Hill was a human battering ram, the most persistent, persuasive woman he knew. And a ticket for future president if ever there was one. She also always wanted something.

‘Violetta,’ Gilmore said, feigning joviality. ‘I heard you made it to the UN.’

‘Yeah, in time to inherit a shitstorm,’ Hill replied. ‘Which brings me to the reason for my call—’

‘Oh, hi Bryan. Long time since our days in Langley,’ Gilmore said in a sarcastic tone. ‘Sorry for interrupting your round of golf.’

‘From what I hear, it’s more of a deforestation exercise.’

‘Spit it out, Violetta.’

‘We’ve got a situation,’ Hill said. ‘There was a bombing in the Moscow embassy.’

‘I’m retired, Violetta, I’m not dead.’

‘Then you’ll know how precarious the situation is.’

‘Sure, but what’s it got to do with me?’

‘I’ve got a project I could use your help on, Bryan.’

Gilmore sighed. ‘You know I don’t work for the Company any more.’

‘Not the Company,’ Hill replied. ‘Peacekeeping ops.’

‘The UN has plenty of good people,’ said Gilmore.

‘Not skilled in clandestine work.’

‘Since when did the UN get their hands dirty?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Since around eight thirty last night.’ Violetta paused. ‘What I’m about to tell you is beyond classified—’

‘There’s a good reason I’m out of the game, Violetta.’

‘One failed mission, boo-hoo,’ Hill said. ‘It’s the CIA’s loss. And anyway, we’re kinda short on options.’

‘Ah, now we get to it,’ Gilmore laughed. ‘You want a man you can hang.’

‘I want a man I can trust.’

‘Like I said, I’m retired.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Hill said. ‘You enjoying it?’

‘Loving it,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Then I hope you’re at home in those bunkers.’

‘You’re being dramatic, Violetta. This is the world we live in now. Crisis of the week.’

‘Not like this one, Bryan. I know you’ve got unfinished business.’

‘Come on, emotional blackmail isn’t your style,’ Gilmore said.

‘It’s exactly my style,’ Hill laughed.

Gilmore couldn’t help laughing too. He almost surprised himself, it had been so long.

‘I’m talking about one job,’ Hill continued. ‘Quick, clean, covert.’

‘What kind of job?’

‘Intelligence gathering, primarily.’

‘Primarily, huh?’ Gilmore said. ‘I thought the UN was neutral.’

‘It is,’ Hill said. ‘The operation will be independent. Above national interest. We’re each donating an operative.’

Gilmore frowned. ‘From the peacekeeping corps? They’re not equipped for that kind of work.’

‘That’s why we’re looking further afield,’ said Hill.

‘Private contractors?’ Gilmore asked.

‘No, we need this to be deniable. Hence my call on a disposable cell.’

Suddenly, Gilmore found himself curious. ‘Then who are we talking about?’

‘There’s a selection inside the file,’ Hill replied. ‘It’s not a big pool… Well, it’s more of a puddle. But take a look. Let me know what you think.’

‘What I think?’

‘Yeah, have we got what we need? Can you work with them?’

‘Look, Violetta. I didn’t say I was interested.’

‘Bullshit,’ Hill replied. ‘You were interested the moment you picked up the call.’

‘Christ, you could talk a turkey into an oven.’ Gilmore removed his cap. He looked along the fairway and breathed in the smell of fresh cut grass. ‘I suppose I could take a look,’ he said, staring at the file. ‘But that’s all I’m doing. If you need an ops chief, you’ll have to look elsewhere.’

‘Tell us who we need,’ Hill said. ‘We’ll take it from there.’ The line went dead. Gilmore took a seven iron from his bag, threw the phone on the ground and beat the device out of shape. Returning the club to the bag, he slid the broken phone on the dash and took a seat behind the wheel.

Gilmore picked up the file and held it awhile before opening it up. The first page was the standard disclosure warning. Yet with the standard UN header missing. Which meant whatever Hill was planning… boy, was it illegal.

After a moment’s hesitation, he turned the page and cast an eye over the first profile. There was a small black and white photo and a potted service history. ‘What the hell…?’ Was this some kind of joke? A clerical error, surely. Gilmore felt he ought to tell Violetta. He at least owed her that much.

Gilmore looked again at the photo accompanying the first profile. Staring back at him was a ghost.




Chapter 4

Ying Zheng Penal Facility, Tianjin Province, China

Sunny Wells jogged at an even pace around the steel mesh fence, topped with barbed wire.

The grass was slick and the air dense with humidity. Dark clouds hung overhead and a guard walked the opposite way with a rifle strapped to his back. He smoked the end of a cigarette and nodded at Wells. Wells nodded back, seeing no reason not to be friendly. Friendly was how you got a better deal for yourself. Little things like his dark blue joggers and worn white running shoes pulled out of storage. A chocolate bar. A new book to read once a week. And an extra hour of fresh air and exercise every day.

Ying Zheng was a hellhole. But even a hellhole could be made more homely. And at least the torture was over. The last of the lashes had healed into scars. The prison guards had got used to a black man in their midst. And the worst of the inmates had come to accept that attacks on him were detrimental to their health. The way Wells saw it, he had to make the best he could of the situation. He knew the rules. There would be no trial. No appeal. No help from his government or any admission that he ever existed.

Wells could have refused the operation in China. Could have chosen not to join the navy. Done something else with his life other than transition into British intelligence. But he hadn’t. And now here he was, in one of China’s most secure and violent prisons.

For life.

And when life in Ying Zheng got him down, Wells went running.

He glanced at the surveillance cameras. Even on his twentieth lap of the perimeter, they continued to track his movements. It was a spy’s duty to try and escape. Yet such thoughts had left his mind long ago. On top of catering to drug lords, psychopaths and terrorists, Ying Zheng was built to hold men like him.

The guards were elite-trained. The entire prison was locked down 24/7 and surveillance was everywhere, including the cells. And the location was remote, nestled at the base of the Tianjin mountains.

That wouldn’t be such a problem for Wells, except for the GPS tag strapped to his ankle. Even with a plan to escape the walls and wire of the prison complex, he wouldn’t make it a mile before being hunted down. So he ran, did push-ups, lifted weights – anything to occupy the caged tiger within him.

Wells stopped at the far end of the recreation ground. He paused to take in the scenery. A winding road disappeared into a vast expanse of tea plantations rising high up the mountains. From far down that road came a small, black shape. It grew into a car. Long, sleek and spotless with tinted windows. A pair of small Chinese flags fluttered in the breeze – a diplomat’s car.

Wells watched the limousine roll by, fifty yards away on the other side of the fence. The motor on the steel barrier churned as the gate slid open. The car glided through the checkpoint behind the gate, a guard lifting the barrier. It disappeared from sight, into the vast, hi-tech complex.

Wells was curious. No one ever came out here. Certainly not a diplomat. Perhaps they were opening another new wing, he thought, as he continued his run.

After completing another three laps of the perimeter, Wells noticed one of the few guards he wasn’t acquainted with striding across the grass. The guard marched to a stop, a stern look on his face. ‘Seven-Two-Nine-Six,’ he barked.

Wells came to a stop and walked towards the guard. ‘Please,’ he joked. ‘Call me Seven-Two.’

Unlisted Prison Facility, Southern England

Isobel Lim breathed in deep for six seconds. Held it for six more. Breathed out for six. And repeated the sequence.

She forgot all about her body. All about her tiny, solitary underground cell. All about the armed guards rotating in four-hour shifts outside her cell door, the tag on her ankle and the man who had put her there.

Instead, Lim took her daily trip to her childhood. The rural fishing village on Shengshan Island, to the east of Zhejiang province. She rode the rusting bicycle her father had salvaged and fixed up for her. Lim and her younger brother would fight like tigers over it, despite it being too big for either of them. But right now it was her turn. She rode it with glee through giant brown puddles, delighting in the cool spray of late-afternoon rain on her bare legs and feet. Lim even felt the burn in her thighs as she struggled up the hill. And every bone-rattling bump as she descended down uneven stone steps to the hillside village.

The view of the bay was breathtaking. She had seldom appreciated it as a child. Yet the memory of tropical evergreen clifftops and a sapphire-blue bay filled her heart at once with song and sadness.

Lim rang the bicycle bell and breathed in the smell of lit barbecues as the fishermen gathered to cook the sea bream they hadn’t sold at the local market. As a different version of herself, in a different time, Lim felt at peace. Yet the spell was soon broken, and she had to return to reality once again.

A loud buzzer was to blame, almost shaking her off balance. Lim heard the cell door unlock. Her eyes snapped open, bent over double in a yoga pose with her feet wide apart, hands gripping her ankles and head upside down. She looked between her own splayed legs as several pairs of boots trooped into her cell.

Lim thought it strange. It wasn’t mealtime – or wash time, when she would be escorted by an armed guard to shower alone.

Lim pushed off the floor with her palms and stood up.

Eddie, the grizzled lead guard, was also her personal supervisor. ‘You know what to do,’ he said to her, in his deep cockney accent.

Lim assumed the position, face down on the cold, hard floor. She clasped her hands behind her head. As Eddie applied the cuffs to her wrists, a small Chinese man in a grey suit and blue tie entered the cell. He had a full head of thick white hair and a pair of slender-framed spectacles.

Apart from the suit, he reminded her of her grandfather in the way he waddled with short, shuffling steps, his arms pinned to his sides. It made her smile to think of her grandfather’s walk. They called him Grandfather Penguin. But she kept the smile inside. If the guards caught even a glimpse of humanity, they’d strip it away from you.

The Chinese visitor walked around Lim. One of the guards carried a chair and set it down in front of her. The old man sat down on the chair with a tired groan. She strained to look up and saw a document in his wrinkled hands, along with a dark-blue crayon.

Lim couldn’t kill anyone with a crayon.

La Santé Prison, Paris

Yuri Baptiste blew a slow sigh of smoke through the ventilation holes of his narrow cell window.

He wasn’t allowed to smoke in his cell, or anywhere else in the block. Yet Baptiste had worked out the optimal time when no one was around to smell it. And he knew how to hide things. So a pack of smokes was easy.

With cigarette between fingers, Baptiste turned the page on his tattered, sun-bleached copy of The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus.

From his cell window, he had the perfect view of the front end of the prison complex, including the surrounding roads. The warden had chosen the cell especially for Baptiste. All so an imposter like him could see exactly what freedom looked, smelled and sounded like. Warden Moreau had assumed it would be torture for Baptiste. But putting him in a cell with any kind of view was a mistake on the warden’s part. Never mind allowing him to mix with the other inmates – to do laundry, deliver library books, attend woodwork classes.

It hadn’t taken Baptiste long to work out the weak spots in the prison system. He’d memorised the security routines, delivery times – and now the movements of the guards walking the walls. They would never have been so lax back in Russia.

Baptiste made a small note at the top of the page with a thumb-sized pencil he’d stolen from the woodwork class. As the new shift assumed their positions on the walls, Baptiste took another drag on the cigarette.

Yet, contrary to routine, he heard the key turn in the door to his cell. Baptiste flicked the cigarette out of the window and waved a cloud of smoke out with it. He hopped off his bed, pulled a loose brick out of the wall and slid the book inside.

Baptiste replaced the brick a fraction before a pair of guards appeared in the doorway. With them stood Moreau, a hard-faced imbecile with an old scar above his lip. He dressed like a man from the 1950s and wore his jet-black hair slicked back over his head, obviously dyed. The warden glared at Baptiste as if he’d slept with his wife. Or maybe the man’s only daughter – Baptiste had seen the warden’s wife.

‘To what do I owe this pleasure?’ Baptiste asked with a smile.

Moreau spoke through clenched teeth, like a dog growling over a bone. ‘It’s your lucky day, you piece of Russian shit.’

ADX Federal Penitentiary, Colorado

It was mac and cheese again. A big, stodgy brick of the stuff slapped onto the black plastic meal tray of Maria Rios.

She moved along the line and walked the lonely walk across the canteen full of women in orange jumpsuits. Rios took the slurs, the snarls and a gloop of spit on her tray. Yet she kept her head down and took a seat alone on the end of the bench in the far corner of the canteen.

Rios scooped up a glob of the yellow macaroni gunk and looked it over. What she wouldn’t have given for a nice tamale and a cold beer. With a despairing sigh, Rios put the fork in her mouth and forced herself to chew.

On the next bench, she noticed a pair of inmates sat staring. One was a wiry meth-head with a dead rat for a ponytail and a mouth missing most of its teeth. She had a swastika tattoo on her neck and ran a thumb across her throat. ‘Fucking spick whore,’ the bitch said, as her friend, a shaven-headed woman with a bodybuilder’s arms blew her a kiss.

Rios looked away and back to her meal. She wondered if the women catcalling her knew who she was. Were they simply afraid of her? Or did they just hate Mexicans? Whatever their problem, Rios was comfortable being the outsider. At school, in the army, even her own family. So she continued eating, one tasteless mouthful at a time. Yet the two women continued to bait her. Rios looked over to a nearby guard. He had a face red from the sun and a belly that spilled over his utility belt. The guy stared into space, choosing not to notice. Typical.

She was only six months into her sentence at Aliceville – triple life. And by the looks of them, many of the women in the canteen were lifers too.

The more Rios thought about it, the more it left her with little option. Today was as good a day as any. So she put down her spoon, swallowed her food and took a sip of water. She dabbed a paper napkin to her lips, shifted off the edge of the bench and walked towards the two women, squeezing her fists tight.

Prison wisdom said to find the biggest, baddest bitch in the joint and hit her as hard as you could. But Rios knew better. She made as if to pass by behind the toothless neo-Nazi. At the last second, she grabbed the woman’s greasy ponytail and snapped her head right back. Before the woman could blink, Rios drove a fist into her face, splitting her nose apart. The canteen erupted into frenzy of shouts, screams and trays banging against tables.

The methhead’s steroid-fuelled friend came scrambling over the bench. Rios body-swerved, sending the woman crashing to the floor. As the guards ran to intervene, Rios grabbed her arm and twisted until she screamed. She heard the arm break, then threw a barrage of punches in the woman’s face, each one harder than the last.

She stepped off as the guards descended, the woman writhing on the floor, her meth-head friend a bloody mess with her head in her macaroni. As Rios prepared for contact, the first baton came swinging. Yet, out of nowhere, a strong hand grabbed the guard’s wrist. It belonged to a man with short dark hair and dressed like a spook. He stepped in front of Rios to shield her. The guard stopped in his tracks, the canteen alive with noise. The man was young and good-looking. He took out a piece of paper and held it out in front of him. ‘I’m Michael Harrow, DOJ. She’s being transferred.’

‘The fuck she is,’ the guard said, snatching the document and staring at it in disbelief.

‘That’s your warden’s signature at the bottom,’ Harrow said.

Rios looked down at her right hand. Swelling up fast. Hurting like a bitch.

As the screaming and shouting continued, the man led her out of the canteen, a stiff grip on her arm.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, fighting to free herself.

‘You want to get out of this cesspool?’ her saviour replied.

Rios cradled her injured hand. ‘What do you think?’

‘Then keep walking,’ said the man.

Somewhere in the Northern Sahara

Russell Pope brought the small bowl of rice close to his mouth. What he would have given for some real prison food. Porridge. Meatloaf. Macaroni cheese.

But today it was sheep’s balls. He examined the offending articles. Smooth and white, like alien eggs plonked on top of the rice. Pope picked one up and took a tentative bite. ‘Mm, it’s got an interesting…’ Pope said, retching, ‘texture.’

He spat the first testicle on the sawdust floor and heard a booming laugh to his left. His cellmate, Ahmed, was six-five and had four bellies. A mess of black hair and a jungle for a beard. Pope was the second biggest guy in the small, ramshackle prison. He wondered if they’d put the two of them together so they’d cancel each other out. Ahmed creased over laughing, cross-legged against the wall.

‘Keep laughing, you tub of lard,’ Pope said in his broad Australian accent. He patted his ever-shrinking waistline. ‘When you’re dying of a heart attack, I’ll be rocking an awesome set of abs.’

That was an optimistic way of looking at malnutrition. Pope had lost ten kilos during his spell behind bars. Granted, he’d entered the prison with a spare tyre to lose. But now it was getting worrying.

No stranger to the Middle Eastern climate, he’d got used to the dry desert heat. What his body hadn’t adapted to was the prison food: the taste, the smell or the dreaded trots. He wondered if this was how the sadistic scumbags in charge dealt with overcrowding. They starved you to death and threw your ragged bones to the vultures. With Ahmed, they’d be in for one hell of a wait.

Pope pushed the second testicle aside and grabbed a clump of rice in his fingers. He stuffed the rice in his mouth and chewed. It was like eating week-old rat shit. He swallowed the undercooked rice and picked up some more. Paused as he heard the familiar rattle of a baton over cell bars.

Through the cell bars, four guards marched towards the cell in their pale-green uniforms and boots that left a print. Ahmed stopped laughing. He knew what it meant. They both did.

‘Is it that time again already?’ Pope said over his bowl of rice.

The cell door swung open with a creak and a bang. The guards yelled at Pope and Ahmed not to try anything. One false move and they’d beat the living shit out of them. Pope understood every word of Arabic, though he liked to pretend he didn’t. The guards liked to beat and electrocute him.

Pope flung his bowl aside, jumped to his dirty, bare feet and sprayed them with half-chewed rice through his teeth. As the guards ran at him, he met them halfway, flooring the first man with a right hook. He got another in the guts with a left before the batons rained down. But not enough to subdue him. So they turned to their weapons of choice, their electric batons. A shock to the ribs and he dropped to a knee, watching Ahmed stuff his face with discarded sheep’s balls.

‘Bloody horrible,’ Pope gurned, as he was hauled to his feet.

The guards wrestled and yelled and beat him some more until they had him under control.

‘Where the fuck are you taking me?’ Pope shouted as they dragged him out of the cell.

‘Shut it,’ replied one of the guards with a baton strike to the small of his back.

Pope continued to struggle, but the four guards ran him through the prison and out through a rear door, into the open.

The sun was blinding, the heat far worse than the shade of the cell. The guards bundled Pope out through a prison wall and through a wire fence. Beyond the perimeter, across a stretch of sand, waited a white van with a sliding door wide open. A driver lazed behind the wheel smoking a cigarette. Another man in the back of the van waited with an AK-47.

Pope kept fighting. ‘What the fuck is this?’

The guards threatened to shoot him in the head. They forced him into the van and wrestled him to the floor. The man in the back trained his AK-47 on Pope as the guards placed a black hood over his head. They pulled the drawstring tight around his neck and cuffed his ankles.

He heard the door of the van slide shut. A couple of thumps on the side. The engine revved and the van lurched away. Pope wondered what hole in the desert they were taking him to. They’d clearly got bored of starving him and decided to go straight for a good old-fashioned execution.

Suddenly, sharing a cell with Ahmed didn’t seem so bad.

‘Move and I kill you,’ the man with the AK said.




Chapter 5

Mikhailovka Maximum Security Prison, Northern Siberia

Mikhailovka wasn’t known as the Boneyard for nothing. The barbed wire fences rose higher than in a standard prison. If you made it through one, there were two more in front of you. And that was providing you made it over the inner perimeter wall.

And evaded the crosshairs of trained snipers.

And found your way out of the impenetrable design of the facility.

Then there was the walk to the nearest town. A hundred-mile hike through an unforgiving wilderness of bears, wolves and white-water rivers.

For several months of the year, the warden could have opened the gates and not seen a single inmate walk out. Such were the temperatures in a Siberian winter, no one would make it beyond five miles.

Inside the walls of the Boneyard, the old buildings were stained yellow. The ground was cracked and broken. The one route into the facility was more pothole than road. No one came and went except for staff, supplies and new inmates. The dead were cremated in the incinerator. Inmates were given numbers, their names burned along with their clothes. After all, the only guests of the Boneyard were inmates deemed unfit for the confines of Russia’s maximum security facilities. Those and people the state deemed it necessary to disappear.

One of those inmates hit the brutal concrete yard of Block D. Her name was Prisoner Ninety-Three, a number inherited from a woman stabbed to death with a canteen fork. She breathed heavy, feeling her ribs, her cheek burning hot from a stinging left.

All around her, she saw ragged, filthy white pumps with Velcro straps; shoelaces were too much of a temptation, and the warden didn’t want anyone having an easy exit. Ninety-Three rolled onto her front. She was about to get to her feet when she spotted a rusty nail, bent half over. She crawled forward and slumped on top of it. Pushed off the ground with the flats of her bandaged hands, the nail no longer there.

As she shook off the punch, the all-male crowd bayed for her blood. The chants of kill, kill, kill were among the nicer things aimed in her direction. Thick yellow phlegm was among the worst. It landed on her forehead as she straightened up, courtesy of a grinning, skeletal man, shirtless in the chill of spring. Ninety-Three wiped away the phlegm and flicked it to the ground. Without looking, she threw out a left and connected with the man’s jaw, knocking him senseless into the arms of the roaring crowd.

Ninety-Three squared up again to her opponents – a pair of men in white vests stained brown from old, washed-out sweat and blood. One stood well over six foot. He was broad, and blond as bleach. His friend was short and dark, but no less dangerous for it.

As money changed hands among the crowd, the prison guards watched from the walls of the exercise yard. Ninety-Three beckoned her opponents on. She’d gone at them too fast, trying to finish it early. Now she waited for their first move.

They took the bait. The smaller one first, throwing a left. Ninety-Three shimmied, caught his arm and slammed him to the ground. She held onto the arm and tried to break it, throwing a reverse kick at his onrushing friend. He took that kick in the guts. It didn’t stop him for long. He grabbed her legs and dragged her to the ground. She kicked the man in the groin and drove an elbow into the back of his knee. The bigger man collapsed in agony, yet the smaller one picked himself up and tackled Ninety-Three low to the ground. He got on top of her and tried to punch her face through the concrete. But she parried his blows with crossed forearms and countered with a couple of her own.

Ninety-Three hit faster, harder. Technique over strength. She rolled the man onto his back and drove a straight right into his jaw. It broke easy, but she slammed the back of his skull into the ground for good measure. She left the man alive but finished, finding his larger comrade crawling on all fours. He begged her for mercy. It came in the form of a knee to the temple.

‘Kill that motherfucker!’ an inmate yelled in Russian.

‘Split his fucking head, I wanna see if he’s got any brains,’ came a second cry.

The crowd roared with laughter. From among the six-deep ranks of the jostling inmates, a guard, Dimitri, fought his way to the front, knocking bodies aside with the butt of his rifle. The prisoners knew not to try and wrestle it from him. They’d be gunned down in an instant by the sharpshooters on the walls.

In fact, Ninety-Three had seen it happen only three weeks before. The prison snipers had killed the offending inmate and an innocent bystander, just to make sure everyone got the message. They did. And so Dimitri stood untouched, holding out a thin, razor-sharp shank in his open palm.

Ninety-Three looked over her beaten and bloodied opponents. The guards paid double for a kill. The crowd chanted for her to finish the job. This was her fourth fight in three months. She’d resisted involvement for much longer before signing up.

In her first match, Dimitri had paired her off against a woman from the smaller all-female wing that sat alongside the men’s as part of the same colony. She was a burly, paranoid schizophrenic called Vera. After that, Ninety-Three had fought two women from a neighbouring cell block, before Dimitri realised he needed to make the fights more interesting and lengthen the odds enough if he wanted to make any real money from his colleagues.

Dimitri grabbed Ninety-Three’s hand and opened the fingers of her palm. He pushed the blade into her hand. ‘Do it.’

Ninety-Three looked over her shoulder at the injured men. At the crowd, screaming with all the bloodlust of the Roman Colosseum. She looked up at the sniper rifles trained on her, then at Dimitri. Ninety-Three let the blade fall to the ground. ‘Do it yourself.’

She held out a hand. Dimitri looked up to the walls and nodded. A fellow guard threw an old, white four-litre milk container, half full with vodka. Ninety-Three caught the container. The other inmates yelled for her to share it. Dimitri pushed a handful of prisoners out of the way. ‘Clear a path,’ he said, shaking his head in frustration at Ninety-Three.

She trudged out of the yard, inmates screaming in her ear, trying to snatch the container from her hand. The voices echoed along the dark, dank hallways of Block D as Dimitri led Ninety-Three to her cell.

The heavy cell door slammed shut behind her. Ninety-Three plodded to her bed and flopped down on the end, wincing and feeling the bruising on her ribs. She unscrewed the cap off the container and took a long swig of the vodka. Cheap, local and strong enough to knock out an 800-pound bear.

She looked around her damp cell. Foul-smelling water leaked from a pipe and pooled in the far corner. Mould crept up the walls. And a black rat Ninety-Three had christened Squeak appeared in the thin shaft of light shining through a slit of a window.

Squeak stared at Ninety-Three, nose twitching.

‘What?’ Ninety-Three said in Russian, the language she assumed the rat understood. ‘It’s one drink,’ she continued, knocking back another slug of vodka.

Squeak kept staring, nose twitching.

‘Okay, one big drink,’ Ninety-Three added.

Squeak sniffed the air and scurried away into a hole in the base of the wall.

‘Fine, be that way,’ Ninety-Three said, swigging more and more. ‘See if I care.’

Over the course of an hour, Ninety-Three worked her way through the container. She forced herself to screw the cap back on and set it down by the bed. She was suitably drunk already. And she’d need the rest to get her through the night. Through the faces and memories that visited her after lights out. Like ghosts they came in the chilled midnight air. And tonight was no different. As the waking nightmares came, the cold invaded her bones under her tattered, stale blanket. Ninety-Three reached for the container and began her second round of drinking.

Her furry friend was done filling his belly on her ignored dinner of cold cabbage and potatoes. The guard had pushed it as usual through a hatch in the base of the door. Squeak had taken full advantage. He knocked over a plastic cup of water and darted across the floor, disappearing once again.

‘You only want me for my food,’ Ninety-Three slurred, slugging her way through the rest of the vodka. Feeling dizzy from the alcohol, she reached under her hard, bare mattress and pulled out the rusty nail stolen from the prison yard. She held it in the pale creep of moonlight. It was either the nail, a slow, painful failure of her liver – or worse, spend the rest of her life in the same rotten place. Not knowing when they were going to come for you. To march you along the corridors to the Administration Wing. To read out your charges. To put a gun to the back of your head. To drag your body away and throw it in the furnace while a cleaner mopped up the blood.

No one actually saw what went on in the Administration Wing, but it wasn’t known as the Mausoleum for nothing.

Ninety-Three stared at the nail. At least this way she got to call the shots, to end the nightmares. So she carried on drinking until she emptied the container. Feeling numb, her eyes were drawn into the darkness. Ninety-Three felt his presence. He’d come to watch her do it. Tonight was the night.

Ninety-Three let the container fall to the floor. She held the inside of her left wrist out in the light. Brought the rough, blunt end of the nail to her skin. She paused as she heard distant footsteps. The echo of guards’ jackboots over hard corridor floors.

Ninety-Three held the cool, grooved metal of the nail to her skin and took a deep breath, head spinning, eyes red with tears.

‘Do it,’ she said to herself. ‘Do it, you fucking pussy.’

She dug the point of the nail into her skin. It broke. A trickle of blood, as black as a Siberian night.

But the noise of the boots grew louder. Marching in unison, they had to be for her.

Ninety-Three’s cell was at the end of the corridor. The only one at this end of the block. It was now or never. She dug the nail deeper into her wrist. Bit down on her own pain. It was harder than she thought. The end of the nail too blunt to make it quick. She sawed into her skin, trying to puncture the artery. The boots reached the other side of the door. She sawed faster, harder, deeper.

There was a low, metallic thunk as a bolt unlocked. A yawning of the cell door.

Two guards, as broad as they were tall, appeared in the doorway shining flashlights on her face. She turned away from the blinding beams, continuing to carve.

‘Shit!’ one of the guards said.

The pair of them moved fast across the cell. Ninety-Three gouged in a frenzy, laughing and screaming as they wrestled with her for the nail. Too drunk to fight with any coordination, she bit one of the guards on the shoulder and headbutted another in the nose.

Still, the guards won the contest. A third joined in and they dragged her out of the cell and along the corridor, a trail of blood following in their wake.

In the midst of the scramble, Ninety-Three lost her grip on the nail. The third guard grabbed hold of her forearm. He held it up and squeezed it tight, trying to stem the flow of blood from the open vein.

Ninety-Three felt cold and weak as they broke out of the corridor and across the yard. They hurried through a light mist of rain, breath fogging the air. The Administration Wing was a low-lying brown building at the rear of the prison. It resembled a Seventies office block. She dipped in and out of consciousness as they dragged her along the corridors of the Mausoleum. She looked down and saw her feet moving, but with no feeling.

At this rate of bleeding, there would be no trial. How Warden Blokhin would hate that.



Ninety-Three came round on a gurney in a small, boxy medical bay – woozy at first, but her senses sharpening.

She checked her left wrist. A fresh white bandage. The bleeding had been stopped and her arm cleaned up. Ninety-Three went to move, felt the room spin and put a foot on the floor. The spinning stopped, yet weakness persisted. She noticed the two guards standing in front of the door. They’d patched her up just to read out her charges. Soon would come the bullet. An execution looked better on the books than a suicide.

After a few minutes, the door opened. The guards straightened up as a middle-aged man in a black suit and tie entered, a file in his hand. He was rotund, balding and tired-looking, like he’d been pulled from his bed.

The man looked at Ninety-Three and turned to the guards. ‘Bring her through.’

The guards took hold of Ninety-Three, who offered up no resistance. Her fight was over. They led her into an interrogation room with a clock on the back wall: 1:07 a.m. Was that all?

The guards sat Ninety-Three down at the table. The man in the suit took a seat across from her. He took a pen from the inside of his jacket and clicked out the nib. ‘My name’s Egor.’

‘So?’ Ninety-Three said, assuming he was there to sign off her execution. She looked at the clock over Egor’s shoulder, counting the last seconds of her life ticking by. She felt nothing in particular, other than an urge to get on with it.

Egor opened the file. Inside was her photo on a sheet of paper, alongside what appeared to be her service record. The sight of it made her stomach turn. Ninety-Three didn’t want to think of that woman. That was someone else.

Mercifully, Egor turned the page. He took out a document several pages long.

‘Are we gonna do this or what?’ Ninety-Three slurred.

‘In a moment,’ Egor replied.

‘Just read out the fucking charges.’

Ninety-Three tried to rest her weight on an elbow. Her arm missed the table edge and she fell forward. One of the guards moved to steady her. She shook him off. ‘I’m fine. Just read me my charges.’

Egor looked confused.

Ninety-Three turned to the guards. ‘And shoot me here,’ she said, pointing to the base of her skull. ‘Here, understand? So I won’t feel it.’

Egor leaned forward in his chair. ‘This isn’t a trial hearing.’

‘Then what is it, Egor?’

‘It’s…’ Egor toyed with the document in front of him. ‘I’m not actually sure. I’ve never done this before.’

‘Ugh, just fucking tell me already,’ Ninety-Three groaned. ‘I’m tired.’

‘Oh, you’re tired?’ Egor complained. He turned the document around to face Ninety-Three. He tapped the top sheet. ‘This is your pardon.’

‘Pardon?’ Ninety-Three said.

‘A pardon, yes.’

‘No, I mean, pardon? A what?’

‘All you have to do is sign,’ Egor continued.

Ninety-Three straightened up in her chair. She looked for a logo, a letterhead. The document looked official, but with no header. ‘Is this some kind of trick?’

‘No trick,’ Egor said. ‘Just sign.’

Ninety-Three pushed the document away. ‘I don’t want a pardon.’

Egor looked stunned. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Take me back to my cell now, please,’ Ninety-Three said to the guards.

‘You don’t seem to understand,’ Egor said. ‘The pardon is mandatory.’

‘Mandatory?’ Ninety-Three convulsed into laughter. This was Warden Blokhin all over. She dropped her forehead to the table and laughed until her ribs hurt, which wasn’t long considering it was only hours since the fight.

When she ran out of tears, Ninety-Three looked up from the table. ‘You’re serious?’

‘You have to sign,’ Egor said, pushing the papers back towards her.

Ninety-Three shook her head and picked up the pen. She turned the page. The document was in Cyrillic, the words blurred and swimming around the page. She tried to focus, but reading made her feel sick.

Ninety-Three hesitated. ‘There’s got to be a catch.’

‘There is a condition, yes,’ said Egor.

‘And you didn’t think to mention it?’

‘Look,’ Egor sighed, shoulders sagging. ‘It’s late. I’m tired. When you sign, I go home. And besides, you can read for yourself.’

‘Of course,’ Ninety-Three lied, straightening up. ‘But I want to hear it from you. What’s the sting in the tail?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Egor replied. ‘Some kind of project. A mission, I think.’

‘Mission?’

‘I don’t have that information.’

‘Bullshit.’

Egor shook his head and consulted his watch. ‘I was told to put the contract in front of you and get you to sign. That’s all.’

Ninety-Three forced herself to read the papers. The language was vague legal jargon.

Egor rested his arms on the desk. ‘Whatever it is, it can’t be worse than here.’

After further struggle, Ninety-Three managed to focus and decipher the bones of the contract. She leaned back in her chair, as if recoiling from an unpleasant meal. ‘No, uh-uh. I don’t do that any more.’

‘Don’t or won’t?’ Egor asked.

Ninety-Three felt her breath shorten, her chest tight as if being squeezed. The waking nightmare flashed in her head. The faces of the dead. ‘Can’t.’

‘Even for your freedom?’ Egor said.

‘Four walls don’t make a prison,’ Ninety-Three replied.

The point was lost on Egor. ‘Huh?’

‘It’s a no,’ Ninety-Three confirmed. ‘Final answer.’

Egor sighed and nodded at the guards.

Ninety-Three heard the man behind her unclip his sidearm holster. Feeling the cold, hard muzzle against her temple, she turned in her seat. ‘I told you,’ she said, grabbing the barrel of the gun and jamming it into the base of her skull. ‘Do it here.’

The guard appeared lost. The three men in the room exchanged shrugs. Egor closed his eyes and cursed. He motioned for the guard to lower his pistol, who withdrew the P-96 duty weapon and returned it to its holster.

Egor’s chair screeched back as he walked away from the table.

‘Come on, pull the trigger,’ Ninety-Three yelled. ‘You’ve got a home to go to.’

Egor took a phone from his jacket pocket and called a number. He paced left and right across the back of the room. ‘Sir, she won’t sign,’ Egor said in a hushed tone. He glanced over his shoulder to the table. ‘Yes, I told her… No, we tried that… It’s almost like she wanted us to do it… Look, sir, are you sure you want this one? She’s a wreck. She tried to—’ Egor paused and listened. He returned to the desk and grabbed the pen. ‘How do you spell that?’ Egor scribbled something on the top sheet of the document in blue ballpoint. He dropped the pen on the desk. ‘Are you sure this will work?’ he asked. ‘Okay, sir. Yes, yes. I will call you back as soon as—’ Egor looked at the phone as if he’d been hung up on. He returned to his seat, turned the document around and pushed it under Ninety-Three’s nose.

Ninety-Three leaned in close to read Egor’s messy handwriting. There were two words written down towards the top of the paper.

The first was Nurian. The second was Serik.

A raw electric current charged through her nervous system. Her breathing shallowed. Her heart pounded. Her fists clenched. She picked up the pen and turned to the back of the document.

She scrawled her signature, dropped the pen and looked up at Egor. ‘When do I start?’




Chapter 6

Geneva, Switzerland

The sun was a pale red circle rising through a veil of clouds.

The first of the planes appeared in the distance – a Bombardier 6000 private jet. It touched down and came to a slow roll at the end of the runway. As it taxied around in their direction, the five UN representatives stood in a line in front of their chauffeur-driven cars.

‘Tell me this wasn’t a bad idea,’ Longstaff said to Hill.

Hill replied with a shrug and a sip on her drive-through coffee.

‘Come on, Trevor,’ Popov said, hands dug in the pockets of his black suit trousers. ‘This can’t be the worst thing you’ve ever done.’

‘High treason?’ Longstaff huffed. ‘Oh no, not at all.’

Zhao smoked a cigarette. ‘How did you convince the secretary general?’ he asked Blanc between drags.

The French representative pulled the lapels of her navy overcoat tight to her neck and pushed the breeze out of her hair. ‘It was easy,’ she said, watching the second plane glide into view. ‘I told him that if he didn’t, I’d never sleep with him again.’

Popov choked on his vodka-laced coffee.

‘That and the threat of nuclear war,’ Blanc continued.

‘Well, there is that,’ Hill said, watching the second plane arrive.

In the space of an hour, four more private jets came in to land. They completed a full set of six, arranged in a semicircle across the tarmac from the delegates. An orange airport bus trundled into view and parked off to the right. Its doors opened and the driver climbed out and lit a cigarette. A handful of UN peacekeepers waited on board in blue-grey fatigues, armed with assault rifles.

‘So, who goes first?’ Blanc asked.

‘How about all at the same time?’ Hill suggested.

Zhao nodded with a satisfied grunt. Longstaff and Popov concurred. They each took out a phone and made a call to their people.

One by one, the doors on the idling jets opened, staircases lowering to the ground. The first person to appear was Yuri Baptiste, freed by Dominique Blanc. He looked impeccable in a dark-blue suit and white open-necked shirt. He strolled down the steps in handcuffs with a young male assistant of Blanc’s in tow.

‘Is that what they wear in your prisons?’ Popov asked of Baptiste’s attire.

‘We arrested him at the Louvre,’ Blanc said. ‘An art exhibition.’

‘You don’t burn the clothes?’ Zhao asked.

‘Burn a Givenchy?’ Blanc said in disbelief. ‘Certainement pas.’

The second of the trades appeared in the doorway of a Learjet with gold Arabic writing on the fuselage.

‘The Australian, he one of yours?’ Popov asked Hill.

She nodded. ‘He was a private contractor protecting US personnel. So technically, yes.’

‘Looks like you found him in a cave,’ Zhao said.

Hill warmed her hands on her coffee cup. ‘You’re not far off.’

Russell Pope shuffled down the steps and looked up at the sky. He took a giant gulp of air, as if relieved.

Next appeared Sunny Wells, dressed as if fresh from a morning jog. Then Maria Rios, swamped by an orange jumpsuit, her hand in a bandage. She plodded down the stairs with one of the hired security men Hill had dispatched to Colorado.

Like Rios, Isobel Lim appeared in her prison uniform – light-blue bottoms and a white vest. Her hands were cuffed, an armed guard in a black stab vest accompanying Zhao’s pencil-thin male assistant.

Zhao puffed out his cheeks as he considered Lim. ‘Whose idea was it to release her?’

Longstaff scowled across the line at Zhao. ‘Yours, remember?’

‘I must have been drunk,’ Zhao said, blowing smoke from his nostrils.

‘Where’s your second one?’ Blanc asked Hill.

‘I don’t know,’ Hill said, eying the remaining jet with concern.

‘Why do you get two, anyway?’ Zhao asked.

Hill cracked a smile. ‘Because it was my idea.’

‘This one’s worth at least three,’ Popov said.

‘Tell it to Gilmore,’ Hill said. ‘She’s the number one draft pick.’

The sixth and final trade appeared in the doorway of her jet, direct from Siberia. With a bandaged left wrist and straggling blond hair in a ponytail, she swayed like a drunk at closing time. Her blue eyes shot red and her face white like a ghoul, she sported filthy prison clothes caked in blood. The woman staggered down the stairs and blinked into the light as if she’d just woken up.

‘Jesus,’ Hill murmured.

‘How many’s she had?’ asked Longstaff.

‘Prisoner Ninety-Three,’ Popov said with a rueful shake of the head. ‘Can’t believe we’re handing her over.’

As Hill’s last prisoner stepped onto the tarmac, the new arrivals stood waiting at the foot of the stairs to their planes. All except Lim, held on her knees with an M4 rifle to the back of her head.

Longstaff ran a hand over his craggy old face and motioned to the assembled prisoners. ‘This is what we’re pinning our hopes on?’

‘I was definitely drunk,’ said Zhao.

‘Let’s get on with it,’ Hill replied, signalling her two assistants. ‘I’ve got a busy day.’

The other delegates each raised a hand. Their assistants nudged their respective prisoners on in the direction of the airport bus. They trudged in single file across the runway. The armed UN guard pulled Lim to her feet and marched her at gunpoint. She shuffled in chains, a safe distance behind the others.

One at a time, the prisoners boarded the bus. Still in cuffs, but otherwise released. Lim’s armed guard looked as if he couldn’t wait to get away from her. She followed Ninety-Three onto the bus and the doors closed.

As the delegates’ assistants hurried over to join their superiors, the bus set off and pulled around in a circle.

‘Well, that’s it,’ Longstaff said, breaking from the group. ‘Let’s hope to God this works.’

‘See you in the next emergency meeting,’ Hill replied, as the delegates walked to their cars.

‘If I don’t see you in the nuclear bunker,’ Longstaff said.

‘Jeez, cheer up, Trevor,’ Hill said. ‘You’ll live longer.’

Popov paused in front of his car. ‘A smile won’t save you from a nuke.’

‘Or The Hague,’ Zhao added, grinding the last of his cigarette under a polished heel.

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,’ Hill said, as the delegates slipped inside their cars. As she settled into the plush leather surroundings of the stretch Mercedes, hope was all she had.




Chapter 7

As the airport bus cruised away from the site of the handover, the jets were already turning around, ready to take off back to their home bases. Space was tight on board and air in short supply. Or maybe it was all in Prisoner Ninety-Three’s head. The thumping pain in her skull had moved around to the back – a sign it was on its way out of the door. But the deep sense of unease in her gut mixed with an itching impatience in every nerve. Sleep on the plane had come in fits and starts. And there was still enough vodka inside her to start a fire.

She glanced around the bus at the five strangers, all in handcuffs. Armed UN soldiers in fatigues and blue berets stood in close attendance, fingers never too far from triggers. Her memory of the contract she’d signed in Siberia was hazy at best. Ninety-Three remembered the words mission, deniable and the two that mattered – Nurian Serik. Now she wondered if the others had signed the same piece of paper.

The defrosted caveman was the first to speak up, eyes and features lost in a wilderness of overgrown beard and hair. Ninety-Three noticed his bare feet were calloused. His ragged pyjamas looked as if they were once white.

‘Is anyone else suing their travel rep?’ the caveman asked in a thick Australian accent. He smiled, waiting for a laugh that never came, and shrugged. ‘Sorry for trying to lighten the mood.’

Ninety-Three leaned forward and peered out of the front window of the bus. The line of black cars ahead of them peeled away. The people inside didn’t appear to be intelligence agency bosses. More like politicians. And even at a distance, she was sure she recognised one of the women. Yes, she’d seen her on the news – Violetta Hill, a US senator.

But what was she doing here, mixed up in whatever this was? Considering the climate and the size of the airport, Ninety-Three figured they had to be in a major European city. She checked for clues to their location.

‘Sit back,’ the guard nearest her said.

He was tall, with a Roman nose. Rifle barrel pointed to the floor, but hands tense on the gun.

‘Why the military escort?’ an articulate British voice asked. ‘Thought we were supposed to be free.’

‘We’re here to transport you,’ the guard said. ‘Not to answer questions.’

Ninety-Three turned to see the Brit was a handsome black man in tattered sweats with smiling eyes and strong cheekbones only a day past clean-shaven.

‘Hey, I’m Sunny,’ he nodded. ‘Sunny Wells.’

She hesitated to speak. It had been such a long time since anyone had spoken to her like a human. She was used to numbers now, not names, and had almost forgotten her own. She didn’t know what to say, so said nothing.

‘What, you don’t have a name?’ Wells persisted.

Out of sheer social protocol, Ninety-Three forced out a word. ‘Sam.’

‘Just Sam?’

‘Driver,’ she continued. ‘Sam Driver.’

It felt like someone else’s name. A dead woman’s name she’d taken. But what was she going to do, call herself Ninety-Three? Unused to eye contact, Driver averted her gaze through the window and listened to the UN peacekeepers talk among themselves. They spoke French and seemed particularly concerned with the other two female passengers.

One was East Asian – Chinese, if Driver had to guess. She was slender and beautiful. It was hard to gauge her age, but she had to be late twenties to mid-thirties. The woman had her own personal guard and cuffs around her ankles, secured with a chain. She gave nothing away and Driver didn’t blame her. She felt much the same way, preferring to stay quiet until she knew more about the situation. She’d already revealed too much in stating her name.

Driver glanced over at the Latina. Late twenties at the absolute most, with a busted right hand and a bandage that needed replacing. She had the air of a disgruntled teen, her head down and a youthful face cast in a scowl that seemed terminal.

She caught Driver staring. ‘What?’

As the bus pulled onto a link road and up onto a flyover, Driver refocused on her surroundings. The presence of road signs in both French and German suggested Switzerland.

An ‘Explore Geneva’ billboard loomed into view.

‘Well that solves the mystery of where we are,’ the remaining prisoner said. Dressed in a tailored suit with groomed greying facial hair and a suave, salt-and-pepper side parting, the man oozed class. Whether it was natural or cultivated, Driver couldn’t tell.

He spoke well, but his accent was strange. French, but with an Eastern European flavour.

‘Ripper,’ the Australian said, looking at the billboard. ‘I’ve always wanted to see Belgium.’

The Frenchman gave him a look that could wilt lettuce.

‘What’s your problem?’ the Australian snorted.

‘You think I’m the one with the problem?’ the Frenchman countered, as the bus rolled down over the flyover.

It turned into a side road between airport terminal buildings and waited at a red light. Another bus stopped alongside, packed full of early-morning vacationers. The passengers gawped open-mouthed at the soldiers and prisoners on Driver’s bus.

‘So am I the only one wondering where this bus is headed?’ the Australian asked.

‘They said I was going to Disneyland,’ answered Wells.

Driver almost found the joke funny, but her headache begged to differ.

‘If it’s that Magic Kingdom shit, shoot me now,’ the Latina chuntered.

The Frenchman regarded Driver and the others with a disparaging look. ‘Wherever it is, let’s hope they’ve got soap.’

As the light turned green, the Latina flashed him a one-fingered salute. The bus pulled into a bay, tucked away at the rear of a faceless building. The doors hissed open and the peacekeepers ushered Driver and the others off in single file.

They herded the group through a side door and along a long maze of corridors, as if they were making a transfer to another flight. The building looked like a disused terminal. It was slow going with the East Asian woman shuffling behind. The guards stopped the group for her to catch up.

‘This is bloody painful,’ said the Australian. ‘Can’t you remove her restraints?’

The guards looked at each other, unsure.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ said the Brit.

‘Come on,’ Driver moaned, tired enough to curl up right there on the floor. ‘Where’s there to run to?’

‘Exactly, we’re in bloody Belgium,’ the Australian said.

Roman Nose muttered unflattering asides in his native tongue.

The Australian turned to the suave man. ‘Here, you speak Frog. What did the bloke say?’

The Frenchman blanked him, pretending not to hear.

‘The sooner we get out of here the better,’ Roman Nose said to his fellow peacekeepers. Reluctantly, a guard removed the Asian woman’s ankle cuffs and the group pushed on along the corridor. After another left and right, the peacekeepers stopped them outside a pair of white double doors.

One of the guards spoke into his radio. ‘Your package has arrived.’

The group waited until the doors buzzed and unlocked. The guards opened both and pushed Driver and the others into an abandoned terminal gate. The room was long and wide with a purple-pattern carpet. Frosted glass let in the light but obscured the view from outside.

In the middle of the room sat a huddle of desks with a handful of people dressed like office workers. From behind their computer monitors, they looked up and stared at the visiting group.

Standing in front of the desks was a silver-haired man with arms folded, his white shirtsleeves rolled up and tie slung low around his neck. His usual look, Driver thought. Bryan Gilmore hadn’t changed a bit.




Chapter 8

Driver locked eyes with Gilmore as he strode towards the group. One half of her wanted to cry on his shoulder, another wanted to choke him to death. She sucked whatever feelings she had back inside and played it cool. Now was not the time.

Gilmore appeared to feel the same way. He strode back and forth along the bedraggled group. He sucked the air through his teeth, stopped in front of them with his hands on his hips. ‘Jesus,’ he murmured, before motioning to the guards. ‘All right, remove the cuffs.’

Roman Nose nodded towards the East Asian woman. ‘Even this one?’

‘Even her,’ Gilmore said.

‘Everyone’s funeral,’ the British man whispered.

It suggested they already knew each other, which only added to the intrigue of the situation.

As the peacekeepers got around to removing her cuffs, Driver should have felt a sense of liberation. But it was too early for that.

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ Gilmore said to the guards. ‘We’ll take it from here.’ They left in a hurry, conversing in French. Driver heard the words ‘madman’, ‘idiot’, ‘she’ll kill them all’ as they disappeared through the doors.

As the doors clicked shut, Gilmore addressed the group. ‘Some of you might be thinking of running. And I can’t say I blame you… But I’m trusting you not to.’

‘Trust has got nothing to do with it. We’re here because we cut a deal,’ replied the Frenchman.

The Australian looked around in confusion. ‘What deal?’

‘You should have signed a contract,’ said Gilmore.

‘I was thrown in the back of a bloody van,’ the Australian replied.

Gilmore shook his head in frustration. ‘We’ll print you off a spare. You can sign it before we start.’

‘Well all right, then,’ the Australian said. He paused a beat. ‘A contract for what?’

‘For something they can’t get anyone else to do,’ the British man said. ‘I’m assuming that’s why we all arrived in cuffs.’

‘You can get back on the plane to Tianjin if you prefer,’ Gilmore growled. ‘I’ll have the jet turn around.’

Driver felt her patience wearing thin. ‘Can we cut to the chase? What’s the job?’

‘We’ll get to that after you’ve had your medicals,’ Gilmore replied.

‘The least you can do is introduce us,’ the Australian said, winking at Driver, Lim and Rios. ‘G’day ladies, I’m Russell.’

Gilmore threw his hands in the air. ‘Sure, why not? Let’s start with Samantha Driver.’

Driver felt all eyes turn to her.

‘Ex-naval aviator and CIA field agent working narcotics and terrorism,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Captured in Kazakhstan and sold to the Russians.’

Gilmore moved onto the British man. ‘Sunny Wells, former SBS Commander, MI5 agent and latterly an operative of MI6. Caught spying on the Chinese and held without trial.’

Gilmore fixed his attention on the man in the suit. ‘Yuri Baptiste, Russian double agent, spying on the French for the past twenty years. Imprisoned for the last eighteen months.’

‘You haven’t mentioned the giant-ass elephant in the room,’ Rios said, as if reading Driver’s mind.

‘Yeah, what the hell is she doing here?’ Wells added, eyeing the East Asian woman with disdain.

‘Ah yes, Isobel Lim,’ Gilmore said.

‘The Isobel Lim?’ Baptiste glanced at Lim and edged away from her side.

She rolled her eyes in response, like a woman who was sick of the same, stuck record.

Gilmore wore a pained expression as he spoke, as if the inclusion of Lim hadn’t been his idea. Driver wondered who she could be, and what she could have done.

Gilmore went ahead and filled in the blanks. ‘For all of you not acquainted with Miss Lim, she was the go-to assassin of the Chinese MSS,’ he said. ‘That is until she went rogue and began hiring herself out to the highest bidder.’

‘Nothing wrong with a bit of contracting,’ the Australian remarked.

‘Speaking of mercenaries,’ Gilmore continued. ‘This charming individual is Russell Pope, Australian special forces. Worked for a US private security contractor in Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya. Captured in Tripoli in the hope the Americans would make a trade.’

‘I’m guessing they didn’t,’ quipped Baptiste, drawing a sarcastic sneer from Pope.

‘And finally, we have Maria Rios.’ Gilmore motioned to the woman in the orange jumpsuit.

‘I’ve heard of you,’ Driver said. ‘When I was working the cartels.’

Rios narrowed her eyes. ‘Oh yeah, what did you hear, weta?’

‘I heard you were a sicario, a hired killer for the cartels,’ Driver continued. ‘El Silenciador, isn’t that what they call you?’

‘I’m called a lot of things,’ Rios said, giving nothing away.

‘I heard you killed some of our agents – CIA, DEA…’ Driver watched for a reaction, but Rios didn’t blink.

Gilmore broke the silence. ‘Miss Rios was one of the first women to make it into the Mexican special forces. She later became a SWAT team sniper for the federal police out of Juárez, before recently running into trouble on the American side of the border…’ Gilmore looked at Rios’ bandage. ‘Which do you shoot with?’

Rios held up her injured hand.

‘Oh great,’ Gilmore muttered. ‘But anyhow, that’s the meet and greet over, let’s get you cleaned up.’

Driver stepped forward out of line. ‘How about you tell us what the fuck’s going on?’

‘Yeah,’ Wells said. ‘Yesterday, I was counting the screams coming from the next cell. Today I’m stood in an airport terminal in Geneva. Why’d you pull us all out?’

‘The Pommy bastard’s right,’ Pope added. ‘You need to tell us what’s happening, mate.’

‘I’m not your mate and I don’t need to tell you anything,’ Gilmore replied. ‘Especially not when you smell like the inside of a camel’s asshole.’

Driver wasn’t the only one to smirk as Pope sniffed his own armpit.

‘The same goes for all of you,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Anna will show you the way.’

As Anna beckoned the group, Driver split from the others and approached Gilmore. He seemed as uncomfortable with her return as her desire for answers. ‘Shit, Sam. I know we haven’t had time to—’

‘What the hell happened in Kazakhstan?’ she asked. ‘Was there a mole, or what?’

Gilmore appeared lost for answers. ‘I wish I could tell you,’ he replied, dropping his head in shame. ‘They shut us down after the mission. Everyone thought you were—’

‘It shouldn’t have stopped you asking,’ Driver said.

‘No, but it did stop the Agency answering my calls,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Look, I know you’re angry about what happened to you.’

‘I don’t care about me, I’m angry about Tom,’ Driver snapped back. ‘I survived. He didn’t.’

‘Tom knew what he was getting into, Sam. And I’m not gonna lie, I’m just glad you’re here. It’s two years since the Agency booted me out and I’ve spent every damn one thinking about what went wrong.’

Driver realised she was projecting her frustrations onto Gilmore. It wasn’t his fault the mission had gone awry, or that the CIA had buried any record of the operation. It was standard protocol. What else did she expect?

‘You’d better get cleaned up,’ Gilmore said.

Driver felt her temper cool. She caught up with the others, trudging behind Anna through a door on the right and along a long sterile corridor.

Driver knew Anna Patel from her Langley days. They weren’t friends, but they’d shared coffee on occasion, traded office gossip and swapped tales about the weekend.

‘You can take a shower through here,’ Anna said, leading them into what must once have been a staff locker room. There were two rows of benches in the centre and showers off to the side. Driver couldn’t wait to feel the blast of a hot shower, to finally tear off her prison clothes.

‘It’s mixed gender,’ Anna said, as they spread out across the room. ‘I hope you don’t—’

‘Nope,’ Pope said, dropping his pants. He peeled off his prison top to reveal old scars, new bruises and a starved set of abs. He looked like a man who’d lost a lot of weight fast, yet at six-four and broad-shouldered, couldn’t help but be big.

Anna pushed a laundry cart out into the middle of the room. ‘Drop your clothes in here when you’re done.’

Lim broke her silence. ‘What are we supposed to wear?’ she asked in perfect English.

Anna tapped a pile of folded clothes in cellophane wrap, waiting for them on the end of a bench. ‘We got your sizes from your service records. Hopefully they’ll fit.’

Baptiste inspected the clothing like it was something he’d stepped in. ‘Are you serious?’

Anna shrugged. ‘Best I could do at short notice.’

‘The men can go in first,’ Driver said, nodding towards the showers. ‘Us ladies will hang back.’

‘Plenty of room for all of us,’ Pope replied, naked and proud.

Lim pointed at his penis. ‘I’m not showering with that.’

Rios’ sneer broke momentarily into a half-smile.

‘Suit yourselves,’ Pope muttered, shuffling off into the showers.

Driver flopped onto the hard wooden bench and prised her pumps off her tired, aching feet. She watched as the remaining men peeled out of their clothes and disappeared into the showers. Baptiste had perfect skin and a lithe body for a man of his age. And Wells, a mess of healed lash marks over his broad, muscular back, was in excellent shape.

Anna hovered awkwardly near Driver. ‘About Kazakhstan, I—’

‘That’s still classified,’ Driver said, standing a little too quickly. The last dregs of the booze lingered in her system – her electrolytes depleted. She steadied herself and squeezed Anna on the arm. ‘But yeah, me too.’




Chapter 9

After a shower and a medical, Driver and the others gathered in what constituted a briefing room. Driver took the third seat along on a row of six. With the lights turned down, Gilmore and Anna stood in front of a projector screen, waiting for them to settle. For the first time in years, she felt almost human again. Well, in spite of the obvious.

‘What the hell am I looking at?’ Gilmore shook his head at the assembled line.

‘Duty free,’ Anna said. ‘It’s all they had.’

Driver looked along the line. The other five wore the same as her: Bermuda shorts, flip-flops and an ‘I Heart Geneva’ T-shirt.

‘They look like they’re on day release,’ Gilmore said.

Rios shrugged. ‘It’s an upgrade on the jumpsuit.’

‘I like it,’ Pope said, his chestnut hair frizzy and wild from the shower.

Driver sipped on an electrolyte drink in a plastic beaker given to her and the others by the medical staff. They’d checked her over and replaced the stitching in her wrist without asking how it happened. Doubtless Gilmore had instructed them not to ask questions.

Driver got the feeling that very few people knew about this arrangement. And that she and the others weren’t supposed to be there at all.

Gilmore confirmed her suspicions. ‘So you want to know what those contracts really mean?’ he said, pacing like a drill sergeant. ‘They mean you’re dead.’

‘Ah shit, this is hell, isn’t it?’ Pope groaned like a guilty man.

Baptiste tugged at his shorts with disdain. ‘That would explain these.’

‘Officially dead,’ Gilmore continued. ‘As far as the outside world’s concerned, all six of you died while incarcerated.’

‘So, what,’ Wells said, ‘you putting together some kind of elite task force?’

Gilmore opened a thin brown folder and leafed through the contents. ‘If by elite task force, you mean six out-of-shape ex-cons who failed their physicals and psychometrics, then yeah, you’re an elite task force.’

‘Hey, some of us were serving our countries,’ Wells countered, with a sideways glance at Rios and Lim.

‘Too right,’ Pope muttered. ‘I’m a bloody war hero.’

‘You were a mercenary for hire,’ Gilmore replied. ‘And no one forced any of you to pick up a gun.’

Driver stared at the carpet. ‘Maybe we got what we deserved.’

Baptiste pinched the front of his T-shirt. ‘No one deserves this.’

‘Tales of woe aside,’ Gilmore continued, ‘did any of your assorted shitholes have CNN?’ His question was met with a stony silence. ‘Then let me bring you up to speed.’ Gilmore snatched a clicker off the desk. He pointed it at the projector screen. An image came up of an office building after a large explosion. ‘This is what’s left of the Russian embassy in Washington. Long story short, the Russians are blaming it on the Americans.’ He clicked again. An image of a second building. The aftermath of another devastating impact. ‘This is the US embassy in Moscow. America is accusing Russia, claiming it’s a revenge-attack following Washington. The White House is denying it, of course.’

‘Was it us?’ Driver asked, only to check herself. ‘Sorry, old habit… Was it the CIA?’

‘The UN line is that a third party is to blame,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Our intel suggests this man was at the centre of both attacks.’

He pointed and clicked. A man’s photograph flashed up. An image taken of him from a distance, dressed for the desert with a rifle on his back, talking to a pair of associates.

Memories of Kazakhstan invaded Driver’s mind. Tom’s face. His dying body. Being dragged to a pickup by her feet.

‘That’s Nurian Serik,’ Wells said.

‘You’re familiar with his work?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Of course,’ said Pope. ‘He’s the leader of Jan Seven.’

‘Jan Seven?’ Rios asked.

‘January Seven,’ Baptiste explained. ‘Libyan terror group. Named after the date it was formed.’

‘Pretty unimaginative if you ask me,’ Pope said.

Gilmore turned the clicker over in his hand. ‘Imaginative or not, Serik, ex-Kazakh intelligence, founded the group with his buddy, Abbas Jemal, now deceased. Until the US flushed terrorism out of Kazakhstan in the early noughties, Serik and Jemal were making a tidy profit as terrorists for hire. After that, they went where the action was, setting up camp in Libya and hiring themselves out to everyone from the jihadis to the Russians. As the money came in, their numbers grew. And Serik set up sleeper cells all over the world.’

‘So not exactly UNICEF,’ Rios said.

‘Jan Seven is behind some of the worst terror attacks in the last ten years,’ Driver added.

‘Point is,’ Gilmore continued, ‘we suspect Serik may be behind these latest attacks.’

Baptiste nodded at the screen. ‘On what evidence?’

Gilmore crossed his arms and paced the floor. ‘Three months ago, a defector from January Seven informed the UN that Serik had activated two sleeper cells. One in Washington State and the other in St Petersburg. Our thinking is that they built the bombs and used radicalised US and Russian ex-servicemen to gain access to both facilities and plant the devices.’ Gilmore stopped in front of the group. ‘After that, they staged the suicide of both men.’

‘That way no one squawks,’ Rios muttered to herself.

Driver looked up at Gilmore. ‘Two huge scalps. Why didn’t anyone claim responsibility?’

‘That’s the million-dollar question,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Surely the intelligence community has this information,’ Wells said.

Anna shook her head. ‘Contacts on the ground will share information with the UN they wouldn’t ordinarily with national intelligence agencies.’

‘How come?’ Pope asked.

‘Because they don’t hate their guts,’ Lim answered.

‘Then pass the intel onto the CIA, the SVR, or both,’ said Baptiste. ‘Simple.’

‘UN intelligence already made contact,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Both agencies said the same thing. That it’s circumstantial at best, and they don’t go after the Seriks of this world based on the say-so of a paid informant.’

Wells reacted with shock. ‘The defector was paid? Then no wonder. They could be saying anything.’

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ Gilmore said. ‘And that’s to go after Serik.’

‘Sounds like a CIA op to me,’ Rios said. ‘Predators, SEAL teams and shit.’

Driver caught Gilmore’s eye. ‘Not an option. Serik has someone inside Langley.’

Baptiste eyed her with mistrust. ‘How do you know?’

‘I know,’ Driver replied.

‘So what’s the gig?’ Pope asked. ‘Terminate the bloke?’

Gilmore pressed the clicker. The image changed to Serik, coming in and out of a massage parlour. ‘The UN still has a strong presence in Libya. Sources tell us Serik is in Tripoli right now.’

‘Ah Christ,’ Pope groaned. ‘I’ve just got out of the bloody place.’

‘Well I’m afraid you’re going back,’ Gilmore continued. ‘We go in, grab him, get some answers.’

‘’Cause that went swimmingly the last time,’ Driver muttered.

‘You got any other ideas?’ Gilmore replied. ‘’Cause I’m listening.’

Rios rested a foot on one knee. ‘Like Sasquatch said, we fly in there and waste the guy. Give me a rooftop. I’ll put a bullet between his eyes.’

‘As much as I’d love to see that,’ Gilmore replied, ‘it isn’t gonna stop World War Three.’

‘Why do we have to go?’ Pope grumbled. ‘You’ve got your own soldiers.’

‘Or you can commandeer some,’ Baptiste said. ‘I take it this comes from the Security Council?’

Gilmore wore a straight face. ‘I can neither confirm nor deny that.’

Driver leaned forward to explain. ‘Because clandestine UN operations are illegal. And what’s more deniable than six disavowed operatives who no longer exist?’

‘If it dries your tiny tears, I’m on the disposables list too,’ Gilmore replied. He glanced over his shoulder at Anna. ‘We all are.’

Baptiste chewed on a lip. ‘And we’re all from different sides. Which makes us neutral.’

‘Bargaining chips,’ Driver added with a wry smile. ‘Smart.’

Wells narrowed his eyes at Lim. ‘What I don’t get is who releases a trained killer?’

‘Actually, it was the British.’ Gilmore parked himself on the edge of the desk. ‘And you’re all trained killers.’

‘Fine, trained murderer,’ said Wells.

Lim snorted in disbelief. ‘That’s rich coming from you.’

‘Yeah, but the bloke’s got a point,’ Pope said.

‘And who the fuck asked you?’ Rios snapped.

Driver threw her hands in the air. ‘Can we stop squabbling like schoolgirls?’

‘As soon as you sober up,’ sneered Pope.

‘What’s that mean?’ Driver asked, on the edge of her chair.

‘It means I’ve worked with drunks before,’ said Baptiste. ‘And they’re unreliable.’

Driver felt the red mist descend. ‘I’m not drunk.’

‘Nah, just flammable,’ laughed Pope.

Driver sprung from her chair, hand in a fist. ‘You wanna go? Let’s go.’

Pope leaped to his feet on the end of the row. ‘Maybe you should sit down before you hurt yourself… Again.’

Driver snapped and lunged. Wells was up fast, holding her at bay.

Gilmore hid his eyes behind a hand. ‘Good God.’

‘I heard what happened in Kazakhstan,’ Wells whispered in Driver’s ear. ‘If you want to get Serik, we’re gonna need that Aussie prick.’

Driver shook off Wells’ grip. She regained her composure and dropped back into her chair.

‘Look,’ Gilmore said, digging his hands in his pockets. ‘I know you’ve all been in solitary for a while and you’re not used to playing with the other children – but here’s the deal.’ He strolled to his right. ‘We get Serik, we find out who really planted that bomb in Moscow. We leak the intel. It goes public. All sides of this argument can climb down without losing face. With any luck, the CIA and SVR will both claim credit for our good work. Meantime, we wind up the operation and the six of you walk free. New identities, immunities, the whole damn makeover.’ Gilmore addressed the group squarely. ‘Now, you wanna go back to prison and wait for the end of the world, or do you wanna get on with un-fucking this situation?’

The room fell silent as Gilmore waited for an answer.

Pope put up his hand. ‘I vote un-fucking.’

‘Good,’ Gilmore said. ‘Then welcome to Operation Wildcard.’




Chapter 10

Driver would have pointed out the planning and training time needed for a mission of this kind. But time was something no one had. Not the team, not the leaders, not the world.

They had less than a week to prepare and attempt to get fit. And it was a long time since she’d felt remotely healthy. The rest of the team thought Driver was an alcoholic, Gilmore included. She could tell by the way they all looked at her. But Driver knew herself. She was the opposite of an addictive personality – the take it or leave it type. So Driver knew all she needed was to be a sheet in the wind. To dry out. And not die during fitness training.

The first few days were hell. Assault courses. Hill runs. Some in the team were in better shape than others. Driver would have eaten up the ground in the old days. But on the second day, she found herself struggling at the back with a malnourished Pope. Baptiste claimed to be a keen runner before his capture, and he competed with Wells for first up the hill. Lim and Rios were the links in the chain – Rios motoring on ahead of Driver, Lim gliding behind the leaders at her own serene pace.

Day three followed fast. Wells and Pope led the pack over the soft moss floors of a springtime forest. Driver could feel herself getting fitter. The result of plant-based foods and lots of hydration. She’d flushed out the booze and the physical exertion had seen her get the best night’s sleep in years. There was only the odd nightmare to contend with as she awoke at night in a cold sweat. And besides, compared to the horrors of the Boneyard, a ten-mile run through a pine forest was like heaven. In fact, fighting for vodka had kept her in better shape than she’d known.

On day four, the UN drill instructors drove the team to a target range on the back of an army truck. It was the first time Driver had held a weapon since Tom. Gilmore, absent during fitness training, was in attendance. The instructors handed out the weapons and magazines.

‘All right, let’s see how much rust we’re dealing with,’ Gilmore said.

The sight of a red band on the base of the live magazine threatened to overwhelm Driver. It reminded her of the blue band on Tom’s backup pistol. She broke out of line and threw up on the grass.

‘Whoa, you been on the grog again?’ Pope said, his chestnut hair now short, his beard trimmed back to heavy stubble.

Driver spat out the last of the vomit. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve and returned to her position to the right of the big Australian. ‘Sorry, Pope, it’s your face. I’m still having nightmares.’

Rios broke into laughter to her left. ‘Bitch, you got burned.’

As a chastened Pope returned to his weapon, Driver took aim at the target, breathed deep and calmed herself down. The drill instructors gave the command to fire. The sudden crack of gunfire made her jump. She squeezed her trigger finger, but found it locked halfway, as if in rigor mortis.

‘Come on, Sam, get it together,’ she murmured, reacquainting herself with the thunder of high-calibre rounds.

Driver realised the others had finished their opening rounds and were now watching her with intense interest.

Baptiste stepped away from the firing line. ‘Are you sure she’s up to this?’

Gilmore shrugged in return, adding to the weight of attention on her. The unease extended into her arms, creating pain in her shoulders. Her hands shook out of control. The combination of nerves and a plate full of cold turkey. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she replied.

‘Give her time,’ Wells said, further along the line.

‘Time is something we don’t have,’ Baptiste grumbled.

The Russian found an unlikely ally in Pope. ‘She’s fucked in the head, mate. A bloody washout.’

It was the remark that broke the spell. Driver’s trigger finger released. Her hands steadied. She returned to her rifle sight, aimed left and unleashed three bursts in quick succession.

The instructors brought forward the targets. Pope’s had its three holes blasted between the legs, courtesy of Driver’s rifle.

He cleared his throat, adjusted his crotch and tapped a finger against his temple. ‘Reverse psychology,’ he said patting Driver on the shoulder. ‘I knew you could do it.’

‘Looks like Driver’s not the only one having trouble,’ Baptiste said, examining Rios’ target.

Driver caught sight of the results. There were only two holes in the target and neither to the head or heart. She felt it would be hypocritical to comment. Yet clearly Rios had been brought on board for her sniper skills. If the woman couldn’t shoot straight, it could get them all killed.

The young Mexican flexed her fingers as much as her thick bandage allowed. ‘A couple more days, it’ll be fine.’



The training regime ground on with more runs through the forest. The team ran tight as a unit, at pace over the soft ground. Driver pushed for the lead, her competitive edge coming back with every stride. ‘The Tiger’, the other girls had called her at Midwest high school. She had to outrun, outscore, out-jump every other girl on the team.

Driver blamed her father. He’d wanted a boy, so tried his damnedest to turn her into one, hurling footballs and baseballs at her head from the age of three. Maybe that explained the career choice. Taking flak and dodging bullets reminded her of home.

She eased her way to the front of the pack as they dropped deeper into the forest. A rich, green canopy offered them welcome shade, the scent of wild garlic teasing her senses. Driver made eye contact with Wells as they ran shoulder to shoulder. The athletic Brit breathed heavy, a dark bib of sweat bleeding into his T-shirt. ‘Don’t be thinking about beating me, Driver.’

‘What’s wrong, Wells? Scared of a little competition?’

‘Let’s see,’ Wells said. ‘Race you to the finish?’

Driver breathed fast, matching his pace. ‘What’s the stake?’

‘Protein bar?’

‘Sure,’ Driver said.

Wells lengthened his stride, arms and legs pumping harder, faster. Driver matched him for all of three seconds. Enough to set him off on a full sprint. She dropped back and let him tear off into the distance.

Realising he was alone, Wells slowed and turned. ‘What the… Come on, then!’

‘Nah,’ Driver smiled as the pack caught up. ‘The view’s better from back here.’

Pope appeared to Driver’s left. ‘Strewth, get a bloody room.’

‘Jealous?’ Lim said from the back of the pack.

‘What, of a soft-arse Pom?’ Pope snorted.

‘Ain’t nothing soft about that ass,’ Rios said from over Driver’s shoulder.

‘You should cop a feel of mine,’ Pope said.

Driver glanced down at his rear. ‘That bony thing?’

Pope shook his head. ‘None of you have been through what I’ve been through.’

Catching his breath, Wells folded back in with the pack. After a final push along the last half-kilometre, the team slowed to a stop outside the barracks. They were each handed an iced water bottle and a protein bar.

The group wandered in their own directions and caught their breath after the run. Driver found Wells perched on a boulder, paying the price for the sprint. She offered him her protein bar. ‘Here, a bet’s a bet.’

Wells looked up, a hand to his ribs. ‘Your chocolate for my strawberry and we’re even.’

Driver made the exchange. She flopped onto the boulder next to Wells, heart still racing, legs heavy and lungs raw.

Driver slugged a mouthful of water and breathed deep.

‘Man, I used to be in better shape,’ Wells said.

Driver tore the top of the wrapper off her protein bar. ‘Didn’t we all?’

Wells looked Driver up and down. ‘You look pretty good from where I’m sitting.’

Driver laughed as she chewed on a mouthful of sugary protein. ‘Are you hitting on me, Agent Wells?’

Wells held up a hand in apology. ‘Sorry, I’ve been in solitary too long.’

‘How was it over there?’ Driver asked.

Wells took another bite of his protein bar. ‘Fine, if you like steel cages. How about you?’

Driver couldn’t stop herself flashing back to the horrors of the past two years. The fights. The beatings. The endless hours of staring at the ceiling, wishing she was dead. Driver pushed down the groundswell of nightmares. She shrugged and feigned a British accent. ‘Oh, you know. A tad nippy.’

‘Hey, that’s not bad,’ Wells smiled. ‘You’re ex-navy, right?’

‘Uh-huh.’

Wells pointed to a military tattoo on his left arm. ‘Special Boat Service… I guess that makes us allies.’

‘I guess our countries do have a special relationship,’ Driver said.

Wells looked around the rest of the team, strung out on boulders of their own. ‘You trust any of these guys?’

Driver chewed on the question and her protein bar. ‘Let’s see, a Russian double agent, a freelance assassin, an ex-mercenary and a former hit-woman for the cartels? What could possibly go wrong?’



Two days later, Gilmore outlined the plan in the briefing room. ‘The first thing to know about Nurian Serik is that he loves a back rub.’ He brought up an image of a massage parlour on the projector screen. ‘Twelve noon, three times a week, regular as clockwork. Serik and his two bodyguards.’

‘How current is the intel?’ Driver asked.

‘This was yesterday,’ Gilmore said. ‘It’s the one time he’s vulnerable. You grab him, get him out of there and into a safe house on the outskirts of the city. See what you can get out of him while you await exfil.’

Anna Patel handed out dossiers in slim black folders.

‘You’ll find full details of the operation in your files,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Driver will lead the team. We go in two days.’

‘That’s nowhere near enough time,’ Wells said.

‘Had you all been in better shape, we would have had more prep time,’ Gilmore replied. ‘But hey, those are the breaks. Any questions?’

Baptiste leafed through his file. ‘I don’t like it. Too messy.’

‘Too public,’ added Pope.

‘Much as I hate to admit it, Pope has a point,’ said Driver. ‘Too many variables.’

‘The guy’s spent the last two years off the grid,’ Gilmore answered. ‘We’re lucky he’s started to venture out at all.’

‘Still…’ Driver said.

Gilmore looked her in the eye. ‘Would you rather raid another armed compound?’

It was a cheap shot, but she let it slide, not wanting to dredge up the whole affair.

Pope flexed his interlocked fingers. ‘Look, I’ll give the bloke a rubdown, but no wristies.’

Driver couldn’t stop herself smirking, her anger at Gilmore interrupted for the briefest of moments.

‘Any other volunteers for masseuse?’ Gilmore asked.

Lim raised her hand. ‘I’ve done it before.’

‘You’ve been a masseuse?’ Driver asked.

Lim shrugged. ‘I’ve pretended to be.’

‘Was it a happy ending?’ Pope smirked.

‘Not for the man on the table,’ Lim replied with a glint in her eye.

‘Good, that’s settled,’ Gilmore said. ‘Pope, you’ll be in the room with Lim. You can work out the rest between you.’ He tossed the clicker on the table and clapped his hands together. ‘That’s it, boys and girls. Wheels up in thirty-three hours. God help us all.’

The group broke up and filtered out of the room. Driver stayed behind and lingered near Gilmore. Unhooking his laptop from the projector screen, he glanced over his shoulder. She tapped her dossier file against a thigh.

‘What’s on your mind?’ Gilmore asked.

‘I’m not saying I don’t want to go after Serik,’ Driver replied. ‘But leading the team? Maybe Wells should… I mean, he’s got the right experience. He seems like a good guy.’

Gilmore put a hand on Driver’s arm. ‘We like to think we can see around corners, with our satellites and drones and fancy operations rooms. But we’re not gods, Sam. We make the calls. Sometimes they’re wrong. Kazakhstan was bad intel. It was on me, not you.’

Driver shook her head. ‘Yeah, but—’

‘Hey,’ Gilmore said, holding her eye. ‘There’s no one I’d rather have out there.’

Driver nodded in surrender.

Gilmore packed away his laptop. ‘Plus, I need someone I can trust to keep an eye on the others. Baptiste was a double agent, Rios a cartel shooter and Lim flatlined her polygraph.’

‘I’ll keep a close eye,’ Driver said, as they made their way through the door into the operations room.

‘And one more thing,’ Gilmore continued. ‘We need Serik alive.’

‘Of course,’ Driver replied, trying her damnedest to look convincing.




Chapter 11

Tripoli, Libya

The hot, polluted air was suffocating. The city streets lined with walls scarred by 14.5mm rounds. The mangled remains of bombed-out cars mixed with shelled buildings on every other block. Yet around the dangers, life carried on.

Downtown Tripoli buzzed with cafes, storefronts. Then there was the stealthy creep of capitalism in the form of a McDonald’s and a Cinnabon.

Driver waited with Wells in the parked Toyota Land Cruiser. White and inconspicuous, it was a pool car on loan from the local UN airbase. Aside from clothing, weapons and comms, it was the extent of UN support for their mission. They were on their own, listening to air con whispering through vents in the hot plastic dash.

Driver adjusted the patterned red scarf covering her hair. She checked again in her mirrors. There was no sign of any obvious threat, but that was the thing about threats. They were patient – they lurked and stalked and waited in the shadows until you got comfortable. Driver felt anything but comfortable. Her breathing was shallow, her mouth a sandbox. She rested a hand on the butt of her pistol, tucked under the tail of her white linen shirt.

Wells seemed far more relaxed, his eyes lost behind a pair of wraparound sunglasses. Yet his hand didn’t stray far from the HK assault rifle tucked out of sight between his legs.

‘You see the bodies on the way in?’ he asked.

‘Yep,’ Driver said, watching a man cross the street and pass behind the Land Cruiser.

‘Hanging the naked dead. They’re doing that here now,’ Wells continued. ‘I thought they only did that in Sirte.’

‘Nothing I didn’t see during my days in Juárez,’ Driver replied.

‘You know they’ve got fifteen hundred fighters here?’ Wells said. ‘And that’s just the ones they know about.’

Driver glanced across at Wells. ‘I thought you didn’t get the news in China.’

‘I Googled it last night.’ Wells looked at Driver. ‘You didn’t Google?’

Driver shrugged and shook her head.

Wells looked surprised. ‘You not curious about what’s been happening in the world?’

‘You’re sitting in a hot truck in Libya with a gun between your legs,’ said Driver. ‘What else do you need to know?’

‘Hey, that isn’t a gun,’ Wells beamed.

Driver laughed and returned her focus to the wing mirror.

Wells checked his side of the street. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t missed this.’

‘Like a hole in the head,’ Driver said, hearing Lim in her earpiece.

‘Magpie One in position.’

‘Copy that, Magpie One,’ Driver said, noticing the flare in Wells’ nostrils as Lim spoke. He looked into the passenger mirror. ‘Here he comes.’

Driver glanced in the rear-view. She saw Pope cross the road in green cargo shorts and a white T-shirt. He walked past the Toyota and entered the massage parlour. Five minutes passed. ‘Magpie Two in position,’ Pope said over the comms.

Driver checked her watch again. ‘Two minutes.’

She tapped a finger on the steering wheel, impatient to get on with it, yet unsure how she’d react when Serik did arrive.

‘Is this our guy?’ Wells asked, watching the street.

Driver followed his gaze as far as a black Ford SUV. It sped towards them, veered across the busy road and pulled up sharp to the kerb.

Nurian Serik climbed out of the rear. Driver felt a surge of rage. The compulsion to jump out of the driver’s seat and go after him was almost irresistible. Yet she pushed the urge down – her time with him would come. Serik himself was dressed in boots, Levi’s and a black silk shirt. He hid behind a pair of aviator sunglasses and two burly North Africans. They wore T-shirts under their blazers. And no doubt sidearms too.

‘That’s him,’ Driver said, a hand on her weapon.

‘Be cool,’ Wells replied, a finger to his ear. ‘Target is heading inside.’

‘Copy,’ Pope said. ‘Ready and waiting.’

‘Magpie Three, what’s your status?’ Driver asked.

‘On my way,’ Baptiste said, appearing across the street in khaki slacks and a light-blue polo shirt. He picked his way through the honking, lurching traffic. ‘Streets are clear,’ he said. ‘No sign of a second vehicle. I’ll meet you out back.’

Wells tapped the dashboard. ‘That’s our cue.’

Driver’s heart thumped a little harder. She put the Toyota in gear, indicated and looked for a gap in traffic. It was a long wait, as expected and planned for. Finally a break as a car let her out. She steered away from the kerb. The SUV was parked facing them, only twenty metres ahead. Driver unclipped the holster on her hip and drew her Glock 17. She took a silencer barrel from a pocket in the door and screwed it on. She accelerated the short distance and slammed to a stop alongside, causing traffic to brake and honk behind her. Wells’ passenger window was lined up parallel with the driver window of the SUV. He wound down his window, a wave of heat and noise blasting in, and knocked on the window of Serik’s chauffeur. The man wound down his window, overweight and stubbled with a coffee in hand.

‘Hey, buddy,’ Wells said. ‘You got the time?’

‘Yeah, time to fuck off,’ the man snapped, opening his blazer and flashing a pistol holstered to his ribs.

Driver stole a look inside the SUV – Serik’s chauffeur was alone. As Wells leaned back in his seat, she raised her pistol and let off a silenced round. The bullet entered the man’s skull between the eyes.

The dead man’s coffee spilled in his lap. Wells reached inside the SUV door and pressed the electric window button. The window wound closed, concealing the driver from sight.

Driver holstered the pistol and accelerated away from Serik’s SUV.

‘Green light,’ she said, pulling out of sight down an alley.



Lim finished changing into her chocolate-brown uniform. With a high-neck top and skirt down to the knees, it was a little big, but it would do. The female masseuse she’d taken it from lay stripped to her underwear, unconscious in the store cupboard by way of a sleeper hold. A cloth gag and wrist ties would ensure she remained silent for long enough.

Lim closed the storeroom door behind her. She moved into the treatment room, where soft strings played and incense sticks smouldered, infusing the air with the scent of jasmine.

Pope had wasted no time in stripping down to the waist. He kicked off his shoes and lay down on one of two massage tables in the centre of the room. As Lim entered, she took a folded white towel from a bamboo rack against a wall. She covered up Pope from the backs of his knees to his hips.

Lim massaged his back, steering clear of the bruises and an old bullet scar.

‘All set?’ Pope asked.

‘Good to go,’ Lim replied.

‘Give me the full treatment,’ Pope sighed. ‘And everything not on the menu.’

Lim dug a thumb deep into Pope’s old war wound.

Pope cried in pain as Serik and his men entered the treatment room.

‘I mean, argh, yeah, right there,’ Pope said through gritted teeth.

Lim stepped away from Pope to welcome Serik.

‘Where’s the usual girl?’ he asked in English.

‘She sick,’ Lim replied, choosing broken English as part of her cover. ‘Me instead.’

Pope looked up from the table. ‘You’re in for a treat, mate. This one’s really good with her hands, if you know what I mean.’

Serik turned to his security. ‘Get rid of this fool.’

His bodyguards strode forward. They grabbed Pope by the arms and dragged him off the treatment table.

‘Oi, what the hell?’ Pope yelled.

‘When you’re done, wait outside the door,’ Serik ordered his guards as he sat on a chair and took off his shoes.



The guards bundled Pope out of the treatment room and into the massage parlour foyer. The receptionist said nothing as they forced him to the door.

‘Come on, boys,’ pleaded Pope. ‘It was only a joke.’

As one of the guards went to open the front door to the parlour, Pope saw his chance. He reached inside the other man’s jacket and came out with his weapon. He spun out of the guard’s grip and grabbed him in a headlock.

The guard at the door went for his gun. Pope put him down with a suppressed round to the midriff. He put the muzzle to the skull of the remaining guard and pulled the trigger. With bodies fresh on the floor, the Australian reversed the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’. He applied the latch and trained the stolen weapon on the receptionist. She was a small, ageing woman, scared out of her skin. Still, her eyes roamed towards the telephone on the reception desk. Ripping the phone from its cord, Pope tossed it away.

‘Give me your cell,’ he said to the receptionist. She handed it over and he broke it under his heel.

Pope put a finger to his ear. ‘All clear.’



Back in the treatment room, Serik was down to a baggy pair of white boxer shorts. Lim grabbed a towel from the rack.

Stepping out of his boxers, Serik positioned himself on his back, his hands behind his head. Lim moved to drape the towel over his lower half. Serik put a hand on her wrist. ‘We won’t be needing that. He gazed into her eyes. ‘I think you might be even more beautiful than the other girl.’

Lim smiled. ‘I get nice cream.’

‘I hope the girl gets sick more often,’ Serik sighed.

Lim crossed the treatment room and opened a tall cupboard door. She reached inside a brown satchel Pope had planted inside. Taking out a small jar of cream, she glided back to the table and unscrewed the jar.

Watching Lim’s every move, Serik was already halfway to an erection. Lim faked a smile in spite of its presence and the man’s skin-crawling leer. ‘Close eyes, I do rest.’

Serik did as instructed. He sniffed the air. ‘Smells very sweet.’

‘Make tingle,’ Lim replied, scooping out a clump of cream on the tips of her fingers.

Serik chuckled. ‘I like the sound of that.’

As he closed his eyes, Lim dropped her smile. She pinned his head to the table and forced a handful of cream up his nose. He kicked and yelled, but only for a few seconds.

Soon he was under, the chloroform in the cream having taken effect. Lim wiped her hands on a discarded towel. ‘Package ready,’ she said, tossing the towel aside and snatching the satchel from the cupboard.

Seconds later, the front and rear doors to the treatment room flew open – Baptiste coming through the rear, Pope through the front.

The Australian hauled Serik’s dead weight off the table like he was a rag doll. Baptiste grabbed the man’s legs and they carried him out through the rear door. Lim scooped up Pope’s T-shirt and shoes and followed them through the fire exit into an alley.

The Land Cruiser was waiting with a rear door open. Pope and Baptiste threw Serik in the back and climbed in with him. Lim tossed Pope’s clothes inside the Land Cruiser as they pulled a hood over Serik’s head. She slammed the rear door shut and heard Wells yelling ‘Go, go, go!’

As the Toyota pulled away down the alley, Lim mounted the red Yamaha scooter she’d rode in on, satchel strapped across her shoulders. She fired up the 50cc engine and took off in the opposite direction to the rest of the team.

Lim felt the familiar thrill of a successful mission. There was nothing quite like getting in and out of somewhere undetected. Yet as she zipped out of the alley, she passed a group of three men on the corner. They pointed down the alley and talked animatedly into their phones.

Had they witnessed them bundling Serik into the back of the Land Cruiser? January Seven had a strong presence in Tripoli, and Serik was a known face. Lim could only hope those phone calls were to their wives and mothers. Still, she couldn’t take that chance. ‘Watch your backs,’ she said over comms. ‘There may have been witnesses.’




Chapter 12

Pulling into a steady stream of lunchtime traffic, Driver went with the flow, wanting to clear the area but not arouse suspicion. It helped that the locals drove with little care or attention for the rules of the road. Driver was able to weave in and out of lane on the main highway out of the centre, and felt thankful for having something to distract her.

Wells, having shed his relaxed skin, sat upright and alert in the passenger seat. Meanwhile, Pope had his clothes on, he and Baptiste holding their assault rifles out of sight.

Driver glanced in the rear-view at Serik. He was still unconscious under the black hood, his wrists and ankles secured in zip ties. It wouldn’t be long until he came around. A big part of her wanted to stop the pickup and put a bullet in the scumbag’s head. But that was too good for the man. And first they had to get out of Tripoli.

Hemmed in by a jumble of street stalls, the midday bustle thickened into a congested grind. As she looked for a chance to change lanes, Wells’ head swivelled round.

‘Get us out of this, Driver,’ Baptiste said, just as edgy.

‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Driver snapped, pulling around a truck unloading furniture by the side of the road.

Slowly, the traffic began to move. But slow was better than stationary.

‘We’ve got a bike coming down the passenger side,’ Wells said, with worry in his voice.

Driver heard the rasp of a small motorbike engine and checked in the passenger mirror. The bike was moving fast through traffic, cutting through a narrow gap between cars.

‘It’s just Lim,’ she said, relaxing her grip on the wheel.

Lim flashed by on her red scooter. She disappeared, swallowed by the slow-moving snake out of town.

‘You think she’s headed to the rendezvous?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Where else is she gonna go?’ Pope said.

‘I don’t know,’ Wells replied. ‘The airport?’

The enmity between Wells and Lim was testing Driver’s patience as much as Serik’s presence on the back seat. ‘We’re still on track,’ she hissed. ‘Stay focused.’

‘On the subject of focus,’ said Baptiste. ‘Are you seeing this?’

‘Seeing what?’ Wells asked.

‘Gun truck, two o’clock,’ Baptiste replied.

Across the square, a camouflage pickup crawled in the opposite direction, a PKM machine gun on the rear, worked by a man in a black scarf.

‘I’ve got a military-aged male on the roof,’ Wells said.

Driver stooped and peered at the rooftops above. She caught sight of a local on a balcony. A small pair of binoculars to his eyes. A radio to his mouth.

Driver tightened her grip again on the wheel. ‘Militia posing as a civilian. Looking right at us.’ She glanced across the square. The pickup had moved on. ‘Baptiste, where did your two o’clock go?’

‘Coming around behind us,’ Baptiste replied. ‘They’re in a hurry.’

Driver noticed Pope in the rear-view. He pulled his rifle tight to his chest. ‘They’re on to us, big time.’

‘We don’t know that,’ she replied.

‘We can be pretty bloody sure,’ Pope muttered.

Driver noticed two police cars parked in the middle of the square. ‘If we make a move now, we’re committed.’

Baptiste leaned forward between the front seats. ‘I’d say we’re beyond committed.’

Wells caught Driver’s eye. ‘Could be a test.’

‘Test, my bloody arse,’ Pope said.

Driver rolled the Land Cruiser towards the red light standing between them and escape. ‘We’ve planned for this. Everyone stay cool.’

Inside, she was anything but cool. There were three cars in front. A long queue of traffic behind. Parked cars to the left as the road bottlenecked into the intersection ahead.

But the vehicles behind were pulling to one side, clearing a path for the militia truck. And then there was the squad car. Two police officers climbed out and began walking towards the Land Cruiser, hands on the butts of their service weapons.

Pope was getting jumpy. ‘If we’re gonna move, it’s gotta be now.’

‘We can’t make a move now,’ Driver said. ‘We’ve got nowhere to go.’

Wells caught her eye. ‘Pope’s right. We’re sitting ducks.’

‘Just a few more seconds,’ Driver said, willing the traffic light green.

Her fingers tapped the wheel. Her left leg trembled on the clutch, her right foot hovered over the accelerator.

The gun truck was approaching, the police stepping out into the road.

She put a finger to her ear. ‘Magpie One, go to plan B.’

There was no reply. Only static.

‘Magpie One, are you reading me?’

Again, no reply.

‘The bitch screwed us,’ Pope said.

‘We don’t know that,’ Driver replied. ‘Could be the comms.’

Wells wore his vindication on his sleeve. ‘I tried to warn you.’

‘Shut up and switch on,’ Driver said, as the police walked alongside the Toyota.

They unclipped their holsters. But the militia pickup pulled to a stop behind. Two men got out and told the police to back off.

The officers withdrew, returning to the square, as the militia men advanced. Driver revved the engine, every second like an hour.

Finally, the lights turned green. The two cars at the front of the queue moved fast across the junction. Yet the third car stalled, its engine coughing, spluttering, failing to start.

‘Shit,’ Driver said, as the two militia fighters raised their rifles. They yelled for her to turn off the engine and get out of the car.

‘You’ve got to do something,’ Baptiste said, holding Serik down out of sight.

She didn’t argue. Didn’t think. She planted her foot on the accelerator and pulled hard to the right on the wheel.

The police officers scrambled out of the way as the Land Cruiser mounted the high kerb and cut across the square at speed. Locals scrambled out of the way, a rat-a-tat of militia gunfire causing mass panic. Driver glanced in her rear-view – the militia jumping back into the gun truck. Within seconds, it was on their tail.

She arrowed the Land Cruiser off the square and head-on into traffic on the other side. Driver swerved left and right. An oncoming car crashed into a fruit stall. Another ploughed into a bollard as they hit the intersection. She accelerated across a two-way flow of traffic, an inch from a fatal collision. She checked the passenger mirror. It exploded into pieces, caught by a carbon-powered round. The rear windscreen was next, glass exploding over Pope and Baptiste.

‘Fuck this,’ Pope said, propping his rifle on the back seat. As he returned fire, Baptiste moved to join him.

‘No,’ Wells yelled, ‘Protect the package.’

Baptiste dragged Serik low on the back seat. Wells wound down his window, leaned out and unleashed hell on the chasing militia.

Driver looked to the onboard navigation screen. It had stopped talking to her, the screen frozen. She slapped it hard, looked up and swerved in time to avoid a slow-moving truck. The GPS caught up. They were way off course, but the system rerouted, sending them left and downhill.

The road opened up wide and straight. The dial on the speedometer swung to the right. The suspension rattled over giant potholes, while bullets punctured the bodywork of the Toyota. So far, the gunner on the back of the chasing truck hadn’t had a clear shot. That all changed on the wider roads and they opened fire with the PKM.

Driver swerved in wide arcs, left and right, trying to outrun the flak.

‘Aim for the gunner,’ Wells shouted, ducking back inside the cabin of the SUV.

‘One sec,’ Pope said, lying low in the back seat and reloading his rifle. He seemed far more serene in the battle itself than the anticipation of it. Driver knew how he felt. This is what they were all trained for. And the good thing about combat – there was no time to think.

Pope slapped in a fresh magazine, returned to his position and fired off three rounds. Driver caught a glimpse of the action in her mirrors. The third shot hit the gunner in the head. Pope switched to semi-automatic and fired an intense burst at the pickup. The windscreen splattered with blood. The pickup swerved to the left and slammed into a parked car.

‘In 300 yards, veer right,’ said the female GPS.

Pope grinned like a big kid. ‘I forgot how much fun this was.’

Driver turned her attention back to the road, veered right and merged onto another highway. A second armed pickup appeared with a pair of shooters on the back. An army-green military jeep followed close behind, another gunner manning the rear. The jeep pulled out to the side of the pickup and lit up the rear of the Land Cruiser.

‘Still having fun?’ Driver yelled to Pope as she swerved into oncoming traffic.

She steered back onto the correct side of the road. But the chasing vehicles stuck to the Toyota like glue. A volley of gunfire put holes in the seat backs and dash, pinning down Pope and Wells. Driver stayed low in her seat. She noticed her hands sweating and shaking on the wheel.

No, no, not now.

But suddenly, Driver was back in the tiny village of Orin, her body twitching as if hooked up to cables. She could swear she heard Tom’s voice yelling over the din. Her vision blurred. She saw snipers on every roof. Tom’s face flashed like a strobe in front of her. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t swallow, couldn’t focus. Felt sick, hot – so hot she was dying.

Wells cried out. ‘Driver, look the fuck out!’

A tanker truck came the opposite way, shaking her out of herself. As she pulled on the wheel, the left rear of the Toyota clipped the front end of the truck – barely a touch, but enough to send them fishtailing towards the kerb. Driver wrestled back control.

Wells shook his head. ‘What the fuck—’

Driver gulped lungfuls of air. ‘I, uh… Sorry.’

The same phantom that visited her at night had found her during the day. He was a ghost. A curse. There was no shaking him, not even at sixty miles an hour.

Again, Pope returned fire through the rear windscreen. Wells joined in, yet to no avail. They were outgunned. And, according to the GPS, a mile short of their destination.

‘We’re not gonna make it,’ Baptiste said, holding a stirring Serik at bay.

Driver couldn’t argue. At this rate, they’d be cut to ribbons, or the Land Cruiser would break down from the pummelling. Yet she saw an opportunity ahead. ‘I’ve got an idea. Hold on to something.’

Driver braked hard and spun the wheel. The Land Cruiser rolled – almost flipped – yet bumped off a kerb and into a right-hand turn down a narrow street. The Toyota banged against parked cars on the left and right. The pickup and jeep followed close behind in single file.

Wells looked up at the rooftops. ‘This was your idea? It’s a shooting gallery.’

‘Look behind you,’ Driver replied. ‘Now the jeep can’t fire without taking out the pickup.’

Wells and Pope took the hint. They returned to their positions and traded bursts with the militia. But the road took a sharp turn to the left. Driver slammed late, the Land Cruiser up on two wheels. It held into the turn as the street widened out again. She glanced behind and saw their pursuers still on their tail. As the pickup and jeep fanned left and right, the GPS rerouted.

Now they were over a mile from their destination, and losing the gun battle with the advancing militia. Driver spotted the gunner reloading his PKM in the rear-view. He swung it round and trained it on the Land Cruiser.




Chapter 13

Lim brought the Yamaha to a sudden stop. She put a foot on the ground, a finger to her ear. Driver was breaking up. All she got was static. Cheap crap. Unlike her homeland or former private clients, the West had things called budgets.

Lim readjusted her ear piece and looked around her. She was close to the rendezvous, but were they working to plan A or plan B? She waited a few minutes, checking her surroundings. If she’d been white and Western, her presence on the streets of Tripoli might have been a problem. Being from the Far East, most people would assume she was there as cheap labour. It bought her the time to wait. If they were working to plan A, the others would appear in the Land Cruiser any moment.

She checked her watch. The traffic had cleared up after the queues leading into the square. They should have been here by now. In the distance, Lim heard the boom of heavy gunfire, a call and response of high-calibre rounds. A sustained battle, echoing across the city. She revved the engine of the Yamaha, spun the bike around and rode towards the sound. Slaloming between cars and trucks, she tried to track the source of the firefight. It was moving all the time, but coming from the east and getting closer.

She pulled a sharp left into a heavy queue waiting at a set of lights, cutting across a stream of irate traffic and down a side street. It was an intricate maze of narrow roads to nowhere – blind alleys shaded by crumbling, graffiti-covered walls. Lim trusted her nose and followed the echo of guns to a dead end with a sudden left. Sliding the bike into the turn, she saw a way out onto the main streets. She skidded to a stop and opened the satchel. From it she took a 9mm pistol and tucked it in the waistband of her stolen uniform.

Pulling back on the accelerator, she sped out of the alley and turned right onto the street. It was empty except for the fast-approaching gun battle, the Land Cruiser battered by bullets. With a pickup to its right and a jeep to its left, Lim weighed up her options. Did she really want to get in the middle of this, for four strangers and an enemy? She didn’t have to, she could find her own way out of Tripoli. There were ways and means. But it would mean a life on the run. And what if Gilmore was right? What if this ridiculous operation was the only thing standing in the way of nuclear war?

As a gunner behind a PKM took aim at the Land Cruiser, Lim pulled harder on the accelerator, her other hand feeling around inside the satchel. Pulling out a device shaped like a hockey puck, she armed it with a thumb and slowed the bike.

Lim flashed past the Toyota in the opposite direction, cut between the chasing militia and threw the magnetic device at the jeep. It stuck fast to the fuel tank, the gunner with no time to shoot. The jeep exploded with a bone-shuddering boom.

Lim pulled a one-eighty turn in time to see the jeep land in flames on its side. She set off after the remaining pickup, swerving a body crawling from the fire. As the pickup pursued the Land Cruiser into a side street, Lim took her pistol from her waistband. She evaded a barrage of stray return fire from Wells and pulled in close behind the chasing vehicle.

There were three men in a row, concentrating their fire on the Land Cruiser. One noticed Lim on their tail. He let off a burst of fire. She veered left, pulled back in and shot him in the head. A second bullet took out another fighter on the half-turn, another punctured the neck of the third. He dropped in a heap on top of the others. That brought a fourth fighter out of the passenger window. A woman. She leaned out and fired with an AK-47.

Lim was already moving behind the pickup. She pulled back out to find the fighter hanging halfway out of the window, bleeding from a headshot delivered by Wells. Seconds later, Pope appeared and opened fire on the driver of the pickup. The truck drifted right and rammed straight into the front of an abandoned building.

Lim caught up to the Toyota and rode behind, her pistol concealed on her lap. She’d memorised the route from the massage parlour to the rendezvous. It hadn’t taken long. It never did. She’d been blessed from early childhood with an eidetic memory. It had taken her from the fishing huts of her village to the government’s secret academy for MSS agents. By Lim’s calculations, they were only half a mile away. There couldn’t be many more militia patrolling this area of the city. But it wouldn’t hurt for her to scout ahead.

She pulled alongside the Land Cruiser and tried again to communicate through her earpiece. ‘I’m going to ride on ahead,’ she said, looking across at Driver. ‘Make sure there’s no more—’

Bullets rattled into the side of the Toyota. Lim glanced over her shoulder. A black pickup was on them like a shark chasing a seal. Four masked men stood on the back, primed to fire in all directions. Lim bugged out down a side street. There were two more explosive devices in the satchel, but the element of surprise was lost. She wouldn’t get close enough to throw them. Now it was down to Driver’s plan. Lim had fulfilled her part of the mission. The rest of them were on their own.



‘Don’t these blokes take a lunch break?’ Pope said, reloading for a second time. ‘Jesus Christ, have a bloody sandwich.’

As the black pickup bore down, the GPS confirmed they were one turn away from the rendezvous point. But it would be useless if they didn’t make it to their destination.

Lim had already disappeared from their side. Wells was dry on ammo and Pope once again found himself forced to take cover.

‘Hold on,’ Driver yelled, drifting the Toyota into the final turn. It bought them precious seconds, the pickup not able to slide in the same way. But the break in play didn’t last long, and the more powerful pickup came chomping away at the dwindling gap.

‘Bloody fuck,’ Pope muttered.

Wells turned in his seat. ‘What?’

‘RPG,’ Driver said, watching a fighter arm a grenade launcher in the rear-view mirror. She looked on helpless as the fighter took aim, her only comfort that Serik might die from the impact too.

The fighter pulled the trigger on the RPG. Yet his shoulder took a bullet at the last moment. The grenade launched sideways into a skip full of rubble. Dust and cement exploded in all directions, the force of the blast rocking the Toyota. The fighter’s head was next. Popping like a balloon. Then one, two, three. The remaining militia were down.

‘You fucking beauty!’ Pope cried.

Yet whether out of anger or desperation, the driver of the pickup rammed fast and hard into the rear of the Toyota.

The street ended in a brick wall, with no room to turn and little distance to stop. Driver turned in her seat and saw Pope raise his weapon to shoot.

It jammed.

‘Second-hand piece of crap…’ Pope complained, wrestling frantically with the rifle.

Then a voice came over the comms – female and Mexican. ‘Tell Pope to get his melon head out of the way.’

Pope took the hint. A bullet punched a hole in the Toyota windscreen. It zipped through the cabin and shot out through the back, right into the chasing pickup, painting the windscreen red. The truck fell back, and back and back. Rolling to a stop. But the dead end loomed. Driver braked hard, hanging tight to the wheel. After all that, killed by a wall? The Land Cruiser skidded and lurched to a stop inches from the brickwork. She took a breath, jacked open her door and jumped out of the pickup. She and Wells moved around the Toyota, weapons trained high.

‘Relax,’ Rios said through the earpiece. ‘The area’s clear.’

Driver signalled the others. Baptiste pulled Serik out of the Land Cruiser. He and Pope held his dead weight by the armpits, the tips of his bare feet dragging along the hot asphalt. She led them down the side of a building through a shaded thoroughfare. It opened onto a back road facing a wire fence and a stretch of wasteland with a set of broken goalposts.

Pope looked around. ‘Where’s the bloody switch car?’

Driver was thinking the same thing. Had Lim screwed them over? She turned at the sound of an engine reversing.

A maroon minivan from a prior decade. It came to a stop and Wells slid the rear door open. As they bundled Serik’s limp frame into the back, Driver climbed into the front seat. ‘Where were you?’

‘Thought I’d hide the van,’ Lim replied.

‘Really?’ Wells said, as he closed the rear door behind him. ‘You sure you weren’t in the middle of taking off?’

‘She’s here now,’ Driver said, slamming her door closed. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’




Chapter 14

The air conditioning in the van worked hard to keep the furnace-like heat at bay. Driver thanked herself for having had the foresight to pack water in ice inside a large cooler. Rios was the first to dig a hand inside the cooler. Baptiste made a joke about the water being poisoned. Driver saw the funny side. A van full of natural enemies – who would risk the first drink?

‘I’m dying of thirst anyway,’ Rios said, grabbing the bottle and taking a slug. She sighed in relief and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth.

Pope snatched the water off Rios and drank like a camel.

Driver can’t have been the only one watching the rivulets of water running off his chin and down his throat. Her mouth was drier than the Bonneville Salt Flats. Yet like the others, she was waiting for any sign of an adverse reaction.

Pope shook his head. ‘Bloody spies. You’re all paranoid.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Wells replied. ‘You know what they used to call our friend at the wheel?’

‘Lady Cyanide,’ Baptiste said. ‘Among other things.’

Lim looked over a shoulder. ‘That was when I was MSS.’ She steered the minivan along the winding road. ‘And we prefer nerve agents to toxins.’

Driver smiled to herself as Pope looked again at the bottle.

‘Don’t worry,’ Lim said, glancing in the rear-view mirror. ‘Nerve agents are too dangerous without protection.’

‘No wukkas,’ Pope said, putting on a front. ‘I wasn’t worried.’

‘Arsenic is what I’d use,’ Lim continued, smiling to herself.

Baptiste grabbed the bottle off a newly concerned Pope. ‘If it was poisoned, you’d be showing signs already.’

Driver took hold of a second chilled bottle, took a hearty gulp and passed it to Lim. She pulled the satphone from the glove box and dialled the number she’d memorised before the mission. ‘I’m with the courier company,’ she said, as Gilmore answered. ‘We’re at the gate. We’ve got your package.’

The tyres of the minivan rumbled over the lumpy, sandy road through miles of desert scrub. It was a long, isolated road through a perimeter fence leading to a house that resembled an abandoned motel. Lim slowed the minivan as it neared a high steel gate. It slid aside and they accelerated through towards the house.

‘Is there any damage to the package?’ Gilmore asked over the satphone. ‘It’s delicate and I don’t want it to break.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s still in one piece,’ Driver said, looking over her shoulder at Serik.

He was awake now, but held at gunpoint. A squirming, trembling, naked mess. Driver couldn’t wait to get him in a room. Sure, the mission was critical. But there were other answers that needed knocking out of him.

‘You’ve got two hours until next pickup,’ Gilmore said, as if reading her mind. ‘Try not to damage the package in the meantime.’

Driver bit back. ‘You want answers or not?’

‘Just remember what we talked about,’ Gilmore continued, his voice grave with concern. ‘This is bigger than any of us.’

‘Two hours, got it.’ Driver ended the call.

Lim brought the van to a stop in front of the safe house. Driver jumped out and slid the rear door open with a hand on her pistol. Lim joined her with her weapon drawn. Wells hopped out of the back of the van with his rifle poised. Pope and Baptiste moved to bring out Serik.

‘Wait,’ Driver said, holding out a hand and beckoning Wells along.

They met two members of the safe-house security team between house and van. One was a squat man with razored black hair. The other, a rangy blond man. Both had greying beards and faces wrinkled from the sun. They wore wraparound sunglasses, jeans and T-shirts, with .45 rifles strapped over their shoulders. Their fingers lingered on their triggers, taking no chances.

‘Hot one today,’ the blond man said with a Dutch twang.

‘Could do with a lemonade,’ Driver replied.

The security men nodded at each other.

‘This all of your unit?’ Driver asked.

‘Two more inside,’ the dark-haired man replied in a German accent. He gave a thumbs up to a security camera nestled under the roof of the front porch. The front door opened, as if operated by remote.

Driver gave Lim the signal. They brought Serik around the side of the van and ran him inside, weapons trained in all directions.

The dark-haired guard seemed amused. ‘Seriously? There’s no one in ten miles of here. Nothing but goat herders.’

‘One of those herders killed my mate with an IED,’ Pope said, pushing the naked Serik inside.

The guards brought up the rear. Driver didn’t like either of them. They seemed too complacent when it came to the enemy, softened by months of inaction.

‘Who’s under that hood?’ the Dutchman asked.

‘Better you don’t know,’ Wells said, as they jabbed a button on the wall next to an internal security door.

‘If you’re staying here, we need to know who we’re hosting,’ the German said.

‘We’re not staying,’ Driver replied. ‘And sorry, but you don’t.’

The Dutchman stood his ground. ‘It’s our house.’

‘And it’s Geneva’s show,’ Driver said, holding out the satphone. ‘Or do you wanna call home and argue with Mom and Dad?’

‘You can at least tell us who you are,’ the German continued. ‘We’ve got to log all visitors.’

Driver found her patience wearing thin. ‘I assume you’ve been briefed?’

The Dutchman nodded.

‘Then we were never here.’ Driver said, holding the German’s eye.

After a moment’s pause, the security team stepped aside.

Driver let the others run Serik through the door. ‘Ninety minutes and we’ll be dust in the wind,’ she continued. ‘In the meantime, do me a favour. Keep an eye out front for those goat herders.’ She pulled the security door shut in the guard’s faces and followed the rest of the team along a narrow corridor over cracked stone tiles.

The safe house had its own interrogation room. Two metal chairs and a table screwed into the floor and a two-sided mirror on the left-hand wall. Driver also noticed a camera shaped like a black bulb in the right corner of the ceiling, angled towards the centre of the room.

Pope and Baptiste forced Serik into the chair facing the door. He was wide awake now, struggling and attempting to shake them off.

‘What is this?’ Serik said from under the hood. ‘Who are you?’

The UN wasn’t in the habit of torturing the people they questioned. But they did have duct tape and a steel cable bicycle lock, both left out on the table as requested. While Pope pinned Serik’s calves to the legs of the chair, Baptiste wound the tape around his ankles. Next, Pope held Serik’s arms behind his back. Baptiste pulled the cable tight around the man’s ribcage. As the cable locked with an audible click, Driver stepped forward to remove the hood.

Wells dragged her back by an arm. He shook his head, put a finger to his lips and beckoned everyone out of the room. She went to pull away. Wells stood firm, his eyes wide and fixed on hers. Driver looked from Wells to Serik. She relented. As they left the room, Wells kept a firm grip of Driver’s elbow. They turned left and headed into a cramped soundproof observation booth.

‘So how do you want to do this?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Let him sweat a few minutes,’ Wells said. ‘Then I’ll go in and get the ball rolling.’

‘No, I want first bite,’ Driver said.

Wells held up his hands in apology. ‘Afraid you’re gonna have to sit this one out. Gilmore’s orders.’

That son of a bitch. All that bullshit back in Geneva about trusting her. He’d gone behind her back and given Wells a different order. Driver had forgotten how manipulative her old boss could be. ‘Gilmore isn’t here,’ she said, staring through the window at Serik. ‘And I’m team leader. My plan. My playbook.’

Wells looked at his watch. ‘Only for the extraction. And the clock’s ticking. Let’s get on with it.’

Driver shook her head as Wells pulled his rifle over his head and set it down. ‘Anyone bring in the cooler?’ Rios stepped forward with the cool box. Wells removed the last bottle of chilled water and left the observation booth.

As they waited for the show to start, Driver rolled the tension from her shoulders. Rios flexed her fingers.

‘How’s the hand?’ Pope asked her.

Rios shrugged. ‘It’s getting better.’

‘I’d say it works fine,’ Pope said. ‘That was some bloody shot back there.’

Rios held up her good hand. ‘I used the other one.’

‘Really?’ Driver asked, her attention torn from Serik.

‘Sure,’ Rios said, wiggling the fingers of her left.

Pope turned angry. ‘You mean you shot with your wrong hand when my head was in the way?’

‘Then you shouldn’t have such a massive head,’ Rios said.

‘You’re a liability,’ Pope grumbled, wagging a finger at Rios.

‘You know what does work?’ Rios said, extending the middle finger of her right hand.

While Rios and Pope exchanged sneers, Wells appeared on the other side of the two-way mirror. He closed the interrogation room door behind him and crossed the floor. Driver watched as he set the bottle of water down in the middle of the table. He walked around the back of Serik’s chair and yanked the hood off his head. Serik blinked and looked around him, eyes adjusting to the light. With a middle-aged body and wild, thinning hair, Serik looked more like a homeless man than the world’s leading professional terrorist.

Wells perched himself on the table in a relaxed manner. ‘Hi, I’m Michael. Your name’s Nurian, right?’

Serik didn’t respond. But he did wheeze under the pressure of the restraint.

‘Sorry it’s a bit tight,’ Wells said. ‘It’s the best we could do.’

Serik broke into a hoarse, violent cough. He groaned as the cable dug into his ribs.

‘I can help you out there, if you’re willing to help me,’ Wells continued.

Serik kept his silence, so Wells put his hand on the bottle of water. ‘Not even for a drink?’

Pope laughed to himself. ‘As if he’s gonna break that easy.’

‘He’s just drawing attention to it,’ Driver replied. ‘Making him notice how thirsty he is, how dehydrated.’

‘I could knock his front teeth out,’ Pope said. ‘He’ll notice that.’

Driver continued to simmer as Wells stretched his legs around the room. ‘You know why you’re here?’ he asked.

Again, Serik didn’t answer.

‘I mean, you know you’re a terrorist. And you know we know you’re a terrorist,’ Wells continued, strolling around the table. ‘But more specifically… Do you know why today, of all days?’

‘Today what?’ Serik spat.

‘That the gods came down from Olympus and snatched you out of your shoes.’

Serik looked away from Wells, eyes locked on the floor.

‘No?’ Wells continued, taking a seat across from him. ‘Do you think it could be because of the car bombing in Washington? Or the embassy attack in Moscow?’

Driver kept a close eye on Serik for a reaction.

Wells leaned forward on his chair. ‘Cards on the table, Nurian, we already know you were responsible.’

‘So what’s your plan?’ Serik said, breaking his silence. ‘You beat me up? Waterboard me? Lock me in a box? You know nothing. And neither do I.’

‘I’m not interested in hurting you, Nurian,’ Wells said. ‘And quite frankly, advanced interrogation doesn’t work. People will say anything to stop the torture. So what’s say we skip the formalities? All we want is the truth.’

‘What truth?’

The gall of the man, thought Driver. It made her want to punch through the inches-thick glass.

On the other side of the window, Wells remained calm. ‘You know exactly what I’m asking for, Nurian.’

Serik huffed. ‘Why would I tell you anything?’

‘Because today we’re running a special offer,’ Wells said, consulting his watch. ‘And right now, it’s happy hour. Not only do you get this tall bottle of cool, refreshing water, we’re throwing in a generous relocation package.’

‘What is this package?’ Serik asked.

‘Money, immunity and a new life.’

Serik didn’t answer. Driver couldn’t believe it. They were offering this scumbag a deal?

‘Come on, Nurian, what do you say?’ Wells cracked the top off the bottle of water. ‘You in or you out?’

Serik laughed to himself. ‘Why do you keep calling me Nurian? Who is this person you think I am?’

Wells’ head dropped in defeat. He put the bottle top down on the table. He slapped his hands on his thighs as he stood from his chair. ‘Why don’t I give you a few minutes to think about it?’ He tapped his watch face. ‘Don’t think too long.’

As Wells returned to the observation booth, Driver bridled at the thought of Serik strolling away from his crimes and into the sunset. She squeezed a fist and counted to ten.

Wells slapped Pope on the shoulder. ‘You’re next, buddy. No real names, remember?’

‘Righto,’ Pope said, stretching. ‘Watch and learn, kids.’

Driver refocused as Pope appeared moments later in the interrogation room. She might not have been allowed in there, but she could watch the man for ticks and tells. Suss out the truth as the others tried to extract information.

‘G’day, mate,’ Pope said to Serik as he picked up the water bottle. ‘Aw yeah, I’m thirstier than a camel in a jumper.’ Pope took a slug of water and offered the bottle to Serik. ‘Want some, Mr Serik?’

Serik strained his neck, his lips an inch from the bottle.

Pope pulled the bottle away. ‘Shit, I forgot. You’re not Nurian Serik are you? How about I just call you Phil?’ Pope angled his head, as if staring at Serik’s groin. ‘Strewth, Phil, I’ve seen bigger dicks on a baby dingo.’

Inside the booth, Driver turned to Wells. ‘What’s the plan with Pope? Annoy the truth out of him?’

Wells shrugged.

‘If it is, I give him two minutes,’ Baptiste said. ‘No human can withstand that kind of punishment.’

Back in the interrogation room, Pope slammed the bottle on the table. ‘Anyway, my name’s Michael as well.’ He roamed around the room, limbering up as if ready for a morning run. ‘Mates call me Mick. I like arm-wrestling, table tennis and long walks along the coast.’ Pope rolled out his neck and shoulders. ‘Shall we get started?’

‘Started with what?’ Serik asked.

Pope cracked an incredulous grin. ‘With the torture, you big galah.’

He plunged a fist deep into Serik’s midriff. Serik bucked in his chair, the cable digging into his ribs. A smile flickered on Driver’s face.




Chapter 15

As Pope delivered a straight right to Serik’s jaw, Driver expected to feel a sense of much-needed catharsis. Yet it did nothing to dampen the fire burning within.

Serik spat a tooth, mouth dripping with blood. ‘Do what you want, I don’t know anything.’

Pope cracked his knuckles. ‘Between you and me, I couldn’t give a shit either way.’

‘Who are you with?’ Serik asked, stalling the next punch. ‘MI6?’

Pope took offence. ‘You calling me a fucking Pom?’

He continued his routine, but with every punch to the guts, the ribs, the head, Driver felt the itch grow worse. She had to get in that room.

‘This isn’t working,’ she said to Wells. ‘He’s not talking.’

‘He’s not supposed to,’ Wells replied.

Driver turned to face him. ‘Time’s running out. You need to get me in there. It’s pointless handing him to anyone if he doesn’t talk.’

‘I agree,’ Lim said. ‘Let her in there. See what she can do.’

Wells acted as if Lim wasn’t there. ‘Baptiste is in next.’

‘You think only a man can ask questions?’ Rios said.

‘Look, this isn’t my call,’ Wells replied.

Driver pulled the satphone from her jacket pocket. ‘You’re right.’ She stormed into the hallway and called Gilmore’s number.

‘What’s wrong?’ Gilmore answered.

‘You put Wells in charge of interrogation?’

Gilmore groaned. ‘I knew this’d come back to bite me.’

‘I know more about Serik than anyone else in here.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.’

‘So much for trust,’ Driver said.

‘Your judgement is compromised,’ Gilmore replied. ‘You’d have done the same thing if you were me.’

‘I wouldn’t have gone behind your back.’

‘My priority is the mission, not your precious ego. And Wells has the most experience when it comes to advanced interrogation.’

‘Yeah? Well that experience isn’t getting the job done.’

‘You’ve got your orders,’ Gilmore fired back, his temper rising. ‘Now get back to fucking work.’

The line went dead on the other end. Driver drew back an arm to throw the phone to the floor. She stopped herself. Gilmore was in charge. And Driver had her orders. Her time in the navy meant she was wired to accept them.

Still, it didn’t stop her slamming the door of the observation booth. ‘This is a joke,’ she muttered.

Wells was apologetic. ‘If the situation were different—’

‘Serik’s had enough. Tag me in,’ Baptiste said.

Wells slapped a green button on the wall. It rang a bell on the interrogation room wall.

Pope paused mid-swing. He took a step back and sized Serik up. ‘Right, well that’s me done. I’m off for a stroll to the gravy bowl. Nice chatting with you, Phil.’

As Pope traded places with Baptiste, he popped his head in the observation booth. ‘Anyone know where the dunny is?’

Rios pulled a face. ‘The what?’

‘You know, the dunny… the thunder box…’

Driver looked around the booth. She wasn’t the only one confused.

Pope flapped his arms in frustration. ‘There’s a brown dog barking at the back door. How much clearer can I make it?’

‘Try down the hall,’ Wells said, appearing to understand.

‘Finally,’ Pope grumbled to himself as he shuffled out of the room. ‘No one speaks English any more.’

With Pope gone, Driver got her mind back on the task at hand. She watched Baptiste enter the interrogation room and pick up the water bottle. Holding it to Serik’s lips, he let the injured man take a drink. He pulled a white handkerchief from a pocket and wiped the blood from Serik’s mouth and face. He set the bottle down and unfastened the lock on the bicycle cable and left it on the table. Serik took big, pained breaths, free of the restraint. Baptiste picked up the chair opposite him and set it down beside the table, took a seat, leaned in close and whispered low.

‘What’s he saying?’ Rios asked. ‘I can’t hear.’

‘I don’t know, but a Kazakh and a Russian…’ Driver said. ‘They could be in bed together.’

‘Assuming Baptiste is still loyal to the Kremlin,’ Wells replied. ‘Which I doubt.’

‘The man was a double-agent for twenty years,’ Driver continued. ‘You don’t think he knows how to hide his intentions?’

‘We could all be hiding our intentions,’ Wells said, glancing over a shoulder at Lim.

Lim rolled her eyes. ‘Get over it.’

The way Driver saw it, none of the team could be trusted. Not Wells and not even Gilmore. Not after they’d both betrayed her confidence. Meanwhile, she’d been conditioned by the CIA to distrust Russian and Chinese agents, while Rios was rumoured to have gunned down former colleagues of hers in the DEA. Driver didn’t hang anyone over a rumour, but it was far from reassuring.

In truth, the only person she did trust was Pope. He was a soldier at most, a mercenary at worst. And he wore his motives like dayglo armbands on his sleeve. Everyone else – well, deception was in their blood. It came as naturally as breathing. Serik was no different. Intelligent, experienced and tough, he was trained to resist questioning and aligned to a cause he placed above all else – money. It was a hell of a wall to break down. Especially in the limited time they had before they flew him out of Libya.

And yet what was this? Serik was talking. Laughing. Small, meaningless conversation in fluent Russian. Driver resented every ounce of pleasure on his face. ‘You all following this?’ she asked the room.

‘Just about,’ Wells said.

‘Of course,’ said Lim.

‘No, what are they saying?’ Rios asked.

‘They’re talking about 24,’ said Wells.

‘The TV show?’ Rios asked.

‘He says Jack Bauer’s his favourite character,’ Wells added as Baptiste continued to chat with Serik.

Baptiste offered Serik a cigarette. The Jan Seven leader wedged it between his swollen lips and lit the end. The Russian smoked his own and reclined in his chair.

Serik raised the volume of the conversation. ‘So what’s a Russian doing with an American, an Englishman and Australian?’

‘I was an agent for the SVR,’ Baptiste replied. ‘Caught in Paris. Released on the condition I help bring you in.’

‘Who are you in bed with? CIA? MI6? French intelligence?’

‘Bit of all three,’ Baptiste said, dragging on his cigarette. ‘They’ve got me over a barrel. A bit like you, my friend.’

‘Maybe,’ Serik countered. ‘But I’m afraid your efforts are in vain.’

‘Oh, I’m just the halftime entertainment,’ Baptiste said.

Serik’s eyes lit up. ‘Like the Super Bowl. You like the NFL?’

‘I’m more of an ice hockey guy,’ said Baptiste.

‘What is Baptiste doing?’ Rios asked.

Driver pressed a hand against the window. ‘He’s wasting time. That’s what he’s doing.’

‘Not all methods are as crude as yours,’ Lim remarked.

‘Mine?’ Driver said over a shoulder.

‘America’s,’ said Lim, nodding towards the window. ‘He knows what he’s doing.’

Driver glanced at Wells. ‘You not gonna defend my honour?’

Wells shrugged. ‘I hate to agree with her—’

‘Fine,’ Driver said, drumming her fingers against the glass. ‘But he’s got five minutes. Then I’m going in.’

‘You’re a hero in Moscow, you know that?’ Baptiste asked Serik.

Serik feigned modesty. ‘I suppose I am.’

Baptiste leaned forward. His voice was low, but loud enough for the microphones in the room to pick up his words. ‘Between you and me – the Moscow bombing, that was some trick you pulled off. And the Russian embassy? Impressive.’

‘Oh, I can’t take all the credit—’ Serik stopped himself dead as his eyes narrowed. He spat out the cigarette with a wry smile. ‘Nice try.’

Baptiste stood on the discarded cigarette and stamped it into the concrete floor. He walked to the observation window. ‘Should we bring her in now?’

‘Who?’ Serik asked, laughing. ‘That massage parlour whore going to suck the information out of me?’

Lim bolted for the door. ‘That’s it.’

‘Oh no you don’t,’ Driver said, cutting in front of her. ‘It’s my turn.’

‘Driver!’ Wells boomed.

She held his stare – no way in hell she was backing down.

Wells faltered. He looked through the window and back to Driver. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

She threw the door open.

Baptiste came down the hall. ‘He’s all yours—’

Driver snatched the cigarette from his lips, the pack and lighter from his hand. She burst into the interrogation room and slammed the steel door behind her. It made Serik jump. He looked in panic to the mirror on the wall. And back to Driver.

‘Hello, remember me?’ Driver said, feeling a wicked smile stretch across her face.




Chapter 16

Driver crossed the floor and stubbed the burning cigarette out between Serik’s eyes. He cried out in agony. She flicked the butt across the room, shook out another cigarette from the pack and lit it with Baptiste’s lighter.

Driver inhaled, long and slow. She breathed a jet of smoke in the air. ‘Tell us what you know, or the next one goes in your eye.’

Serik shook his head, whimpering. ‘Whatever you think I know—’

Driver grabbed Serik by a tuft of hair. She snapped his head back to face the ceiling. He screamed as Driver pressed the burning tip of the cigarette onto his eyelid. She counted to three as he bucked and writhed before letting him go. Serik’s eye was blood-red, the lid fried black and blowing up. He yelled and cursed in Kazakh, a language Driver had learned in her long pursuit of the man.

‘Well what do you know?’ she said, examining the still-burning tip of the cigarette. ‘I think we can do the other eye too.’

Driver approached Serik for another round. He turned his head in all directions, anything to save the other eye. ‘What happened in Orin,’ he said. ‘It was business.’

‘We’ll get to that,’ Driver replied. ‘First, let’s talk Moscow and Washington.’ She got behind Serik and leaned in over his shoulder. ‘See that camera up in the corner of the room? First I need you to look right into it and tell the truth.’

Serik shook his head.

Driver spoke in his ear. ‘Immunity’s no use if you’re blind in both eyes.’

‘Like your British friend said, a tortured man will say anything to stop the pain,’ Serik said. ‘How will you know if I’m telling the truth?’

‘Because I know where they’re going to send you,’ Driver whispered. ‘And when we find out you’re lying, I’ll hunt you and your wife down with a machete. I’ll pour gasoline on your children and take photos while they burn.’

Serik snorted. ‘Unlike me, your government has laws. Even the CIA—’

‘I’m not with the CIA, Nurian. Or the government – any government. I have no country, no ties, no rules. I don’t exist any more and neither do you.’

Serik’s good eye wandered to the bandage on Driver’s wrist. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Well unfortunately, you didn’t survive the trip out here,’ she replied. ‘You’re a ghost now, like the rest of us. And there’s only one way you’re getting out of here alive.’

Serik hesitated. ‘This deal – immunity for my family? They come with me?’

Driver hesitated. Was there no other way than this? No, much as it ate away at her, Serik’s cooperation might be the world’s only hope. ‘It’s all-inclusive,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Just tell the truth.’

Serik looked into the camera on the wall. ‘It was me,’ he began. ‘I was responsible.’

‘For what?’ Driver prompted.

‘For the explosion in the US embassy in Moscow,’ Serik continued. ‘For the Russian embassy in Washington.’

‘And who else were you working with?’ Driver asked.

‘Who else? No one else.’

‘You had help. We know that. Which country?’

Serik seemed genuinely confused. ‘Country?’

‘The Russians? The US? Which government were you partnering with?’

‘There was no government,’ Serik said. ‘I don’t work with your governments. Deals, trades, sure, but nothing more.’

‘Then why?’ Driver asked. ‘Why do it?’

Serik laughed. ‘Because you’re a cancer on the world.’

‘Spoken by a man who wears Levi jeans and a Rolex,’ Driver said, eyeing the watch on his wrist.

‘You invade our countries, drop bombs on our schools and hospitals…’ Serik ranted.

Driver couldn’t help but laugh. ‘You still trotting out that line? You’re not an extremist, Nurian. You’re an opportunist, fighting under whoever’s flag pays the most.’

A speaker high up on the wall crackled. ‘That’s all we need,’ Wells said. ‘Let’s wrap it up.’

‘In a minute,’ Driver replied. ‘He knows more.’

‘We got what we came for,’ Wells said. ‘We can get the rest later. It’s time to go.’

‘Give me a goddamn minute,’ Driver yelled, ripping a Velcro pocket open on her belt. ‘Tell me what happened in Orin,’ she continued, pulling a knife.

The smugness returned to Serik’s face. ‘We have a deal. Now do as your boyfriend says.’

‘You killed my boyfriend, remember?’ Driver said through clenched teeth. She held the blade of the knife to Serik’s penis. ‘Start talking or I start cutting.’

Serik glanced at the knife, no longer as sure of himself.

‘Look at me, Nurian.’ Driver stooped to Serik’s eye level. ‘Look at me and tell me I’m lying.’

Serik met Driver’s eye and swallowed hard.

‘In Kazakhstan, who tipped you off we were coming?’ she asked. ‘Who was the mole?’

Serik laughed and shook his head.

‘Driver!’ Wells yelled through the speaker.

‘Was it Gilmore?’ she asked.

‘Gilmore?’ Serik said. ‘Who the fuck is Gilmore?’

‘One of his team, then,’ Driver said. ‘Someone at Langley?’

Driver pressed the blade harder against Serik’s penis.

‘You cut me there, I’ll be dead before you get an answer.’

Wells yelled again. ‘Driver! Enough!’

Driver looked up to the two-way mirror and pulled the blade away. Serik relaxed in his chair. She drove the tip of the blade into the left thigh. Serik howled in pain. Driver twisted the knife and he howled some more.

Serik breathed out the pain and looked up at her. ‘What’s the time?’

‘What do you care?’

‘I’d look myself but my hands are tied.’

‘Why does the time matter?’ Driver asked, sensing something was wrong.

Serik chuckled to himself, as if he no longer felt the pain. She’d finally broken him. ‘You’ve no idea, have you?’ he said, as the door to the room flew open.

‘About what?’ Driver asked, as Wells ran in behind her and wrestled her by the arms.

‘That’s enough,’ Wells said.

‘Get the fuck off me,’ Driver replied, trying to shake herself free.

Wells dragged her backwards towards the door, Baptiste in attendance.

‘Who tipped you off?’ Driver screamed, tears in her eyes. ‘Who sold us out?’

Serik laughed and yelled after her in delirium. ‘You’ve no idea what’s coming. No idea!’

The door to the interrogation room slammed shut. Driver fought herself free.

Wells pushed her along the corridor towards the exit. ‘Cool off!’

Driver punched a button on the wall and pushed through both security doors onto the porch. She breathed as if she’d been running, her whole body shaking. Looking left and right across the porch the ex-Langley officer saw the same pair of slack-minded guards either side, keeping watch on the perimeter. While the Dutchman ran a pair of binoculars over the horizon, his German colleague approached across the rickety floorboards of the porch. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Fine,’ Driver replied.

The German offered her a cigarette. Driver accepted. She breathed out a plume of smoke.

‘Got what you came for?’ he asked.

‘Yes and no,’ Driver answered, gazing across the desert plains. ‘I dunno.’

The pair smoked in silence.

‘Sorry about earlier,’ Driver said. ‘Things are a little tense.’

The German cocked his head. ‘Days like these, everyone’s tense. Well, only three more days left before I go home to the family. Hopefully the world hangs on that long.’

‘You got kids at home?’ Driver asked.

The German held up two fingers. ‘Six and nine.’

‘I think it’ll be all right.’

The German looked towards the house. ‘How can you be sure?’

‘That’s classified,’ Driver said, taking another drag.

She stared into the far distance, into the light-blue haze of the sky. Unfocused at first, until something caught her eye. She heard the faintest beat of a helicopter rotor. A speck on the horizon. Nothing unusual, except it appeared to be heading straight for them. And getting closer.




Chapter 17

Lim couldn’t believe how archaic UN intelligence was. First the outdated comms. And now they were storing their interviews on CDs? Had MP3s not made it out to the desert yet? She laughed when Baptiste said he’d be in the server room burning Serik’s confession to a disc. For a brief moment, it alleviated the uneasy feeling gnawing away at her insides.

As Wells applied a damp cloth to Serik’s eye, Lim stood watching the man they’d been questioning through the observation window. She’d been examining him closely throughout. Something about the situation wasn’t right. The interrogation had gone too smoothly for her liking. Serik had confessed without even asking to see any paperwork or a government lawyer. He seemed smarter than that. Sure, whatever Driver said to him seemed to have worked. But to break in under an hour? And why was he so focused on the time?

Rios stepped up to the glass. ‘How much do you think that Rolex on his wrist is worth?’

‘Twenty thousand?’ Lim guessed.

‘So much for death to capitalism,’ Rios said. ‘You think anyone’ll mind if, y’know, it somehow got lost in transit?’

Lim shook her head. ‘Where he’s going, he’s not going to need it.’

Rios folded her arms and cocked her head. ‘Who leaves a twenty-G Rolex on during a massage?’

‘Didn’t you see the surveillance images? He never takes it—’ Lim froze. Could it be possible? If so, they were in big trouble. Lim flew out of the door.

‘What?’ Rios said, chasing her into the hall.

Lim charged into the interrogation room with Rios in tow. Wells tensed, as if ready to defend himself. Lim stepped around the back of Serik’s chair and grabbed his left wrist.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Wells.

‘Give me your knife,’ Lim said.

‘Give you my knife?’

‘For his wrists,’ Lim explained.

Wells held the blade close to his side. ‘We’re not cutting him loose.’

‘You can tape him again when I’m done.’

‘Done doing what?’ Wells asked.

‘Just give her the knife,’ Rios said, drawing it fast from Wells’ belt. She threw it to Lim, who cut the ties from Serik’s wrists. Lim slipped the Rolex over his left hand.

‘If you’re thinking of selling that, you won’t get the chance,’ Serik said.

She ignored him and examined the watch – the back plate, the gold links that made up the wrist strap and the diamond-encrusted watch face. It was just as she thought, her worse suspicions confirmed. Lim smacked it hard against the floor.

‘Hey!’ Serik yelled. ‘You know how much that’s worth?’

‘Yeah, it’s worth shit now,’ Rios said. ‘You find it?’ she asked Lim. Clearly, the young Mexican caught on fast.

Wells threw out his arms. ‘Find what?’

Lim knelt and slammed the watch face against the floor until the glass smashed. She shook the tiny fragments out of the watch and picked out a small black dot the size of a lentil. Holding it between finger and thumb, the former freelance assassin rose to her feet and lifted the dot to the light.

Wells’ eyes told the story.

‘GPS tracker,’ Rios said, looking at Serik. ‘He’s been playing us all along. Buying time.’

Right on cue, the deep thrum of helicopter rotors pounded through the walls and ceiling. The first crackle of gunfire followed.

Serik smiled, a balloon for an eye and a beard caked with blood. ‘They’re here.’



Driver reached for her satphone and realised she’d left it in the safe house. She tried warning the others on the comms. All she heard was static. She took the earpiece out and threw it away. ‘Piece of crap.’

‘How many have we got?’ the German asked.

‘Two Humvees,’ the Dutchman said, peering through his binoculars.

‘Gunter, what do you see?’ the German asked over a walkie-talkie.

Driver vaulted off the porch and ran around the rear of the house. She saw a sand-coloured MRAP speeding towards them. A bulletproof, blast-proof, six-wheeled armoured tank weighing in at twenty-four tonnes. She doubled-back around the front and rejoined the security team. The Humvees smashed their way through the main gate. A black Huey circled overhead, whipping up a swirling vortex of sand. Through squinting eyes, Driver counted four masked soldiers and a gunner with a G3 rifle.

‘Avalon, this is Sandbox,’ the German yelled over the beat of the Huey. ‘The house is compromised. Request rapid response.’

‘They’ll never make it,’ Driver yelled, pushing the entry button on the security door. ‘Where do you keep your spare arms?’

‘It’s code-locked,’ the Dutchman said.

‘There’s no time,’ the German shouted over the rotor noise. ‘Get inside.’

He and the Dutchman opened fire on the approaching vehicles. Driver re-entered the house, slamming both security doors shut behind her. The team were already in the main hallway, weapons in hand.

‘What have we got?’ Pope asked, appearing in the hallway, buckling his belt.

‘A Huey, two Humvees and at least one armed unit,’ Driver replied.

‘Jesus,’ Wells said, checking his rifle.

‘Plus an MRAP to the rear,’ Driver continued. ‘Fully loaded.’

‘What have we got left?’ Baptiste asked, checking his magazine.

‘Not nearly enough,’ Wells replied, strapping his rifle over his shoulders.

Pope jammed his last remaining clip into his rifle. Driver pulled her Glock from her holster, with Lim and Rios also down to handguns.

‘There’s only one way in,’ Driver said, as the sound of automatic fire intensified. ‘Through those two security doors out front.’

Rios prepped her weapon. ‘Let’s bottle-neck this bitch.’

Driver led the way and gave the hand signals. The team spread out, taking positions along the hallway, their weapons trained on the internal door.

She heard the muted cries of the security team outside. Cries of agony. Then a smatter of gunfire. No more cries. Driver waited for the door to open. The invaders were sure to blow it with a small, controlled explosion on the locking mechanism. Yet the explosion came from behind them. It was huge. But no, not an explosion. An impact.

A cloud of dust billowed out of the interrogation room door. ‘Keep your positions,’ Driver said, as she turned and sprinted towards it. She coughed on the dust, blinded by the cloud. As it cleared, Driver found a giant hole in the wall, filled by the rear end of the MRAP.

Serik was still alive, trying to free his ankles from the chair legs. Then came the real explosion, blowing in the inner door. She returned to the hallway. A clutch of smoke grenades bounced in off the walls and released a plume of CS gas.

‘Fall back!’ Driver yelled with the team already retreating. A hell-storm of hot shrapnel followed through the doorway. She and the others returned fire, unsighted and on the back foot.

It was the Orin assault all over again. As the invading force flooded the corridor, Driver and the others retreated to the observation booth. She didn’t have to discuss tactics. Somehow Serik’s people had found him. They’d be gone in seconds, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

Yet in the observation booth, they had a slim chance. They could squeeze into a small space and fire as a unit at anyone who attempted to come in through the door or the window. As Driver blinked the tears from her stinging eyes, Pope pulled the door shut and locked it from the inside.

‘Anyone hit?’ Driver asked.

‘No,’ Baptiste coughed. ‘But there’s only so long we’re gonna last in here.’

‘What about Serik?’ Wells asked, rubbing his reddening eyes.

‘We’ve got the recording,’ Driver replied. ‘Once it leaks there’ll be a manhunt.’

Pope trained his rifle on the door. ‘Yeah, if we survive long enough to hand it over.’

‘They’ll know a call went out,’ Driver continued. ‘They won’t hang around.’

On the other side of the door, she heard shouts of ‘clear’ in Arabic.

The microphone in the interrogation room was still working. It picked up the jackboots of masked men entering through the hole in the wall. Driver watched through the glass. One in particular appeared to be the leader. He stopped in front of Serik while the others fanned out, red laser dots splintering left and right.

‘You put another CD in the recorder?’ Driver asked.

‘Yeah,’ Baptiste said. Suddenly, his face fell. ‘Shit.’

‘What?’ Driver asked.

‘I left Serik’s confession in the server room.’

Wells threw back his head. ‘What the fuck?’

‘Sorry,’ Baptiste replied, ‘there was the small matter of an armed invasion to deal with.’

‘So what the fuck do we do?’ Rios asked.

‘I’ll go and get it,’ Baptiste said.

Wells held him back. ‘No, the second you open that door, you’re dead. And so are we.’

‘Besides, the bloke was stalling,’ Pope said. ‘The confession could be a fake.’

‘Real or not, we could still use it,’ Lim replied.

‘Quiet,’ Driver hissed, trying to listen in on the conversation in the interrogation room. The others fell silent as she watched through the window.

‘You took your time,’ Serik said in Arabic. ‘I had to give them something. A confession.’

‘A confession?’ the leader replied, his voice deep and warped, filtered through a disguiser. Yet nothing could disguise his anger.

‘Calm down,’ Serik replied. ‘I told them it was all me.’

‘That’s no good to us,’ the leader said. ‘A confession from you would undermine everything.’

Serik pointed to his swollen eye. ‘Look at me. I had to give them something. You should have got here earlier.’

‘Did they record it?’ the leader asked.

Serik nodded towards the camera in the ceiling.

A masked invader entered the interrogation room from the hallway. ‘Do you want us to deal with the rest of them?’ he asked.

‘That’s not the priority,’ the leader said. ‘There’s a recording. The server room. Find it.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The leader consulted his watch. ‘And make it quick. Rapid response will be here any minute.’

The man nodded and left the room in search of the recording. Serik struggled with the tape around his ankles. ‘Are you going to get me out of this chair or not?’ The leader ordered another of his men to free Serik. The man cut the tape keeping him in his seat. As Serik staggered to his feet, the masked invader returned with the CD and a hard drive under an arm. ‘Found it, sir.’

‘Good,’ Serik sighed in relief, cradling his bruised jaw. ‘Now get me to a doctor. I feel like I’m about to die.’

‘And you’d be right,’ the leader said, raising his rifle. He fired twice. Serik’s body flew backwards over the chair, a double tap to the heart.

There was a collective gasp in the observation room.

‘What the fuck?’ Rios whispered.

Driver didn’t know whether to punch the air in celebration or the wall in frustration.

The leader stepped forward and put two more bullets in Serik’s forehead. ‘All units, fall out.’

He stepped through the hole in the wall. His men followed close behind, backing up around the MRAP, weapons trained on the space in front of them. Within seconds, they were gone. The MRAP pulled out of the back wall, leaving stone and masonry to crash to the floor. The beat of the Huey faded into the distance and the house fell silent.



Pope opened the door and put his head around the corner. Driver followed on his shoulder, out into the hallway. The others were close behind, checking all areas of the building. Nothing remained but the decaying wisps of potassium chlorate from the grenades and four dead security men on the porch.

Driver stood over the German’s body. A fatal wound to the stomach and a bullet hole between the eyes. Whoever was responsible, they were either merciful or meticulous. She moved back into the hallway and found the rest of the team lingering in the interrogation room.

Pope stared at a view full of desert through the hole made by the MRAP. ‘There goes our freedom.’

Driver looked around her at the damage done. She moved to a wall and prised a bullet from the stone. It resembled a flower. Gold at the base, with a lead, petal-like shape where the point of the bullet had split. She slipped it in a pocket and turned her attention to Serik’s bleeding corpse. She expected to feel relief, release. Yet the overriding sense was one of regret. It should have been her pulling the trigger. And now they didn’t even have the confession. Whether or not it was genuine, Lim made a good point. Gilmore could have leaked it to the media anyway and acted as if it was real. A confession from Serik could have stopped the war.

‘Rapid response will be here any minute,’ Wells said. ‘We can’t be here when they arrive.’

‘So what now, boss?’ Baptiste said.

‘Huh?’ Driver murmured, lost in thought.

‘What do we do?’ Rios asked.

Driver snapped out of her daze. ‘We can’t leave behind any evidence.’ She looked down at Serik’s broken, bleeding body. ‘Burn it. Burn it all.’




Chapter 18

Geneva, Switzerland

Driver placed the spent bullet down on the conference table. A table otherwise littered with plastic trays of sandwiches, rolls and finger food. Gilmore had referred to it as a meeting, yet may as well have called it a roasting.

The team had returned without Serik. They couldn’t even present the corpse in a body bag or claim credit for eliminating one of the world’s most feared terrorists.

Driver slid the bullet across the table, under Gilmore’s nose. ‘You know what that is?’

‘Is that a serious question?’ Gilmore asked, sitting opposite her. He picked the spent shrapnel up and peered through his reading glasses.

‘It’s a hollow-point, compatible with an M4A1 assault rifle,’ Pope explained. ‘It expands on impact.’

‘I know what a hollow-point does,’ Gilmore said. ‘But what’s your point?’

‘Libyan militia don’t carry these kinds of weapons,’ Driver replied. ‘Neither do terrorist organisations.’

‘So Jan Seven decided to upgrade,’ Gilmore said. ‘Doesn’t change the fact that you lost Serik.’

‘We got a confession,’ Baptiste said.

‘On a CD that’s in a thousand pieces by now,’ Gilmore said.

‘The point is, he confessed,’ Baptiste said, exchanging a nervous glance with Driver, as if imploring her to go along with him. Yet she wasn’t about to mention the validity of Serik’s admission. Evidence or none, the team still had their own freedoms to think about. Only a successful mission would guarantee their permanent release from prison. And Driver was not spending another day in Siberia.

‘I can’t go back to the delegates with a say-so,’ Gilmore said. ‘We need absolute proof it was a third party. Something real they can hand their contacts in the media.’

Wells sat with his arms folded. ‘I don’t know why Jan Seven would execute Serik. Killing your own CEO… What’s there to gain?’

‘Maybe he’d become too much of a liability,’ Baptiste said. ‘The guy went to massage parlours and wore a Rolex. That kind of thing draws attention.’

While the meeting continued, Driver played the conversation between Serik and his executioner out in her mind. The way the leader of the invading force spoke, it was as if he was the man in charge. She rapped her fingertips on the conference table and considered the riddle with a furrowed brow.

‘I know that face,’ Gilmore said. ‘What is it?’

Driver shifted up in her chair. ‘What if Serik had nothing to do with the bombing? What if it’s someone else? Someone we haven’t thought of, don’t know of…’

Gilmore frowned. ‘You’re making no sense.’

‘Think about it,’ Driver said, getting up from the table. ‘Jan Seven pull off two of the biggest attacks in recent history and they don’t take credit for either?’ She shook her head, pacing back and forth behind her chair. ‘Then they go out of their way to execute Serik and bury any link to the attacks…’

Baptiste nodded, a finger on his chin. ‘That’s the opposite of what a terror organisation does.’

‘The way they were talking, it was like they hired the guy,’ Driver continued.

Wells leaned back in his chair. ‘You’re saying it’s someone else? Like who?’

‘Whoever flies in on a Huey carrying carbine assault rifles,’ Driver said. ‘Did you see the way they moved in there?’

Wells nodded. ‘Right out of the training manual.’

Gilmore grunted. ‘It’s not the Seventies any more. Terror cells are highly sophisticated now. We ought to know, we trained them.’

‘Not to that level,’ Driver said, leaning her weight on the back of her chair.

‘Plus, they don’t drive Humvees and MRAPs,’ Lim added, pouring herself a glass of water.

‘Come to think of it,’ Pope said, his feet resting on the end of the conference table, ‘they didn’t sound local.’

Baptiste turned in his chair. ‘I thought they spoke in Arabic.’

‘I worked as a contractor in Tripoli and Benghazi,’ Pope continued, chewing on an egg roll. ‘Wherever they were from, they weren’t Libyan. And the leader spoke faster with Serik. Slower with his own men… The way I’d talk in Arabic.’

‘Yeah, and why the Darth Vader shit with the voice disguisers?’ Rios said, swinging low and loose in her chair.

Lim reached across the table and picked up the split shell of the hollow-point. She rolled it between her fingers. ‘Driver’s right. These are US Army issue. Not easy to get, even on the black market.’

‘You speaking from experience?’ Wells asked.

Lim shot a venomous glance across the table. ‘In my experience, there are only three suppliers capable of sourcing this bullet. And only one who can get the latest model of US combat vehicle.’

‘Oleksandr Yedmenov,’ Baptiste said, sipping on a black coffee. ‘He’s got a dozen generals on speed dial.’

‘You know him personally?’ Driver asked.

‘Sure, we went through the Institute together.’

‘The Institute?’ Pope asked through a mouthful.

‘Russian spy school,’ Gilmore explained. ‘Based out of Moscow.’

‘Maybe Yedmenov can tell us who’s buying MRAPs and Hueys,’ Driver said. ‘Can you set up a meet?’

Baptiste shrugged. ‘I can try.’

Gilmore removed his glasses and massaged his temples. ‘The delegates are getting itchy feet after Tripoli. They want me to shut the operation down.’

Pope sat upright in his chair. ‘You mean cut us loose?’

‘Send you back,’ Gilmore said.

Driver sat up. ‘They can’t do that. The trail’s still hot.’

‘It’s lukewarm,’ Gilmore replied. ‘And did you read your contracts?’

‘Not all the way through,’ Pope admitted, looking around the table. ‘I mean, no one actually reads those things, do they?’

‘Section seventy-eight, clause B,’ Lim said. ‘Upon failure to meet operational benchmarks, participants may be extradited to their prior state of confinement. All judicial rights shall be retained by the participating state with no reduction of sentence or grounds for appeal.’

Pope scratched his head. ‘Well how am I supposed to make sense of that?’

‘That’s the point,’ said Rios.

The injustice of the situation was the one thing everyone could agree on, including Driver. ‘Thanks for fighting for us,’ she said to Gilmore.

‘I did,’ he replied.

Wells toyed with a crust on his plate. ‘Not hard enough.’

Gilmore rubbed a hand over his tired, ashen face.

‘I can understand being thrown under the bus then,’ Driver said, ‘But now we’re not on enemy soil? Come on.’

Anna nibbled on a sandwich. ‘It does seem a little pointless.’

As Gilmore shot her a look, she shrugged and hid behind her food. He turned and looked around the group. ‘Look, I’m taking orders the same as the rest of you. The contracts are the delegates’ way of covering their own tracks. It’s treason if they’re exposed.’

‘Good, then I can introduce myself in prison,’ Lim said.

Pope snatched a tuna mayo off a nearby platter and bit into it like it was the head of the enemy. ‘Anyone comes for me, I’ll rip their fucking head off.’

‘Seconded,’ Rios said, squeezing her left hand into a fist.

Pope waved his half-eaten sandwich at Lim. ‘And good luck wrangling that one back in her box.’

Wells put his hands on the arms of his chair. ‘I’m ready to walk right now.’

Anna looked to Gilmore for reassurance.

He loosened his tie. ‘I knew I should have stayed on the golf course.’

As the meeting descended into a slanging match across the table, Driver realised her own anger wasn’t helping. Besides which, there was still a way out. Returning to her seat at the table, she waited for a crossfire of protests to die down. All eyes turned towards her as Driver cleared her throat to speak. ‘Am I sorry Serik is in the ground? Hell no… But the way I see it, that leaves us all in the same fix.’ Driver picked up a spring roll in each hand. ‘The jackets are still off the nukes. So it doesn’t matter what we signed, where we run to or how many people have to die trying to stop us. If we don’t find the real perpetrators behind the attacks…’ Driver used the rolls to simulate missiles taking off. She crossed her hands and plunged each roll into the table with a whistle. She let go of the rolls, ends squashed into the tabletop.

‘What a waste,’ Pope muttered with a forlorn shake of the head.

‘Billions of lives,’ Driver continued, ramming the point home.

‘I was talking about the spring rolls,’ Pope said. ‘I was gonna eat those.’

Driver tossed the rolls to Pope, who caught them and stuffed the first one in his mouth. Baptise rolled his eyes and cursed the Australian in French.

Driver focused in on Gilmore. ‘The point is, none of us have got anything to lose – at this table, the Security Council table, any table. So we can sit here crying over a failed op, or you can let us continue our work.’

Gilmore mulled it over. ‘Let’s say I sanction this trip to—’

‘St Petersburg,’ Baptiste said. ‘That’s where Yedmenov spends most of his time.’

‘How do I know you won’t all slip off the grid as soon as the flight lands?’ Gilmore continued.

‘You don’t,’ Rios said, tossing a peanut in the air and catching it in her mouth. She crunched through the nut and held Gilmore’s stare.

He turned to face Driver. ‘I’ll take it to the powers that be. But no more slip-ups.’

Wells sipped on a glass of water. ‘You don’t want slip-ups? We need better support.’

‘Eyes, ears, intel—’ said Driver.

‘And communications that work,’ added Lim. ‘None of the cheap shit.’

‘And I want to be called Agent from now on,’ Pope said. ‘Agent Pope.’

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Gilmore replied. ‘But you’ll have to prep your own mission. Anna will make the arrangements. You’ve got twenty-four hours to bring me something. After that, I can’t guarantee your futures, or mine.’ Gilmore stood out of his seat. He looked at Driver like a concerned father. ‘And eat something, for Christ’s sake.’




Chapter 19

The Gulfstream was ready. The team walked across the tarmac to the idling jet with their black holdalls packed. They boarded the plane and took their seats, ready for take-off.

Pope looked around the cabin. ‘Where’s the bloody bar?’

‘You think Gilmore’s going to let us drink?’ Baptiste replied.

‘A pint’s not gonna make a difference,’ said Pope. ‘Settles the nerves.’

‘Why, Bambi, you nervous?’ Rios asked.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Pope said, throwing his weight into a seat. Suddenly his eyes lit up. ‘Peanuts,’ he said, finding a packet left behind on a side table. ‘You little ripper.’

As Pope tore into the packet, Driver found a seat by the window. She slid down low.

Wells appeared on the seat facing her. ‘You okay?’

‘Sure, why?’

‘You seem quiet, since Serik.’

‘I’m tired, aren’t you?’

Wells gazed out of the window. ‘I know what it’s like to have someone taken from you.’

‘We all do,’ Lim said, seated across the aisle. She rested her feet on the seat opposite, pulled down her black baseball cap and closed her eyes.

Driver looked out of the window. Serik was dead. It was what she wanted. So why wasn’t the wound healing?

The wheels of the G8 left the ground. The private jet climbed high into the sky, cutting through a mist of clouds. Traffic shrunk to miniatures on roads circling the airport. The jet banked right and climbed to cruising altitude.

Driver looked around the cabin. Wells appeared to be meditating. Lim slept on command. Rios rocked her head back and forth, earphones plugged in. Baptiste read a tattered French classic, while Pope slept like he’d been hit with a tranquilliser dart, tongue out and peanut crumbs down his front.

Of course, Driver knew the answer to the Serik question. The man who’d driven her to the Russian border and handed her to the SVR wasn’t to blame for Tom’s death. She was. Tom and his SEAL unit wouldn’t have been in Kazakhstan at all if it wasn’t for her relentless pursuit of Serik. Needless to say, a scalp like his would have sent her shooting up the ladder at Langley. Yet her obsession with her damn career had led her down a deep dark hole from which there was no escape. And Tom had paid the ultimate price.

As the plane levelled off above a bed of clouds, Driver rested her head against the seat. She wanted to scream at herself for her own dumb-ass hubris. Sure, they’d let her out of Siberia, but no one was ever truly free of their past.

Driver felt the pain of Tom’s loss like it was the first time. Not wanting to cry in front of the others, she stared out of the window and tried to recall a happier time.



‘Afternoon, ma’am.’

The young military officer on the gate opened the barrier and waved Driver through. She snapped her CIA badge closed and slipped it inside the inside pocket of her black suit jacket.

‘Anyway, back to my point,’ Caroline said over the hands-free. ‘I just think a little romance in your life wouldn’t kill you. At least consider going on a date. Get yourself out there, online—’

‘Tinder, Caroline? Really?’

‘What, it’s against CIA policy?’

‘It’s against my policy,’ Driver said, pulling into her allocated long-stay visitor space. She parked her silver Ford Fusion and transferred the call back to her phone. Caroline continued to make her case as Driver lifted her small black travel case out onto the tarmac. ‘You’re forgetting I’m getting on a plane to Afghanistan,’ she replied.

‘Only for a week,’ Caroline insisted. ‘When you’re back, we’ll set you up a profile.’

Driver stopped mid-stride under a blue Virginian sky. ‘No,’ was her answer.

Caroline sighed on the end of the line. Driver sensed victory, only for her friend from Langley to perk up. ‘How about a little live action, then?’

‘God no.’

‘You’re spending a week working out of a forwarding base,’ Caroline said. ‘Those places are full of buff guys.’

‘I’m not dating a jarhead.’

‘And what the hell’s wrong with a US marine?’ Caroline wailed. ‘You’re such a snob!’

‘I’m not a snob, Caroline. I’m just not interested in anything they have to say.’

Driver continued on her way towards the gun-metal cargo plane, ready and idling across the tarmac of Langley Air Force Base. It was a Boeing C-17, its loading ramp down and a small troop of soldiers in desert fatigues climbing on board.

‘Come on,’ Caroline pleaded. ‘A relationship, with a guy, what’s the worst that could happen?’

Driver stopped by the ramp of the C-17. ‘All right, I’ll make a deal. When I get back, you can create me a profile. But I get to vet every profile.’

‘What are you gonna do, put a wiretap on ’em?’ Caroline replied. ‘Pull their DMV records?’

Driver laughed. ‘I might… See you soon, dear.’

‘Stay safe,’ Caroline said.

Driver ended the call and pulled her case up the ramp. The last thing she had time for was a man in her life. First there were the crazy hours, then the weeks away, then there was the whole cover story thing. Either the boyfriends got needy, they got bored, or they got it on with someone else. The truth was, terrorists and relationships just didn’t mix. She’d made her choice between the two, but try telling Caroline that.

Driver pushed the handle down on her case and carried it between side-facing seats and a long train of cargo secured under netting along the middle of the plane. At the front of the cargo bay were three rows of forward-facing seats. All the spaces were taken by marines, except two side-facing seats on the end of the row to her right.

She parked her case by the end seat and took her place. Dressed in a black trouser suit, heels and a white blouse, Driver stuck out a mile among the all-male troop of soldiers on board, and caught a few inquiring looks for her trouble. It would have been better if she’d had time to change before the drive over from headquarters. Yet it was nothing new to Driver, and it can’t have been the first time a CIA agent hitched a ride to the Middle East.

As she dug for her belt buckle, the ramp of the C-17 rose with a whir and closed with a shunt. Driver finally traced the buckle end of her belt, lying on the seat to her left. She reached to grab it, only for a marine to flop down in the chair. Driver yelped, her wrist caught under the weight of his rear.

He sprung back up to his feet. ‘Shit, sorry.’

‘Look before you drop,’ Driver said rubbing her wrist. She plugged the belt in and pulled it tight.

The marine was tall and handsome, with sandy hair and intense eyes. ‘You been on one of these before?’ he asked.

‘An airplane?’ Driver replied. ‘Yeah.’

‘It can get a little bumpy, just so you know.’

Driver rolled her eyes. ‘Are you always this condescending?’

The marine shrugged. ‘Only when I’m nervous.’

‘Around planes?’

‘Around government suits,’ he said. ‘What are you, State Department?’

Driver reached into her jacket and flashed him her badge.

The soldier fixed her with an irritatingly charming grin. ‘Operations Officer Driver… Do I call you sir or ma’am?’

‘Call me Sam,’ Driver said, fighting the urge to smile. She checked the name on the breast of his uniform. ‘Commander McNeil.’

‘Tom,’ he replied, extending a hand as the plane rumbled along the runway.

Driver put her hand in his as they locked eyes. Was that a spark?

No, she had a rule. No military personnel. No one remotely connected to work. She’d seen it, done it, burned the T-shirt. But damn if she didn’t feel something.

As the C-17 rose into the air, Driver turned into her seat and allowed herself that smile.

It didn’t last. Turbulence snapped her back into the present – a jolting return to a loneliness beyond repair and the thunder of a snoring Pope.

St Petersburg, Russia

It had been a long time since Driver had held anything resembling an eyeliner in her hand. It felt alien to see herself in anything other than a prison outfit or combat gear. Even the utility wear she’d slipped into for the mission felt strange. So looking at herself in the bathroom mirror of her hotel room was like an out of body experience. There, in the large, lit mirror stood a complete stranger. Her time in prison had done wonders for her hair and skin. Cold water and medical soap had cleared up all the minor ailments she used to fuss and fret over. And that extra inch around her waist? Gone. A natural consequence of boiled cabbage, raw cabbage and when the prison cook was feeling generous, cabbage with an egg.

Driver stared at the stranger in the mirror. Her long blond hair blow-dried and straightened. Her strappy black dress tight to her figure and halfway up her thigh. Smoky eyes, defined cheekbones and lip glossed in a subtle peach.

She slipped on her black high heels and stood tall. Driver would have preferred the security of a Beretta in her silver clutch bag. But where they were going, a pat-down and search were inevitable.

She turned off the bathroom light and left the hotel room, wobbling towards the elevators, once more getting used to the feel of heels. Fortunately for Driver, the corridor was long. Unfortunately, Wells was waiting at the end of it, pushing a button on the elevator.

‘Shit,’ Driver whispered to herself, checking her look as she passed by a large mirror.

Wells stood straight-backed in a dark-blue suit and a crisp, white open-neck shirt. He turned with a beaming white grin. ‘Well hello, Agent Driver.’

Driver flashed a brief, embarrassed smile in return. ‘Shut up.’

She followed Wells into the elevator. As the doors closed and the elevator descended, they stood shoulder to shoulder. There was an uncomfortable silence Driver could have stabbed with the end of a fork. Or perhaps the tension was between her and her own self-consciousness. She tried to think of something to say. But Driver had never been any good at small talk. Even less so after two years in solitary.

Wells straightened his jacket and talked to himself under his breath. ‘Yeah, Sunny, you look damn good in that suit… Oh hey, Sam, thanks for noticing…’

Driver laughed, feeling the tension break. She looked up at Wells. ‘You look very handsome. Happy now?’

‘It would just be nice to be told once in a while,’ Wells said, offering her an arm.

‘Asshole,’ Driver smiled, hooking her arm around his as they stepped out into the lobby.

With her feet feeling their way into her heels, the pair glided across the limestone floor together. They met the others at the hotel entrance beneath a grand, sparkling chandelier. Pope wore a light-grey suit and the same style of shirt as Wells, while Baptiste was more showy in a deep burgundy number complete with waistcoat and black tie, a combination only he could have pulled off.

Driver sized up Lim and Rios. While Lim seemed at home in a white strapless dress sprayed onto her slender figure, Rios tugged awkwardly at a slinky, shimmering gold number.

‘Wow, you all look great,’ Driver said to the group. ‘Even you, Pope.’

‘You’re not so bad yourself,’ Pope replied, ogling her in return. ‘You’re a bit of all right when you make an effort.’

Driver sighed. ‘And then you go and open your mouth.’

Pope turned to Lim and Rios. ‘Don’t worry, girls, you’re a couple of fine-looking sheilas as well.’

‘Oh thank God,’ Lim said in mock relief.

‘All right, let’s not keep the night waiting,’ Wells said, leading the way through the front entrance.

They gathered on the kerb as a doorman stepped out into the road. Wells flagged down a cab and opened a passenger door. Baptiste tipped him as he and Driver climbed inside the car. She ran a comms check as the taxi cruised through the rain-slicked streets of St Petersburg. The rest of the team checked in loud and clear from the backs of their own cabs. Gilmore had come good with the new and improved earpieces. Now Driver hoped Baptiste knew Yedmenov as well as he claimed.

The ten-minute journey across town ended in a steep fare and a swanky nightclub called Sugar. Its vertical neon sign glowed in effervescent pink. A line gathered inside a red rope and a pair of bald doormen stood guard. An elegant six-foot woman in a black trouser suit oversaw the admittance of clientele. She held a tablet and a cold look on her face, giving a nod of approval or a shake of the head.

Driver took Baptiste’s arm as they crossed the street, an inch taller than him in heels.

‘You’re making me look short,’ he said in Russian.

‘Sorry, darling,’ Driver replied.

Baptiste nodded in approval. ‘Your accent is pretty good, if a little generic.’

‘Watch it, shorty.’

Baptiste chuckled as they joined the back of the line. Two other cabs pulled up alongside the pavement. Lim and Rios climbed out of one, Pope and Wells the other. Driver saw the others join the queue behind them, keeping a few club-goers in between. The line moved fast. They were soon at the front.

‘On the list?’ the woman with the tablet asked, her thin face glowing in the light of the screen.

Driver knew the drill at these kinds of clubs – the ones with the overpriced drinks and inflated egos. If you weren’t a regular, they had to like the look of you. If they didn’t like the look of you, then you had to be on the list. It was the kind of place she hated. Give her a beer and a bar stool any day of the week.

‘Why would I be on the list?’ Baptiste snorted. ‘I’m a friend of the owner.’

The woman smirked. ‘You and everyone else.’

‘Tell him it’s Yuri Baptiste.’

‘Sorry, not tonight,’ the woman said, returning to her tablet.

One of the doormen unhooked the rope and invited Baptiste and Driver to leave.

‘Fine, I’ll call him.’ Baptiste said, pulling his phone from inside his blazer. ‘But he’s going to be pissed—’

Driver watched as Baptiste scrolled through to an empty contacts list. His thumb hovered over the screen. He looked up at the woman and held her eye. She took out her own phone and made a call. Her back turned, she muttered low into the handset. As she came off the call, her face lit up with a delicate smile, as if she was a whole new person. ‘Apologies, Mr Baptiste, please come in.’

As the doormen stepped aside, the woman smiled at Driver. ‘Enjoy your evening.’

She smiled back as they joined a group of club-goers filing their way in through the entrance. A second team of bouncers patted down the men and searched the handbags of the women.

Driver turned to see Lim and Rios make it through. She figured it was on account of Lim. The woman had the cool air of detachment that knitted perfectly with the trying-not-trying vibe. Whether it was a trained persona or her true character, Driver couldn’t tell. But her instincts told her there was more to Lim than she chose to reveal.

While a doorman checked her handbag, Driver watched Wells and Pope step up to the plate.

‘No,’ the woman with the tablet said.

‘Why not?’ Pope asked in a London accent.

The woman looked Wells up and down. ‘Just no.’

Something told Driver it wasn’t the colour of Wells’ suit that was the problem. But Pope was persistent. ‘You know who this is, love?’

The woman shook her head.

‘It’s only Danny Akibe.’

The woman shrugged.

‘African footballer of the year?’ Pope said.

‘Runner-up,’ Wells added in a Nigerian accent.

‘Runner-up,’ Pope continued. ‘Scored forty goals in the Dutch league last season. He’s just signed for Zenit Saint Petersburg.’

‘Zenit?’ one of the bouncers said, elbowing the other.

‘Yeah, thirty-five million euros,’ Pope continued. ‘Five million quid a year.’

The woman glanced at the doormen. They pleaded with her to let him in, the pair of them obviously huge Zenit fans.

‘Okay, you come in,’ the woman said, as the doormen took out their phones and took photos of Wells.

‘Nice accent,’ Wells remarked as he and Pope caught up to Driver and Baptiste. ‘I’m impressed.’

‘Let’s get to the bar,’ the Australian replied, as if sucking on a lemon. ‘I need to wash the Pom out of my mouth.’

It was a busy night inside the club. Hard electronic music thumped out a chugging bass line as the dance floor heaved with rocket-fuelled clubbers. Driver surveyed the scene. There was a pink-lit bar towards the back, adorned with rich men and statuesque women. Above was a large window looking out over the club. It was just as Baptiste had described during their planning session in Geneva.

‘Take your positions,’ she said over the comms.

On her command, the group split up and melted into the crowd. Lim and Rios first, then Pope and Wells, heading for opposite ends of the bar. Driver and Baptiste remained close to the entrance. She leaned into Baptiste’s ear. ‘Are you sure we just wait?’

‘Give it a moment,’ Baptiste said, nodding to a discreet security camera above.

Within seconds, a man as tall as a tree appeared, dressed like a secret service agent. He had a shaved boulder of a head, caveman-era features and a curling wire extending from his ear into his collar. He placed a giant hand on Baptiste’s back and beckoned them to follow him. Driver noticed gang tattoos peeping out of the man’s shirt collar and cuffs as he pushed through the crowd. She made eye contact with Wells as they followed. He gave her a subtle nod.

The others were already in position. Pope was attempting to pick up a long-legged blonde and Lim was flanked by two men attempting to buy her and Rios drinks.

Driver felt the bass vibrating in her bones. The giant with the tattoos led them through an inconspicuous side door painted the same colour as the black walls of the club. He took them along a dingy spotlit corridor and into an elevator, the music dropping to a dampened thud.

The elevator rose and the door opened. The man stooped as he stepped out into a quiet hallway with black marble tiles. A set of double doors awaited them, flanked by another mean-looking security man. Opening the door, the big man led the way into a large circular space, fronted by the huge window Driver had noticed on entry. It made the entire room resemble a giant fishbowl.

In the centre of the room was a sunken, circular living space with curved cream sofas made of leather.

‘Yuri Baptiste, is that you?’ a voice shouted in Russian from the back of the room. ‘No, it can’t be Yuri. He would never look so old!’

It was Oleksandr Yedmenov. He emerged from behind a private bar with a martini in hand. A small man with dark features and unnaturally tanned skin wearing a gaudy silver shirt with a black dolphin pattern. He swaggered over on short legs with a smoker’s smile as wide and crooked as the Neva River.




Chapter 20

Yedmenov laughed and hugged Baptiste. He slapped him hard on the back with a hand full of gold sovereign rings.

‘You haven’t aged a day, Oleksandr,’ Baptiste said. ‘What’s your secret?’

‘You know what they say,’ Yedmenov replied. ‘You’re only as old as the woman you feel.’ The Russian arms dealer boomed with laughter, only to stop in an instant when he noticed Driver. ‘Speaking of which.’ He looked her up and down. ‘Who is this magnificent creature?’

‘This is Monica,’ Baptiste replied. ‘Say hello, Monica.’

‘Hello, Monica,’ said Driver.

Yedmenov wagged a finger in her direction. ‘I like this one. Beauty and brains. Hard to find.’

Driver shunned Yedmenov’s attentions and looked around the room. A young woman reclined on one of the sofas. She wore a cherry-red velvet dress, her strawberry-blond hair swept over a pale, freckled shoulder. Her nose carried a tinge of crimson under the nostrils. She drank a glass of champagne and glared at Driver like she was competition.

‘So, Yuri,’ Yedmenov said. ‘You no longer working in service of mother Russia?’

Baptiste sighed. ‘I got tired of the politics.’

‘I heard you were arrested,’ Yedmenov said, circling his old friend.

‘Just a little mix-up in Paris,’ Baptiste replied. ‘I’m a private operator now. You could say an intermediary.’

Yedmenov chuckled. ‘An intermediary? And you say you’re tired of politics?’

‘I thought we might do some business together.’

‘You’re not a competitor, are you?’ Yedmenov asked, face creasing in a dead-eyed scowl. ‘Because you know what happens to my competitors…’

Baptiste hesitated.

Yedmenov roared with laughter and swung a fake punch into Baptiste’s midriff. ‘I got you, Yuri.’

Baptiste bobbed and weaved. ‘You didn’t have shit.’

‘Bullshit, I had you like always,’ Yedmenov said, slapping a hand on Baptiste’s shoulder. ‘Come, we talk business.’

Beckoned down to the sofas, Driver sat far enough away from Baptiste to suggest to Yedmenov that he had a chance.

‘Viktoria, fetch us some champagne,’ Yedmenov said.

The beautiful young redhead rose to her feet. She killed Driver with her eyes as she glided past.

Baptiste leaned forward. ‘I can assure you, Oleksandr, I’m not in business to tread on any toes. Only to oil the wheels. To make introductions.’

‘Introductions to who?’ Yedmenov asked, reclining into the sofa and sipping on his martini.

‘Buyers, sellers, new product lines.’

‘Come on,’ Yedmenov said, leering at Driver. ‘What can you get me I can’t get for myself?’

‘How about a product line from China?’ Baptiste asked.

‘You don’t have access to China,’ Yedmenov replied. ‘No one does.’

Baptiste leaned in close. ‘You sure about that?’

While Yedmenov considered Baptiste’s proposal, Viktoria returned with four flutes of champagne. She set them down on the table. ‘One for me, one for Oleksandr, one for Yuri…’ Viktoria narrowed her eyes at Driver. ‘And one for the old woman.’

She accepted her glass without comment. Viktoria sat herself close to Yedmenov, a hand on his thigh. Driver stood and strolled to the viewing window. She held the champagne, but didn’t drink. It was severely tempting, yet she held strong and surveyed the nightclub floor below. Pope and Wells were still at the bar, the Australian dabbing his face dry with a gold napkin. The handsome Brit laughed as an offended young woman strode away cursing the Australian’s name. Next she spotted Rios and Lim being chatted up by two of Yedmenov’s personal security team. They were quite separate to the club doormen and clothed in tailored suits.

Baptiste had been right on the money. Right down to the number of security and how they operated. Inside the club, they weren’t on official duty. Yet they had clear instructions to stay on the right side of sober, close at hand if needed. They had the look of men who took the perks of their jobs seriously. A free drink here, a young woman there, with the promise of VIP access. Yedmenov knew how to treat his employees and how to engender loyalty. Baptiste was also right about the man’s penchant for long-legged blondes.

Driver sashayed back to the sofas, watching Yedmenov watch her every move.

He turned his attention to Baptiste. ‘China or no, I’ve got a full product line as it is. Russian, American, British, Israeli—’

‘You’ve not got an EMP railgun,’ said Baptiste.

Yedmenov paused, champagne flute to his lips. He put down the glass. ‘A pulse weapon?’

‘More than one,’ Baptiste said. ‘And I know you’ve been looking to get your hands on the new V-series nerve agent.’

Yedmenov shifted his weight onto the edge of the sofa. ‘How much are we talking?’ he asked, opening a small silver box on the table between them.

‘Twenty million,’ Baptiste said. ‘US.’

Yedmenov flinched at the price, spooning out a small heap of cocaine on the glass table.

‘It’s next-generation tech,’ Baptiste continued. ‘I know people who’d pay triple.’

‘So why do you need another middleman?’ Yedmenov asked, arranging the coke into a neat line.

‘It’s a sensitive time for me,’ Baptiste replied, crossing a leg and pinching the knee of his trouser. ‘I need a layer of anonymity. Besides, you have all the logistics in place. Why reinvent the wheel?’

Yedmenov stooped low and snorted the line of coke. He offered the silver box to Baptiste.

He waved it away. Driver did the same.

‘I see you’re as boring as ever, Yuri,’ Yedmenov groaned, passing the box to Viktoria.

Baptiste offered a Gallic shrug.

‘Too busy plucking your eyebrows,’ Yedmenov said, thumbing a residue of cocaine from the end of his nose. ‘But I like doing business with boring people,’ he continued. ‘Party? No. Business, yes.’ Yedmenov’s gaze strayed to Driver. ‘So how soon can I get my hands on the merchandise?’

‘I need a small deposit to secure a meeting with my contact in Beijing,’ Baptiste said. ‘The rest of the cash on delivery. Say, seven days?’

Yedmenov clapped his hands. ‘Let’s do it.’

Baptiste took a drink of champagne as Yedmenov waved over his giant bodyguard. The man bent over almost double to have Yedmenov whisper in his ear. He straightened up, nodded and strode out of the room.

Several minutes passed as Yedmenov chatted with Baptiste about the old days together at the Institute. Driver knew all about it – an academy in Moscow where Russian intelligence trained most of their SVR agents.

While the two former colleagues talked, Driver got up, wandered to the window and glanced over her shoulder. Sure enough Yedmenov was watching. This time, she returned his smile. She looked down at the nightclub floor, only to find no trace of the other members of the team.

It was the first feeling she had that something was wrong.




Chapter 21

Lim threw her head back in laughter. She squeezed Slavan’s hard bicep, bulging under his royal-blue suit. ‘You’re so funny,’ she said in English.

‘It’s a good joke, huh?’ Slavan replied, a hand straying lower on the small of her back.

‘So what are two beautiful young ladies like you doing in St Petersburg?’ the burly Alexi asked, an assumptive arm around Rios.

Rios ran a hand through her thick, dark hair. ‘Oh, this and that.’

‘This and that, huh?’ Slavan said, with the dirtiest of laughs.

The two men had been hitting on Lim and Rios for twenty minutes. But now they faced competition – from a second pair of Yedmenov’s private security, like moths competing for the same flame. If there was one thing men like Slavan were drawn to more than an attractive woman, it was an attractive woman who welcomed the attention. Many played hard to get. Their way of weeding out the fake and weak-willed from the authentic and interesting. So a woman who laughed at a joke and let a man’s hand do a little wandering was a walking honeypot.

Lim knew this. And she had used it to her advantage on many occasions. None of those men made it out of their underwear. Most didn’t make it past the morgue. Yedmenov’s men may have thought they were working the two women into bed, but it was Lim leading the dance, with Rios dovetailing with her every move.

‘So, would you like to come downstairs?’ Slavan asked, breathing the smell of stale booze in Lim’s face.

‘What have you got downstairs?’ she winked.

The men burst into laughter. Rios smiled along.

‘VIP area,’ Slavan said, nodding towards a private door to the right of the bar.

‘Can you smoke in the VIP area?’ Lim asked.

‘Smoke? No, the boss doesn’t like the smell,’ Alexi said. ‘But free champagne? Yes.’

Lim tutted. ‘That’s a shame.’

‘Why?’ Slavan asked.

Lim nodded at Rios. ‘Show them.’

Rios undid the gold zipper on her small black handbag. She opened it wide for Slavan and the others to see.

‘Tampons?’ Alexi said, his hand slipping from Rios’ shoulders.

The Mexican laughed. ‘It’s just for show.’ She opened the lid on the small tampon box, revealing a row of six rolled-up joints.’

‘How did you get those in here?’ Alexi asked.

‘No doorman searches a tampon box,’ Rios replied.

‘Genius!’ Slavan said. ‘But you want marijuana? Alexi’s cousin has his own farm.’

‘Maria is from Colombia,’ Lim replied.

‘And no one grows it like in Colombia,’ Rios smiled.

‘Then what are we waiting for?’ Alexi said.

‘Is there somewhere else we can go?’ Lim asked. ‘Somewhere other than VIP?’

Slavan waved them on. ‘Follow me.’

He led the group through a discreet door behind the bar. They turned right down a short flight of stairs into a back room with a table, fridge and kitchenette.

It resembled a staff room, with a kettle, toaster, microwave and shift rota on a corkboard on the wall. There was a faux-leather sofa shoved into a corner and a window Slavan proceeded to open.

Lim sighed with disappointment. ‘This is it?’

‘You want to smoke, don’t you?’ Slavan asked.

‘Besides, it’s more private than the VIP room,’ Alexi replied. ‘No one comes in during club hours.’

‘Plus it’s got a firm counter,’ Rios said, pressing down on the kitchen top.

The men roared with laughter as Rios took out four of the six joints. She handed one to each of the men, saving two shorter roll-ups for her and Lim. As they attended to their own smokes, Slavan lit those of Lim and Rios before lighting his own. He slipped his gold-plated lighter in his pocket, took a drag and closed his eyes. He nodded with a smile, took the joint from his mouth and looked at it in wonder. ‘Man, that’s good.’

‘Told you,’ Rios said, taking a drag.

Alexi clapped his hands. ‘Vodka!’ He moved to the kitchenette, opened a low cupboard and brought out a bottle. He grabbed six shot glasses from another cupboard and set them down in a line. Alexi poured a shot in each one and handed them round.

They clinked glasses in the middle of the room, the air pungent with weed. Lim and Rios necked their shots with the men and returned to inhaling light on their roll-ups.

‘Another,’ Alexi said, pouring a second round. ‘But no more.’

‘You a bunch of lightweights?’ Rios asked.

‘The boss doesn’t like us to drink too much,’ Slavan said, cosying up to Lim.

She shook her head. ‘What’s this boss in charge of, spoiling all the fun?’

‘The owner of the club,’ Slavan said with reverence. ‘Mr Yedmenov.’

Alexi took the roll-up from his mouth. ‘We’re his personal security.’

‘Oh, then we’re in good hands,’ Rios said.

Slavan grinned. ‘You’re safe with us, ladies.’ His hand roamed as far as Lim’s behind. She stepped away from it and accepted a second shot from Alexi, downed the shot and put her joint between her lips. She smoked suggestively, eyes on Slavan.

It had been a long time since Lim had the occasion to smoke weed. A long time since she’d flirted with a man, too. It would have been easier if she’d found them attractive in any way. Even a prison sentence and a hat trick of drinks couldn’t make Slavan and his friends interesting to Lim. Besides which, she was in mission mode. When Lim had an objective to work towards, nothing got in the way. Not sex, alcohol or marijuana. And besides, her freedom and survival were far too valuable.

So while she kept Slavan dangling on the end of her string, Rios entertained the men by blowing smoke rings, one after the other, into the air. She snapped her fingers above each one. The sudden change in air pressure turned rings into hearts. The men cheered and applauded in appreciation.

‘We’ve gotta get Alexi’s cousin to get some of these,’ one of the men said in Russian, considering the joint.

‘Please, please, speak in English,’ Slavan replied. ‘The ladies don’t understand.’

‘He said he’d like to fuck the both of you,’ his friend translated, as they cracked up into fits like schoolboys.

‘Ignore these reprobates,’ Slavan said in apology. ‘They don’t have the same breeding as myself and Alexi.’

‘Yeah, in-breeding,’ sneered the man making the offending remarks.

‘What do we look like,’ Rios said, ‘choir girls?’

Alexi laughed. ‘If this is what choir girls look like, I’m going back to church.’

It was then that Slavan’s phone rang. He shushed the other men and looked at Lim as he listened to a voice on the other end. The laughter lines in his eyes flattened. The grin disappeared. The joint almost dropped from his mouth.

‘Yes, boss,’ he said in Russian. ‘We’re on it.’

Slavan tucked his phone in his suit blazer. He stubbed out the roll-up in a glass ashtray, blew a last line of smoke out of the window and told the others to do the same. It was clear to Lim that Slavan was the leader. One look from him and the rest of the men fell into line. One after the other, they ground their joints into the base of the ashtray.

‘Come on, smoke a little longer,’ Lim pleaded.

‘Yeah, things are just getting interesting,’ said Rios.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ Slavan growled, snatching their joints from their lips.

Rios slapped him on the arm. ‘Hey, I was smoking that.’

Slavan took them both by the elbows. ‘You’re coming with us.’

‘Like hell we are,’ Rios replied, attempting to wriggle free.

Alexi stepped in and got a hold of her. He pushed her ahead, Slavan dragging Lim close behind.

‘Where are you taking us?’ Lim asked.

‘To see the boss,’ Slavan said.




Chapter 22

Checking the time on his fake Rolex, Wells glanced up at the fishbowl window to Yedmenov’s private lounge. He’d noticed Driver at the window earlier, but there was no further sign of her – or Lim and Rios for that matter.

‘What’s taking so long?’ he said, sipping his orange juice.

Pope leaned on the bar and watched a young woman glide by. ‘What’s the rush, mate? This is the most fun I’ve had in ages.’

‘This is your idea of fun?’ Wells huffed, far from enamoured with the cacophony assaulting his eardrums. He’d never been a ‘club’ person. His idea of a good time was dinner, drinks and an evening at the theatre. Yet it wasn’t the surroundings that were the problem. It was the radio silence.

Pope ogled a pair of girls as they approached the bar. ‘I tell you what, I can think of worse places.’

Wells leaned to speak in Pope’s ear. The Australian recoiled. ‘Rack off, mate, people’ll think we’re together.’

‘It’s loud,’ Wells said.

‘That’s what the earpieces are for… strewth.’ Pope took a step away from Wells. ‘You’re cramping my style. Probably explains the lack of female interest.’

‘Yeah, that’s why.’ Wells shook his head and surveyed the dance floor.

‘Typical Pom,’ Pope said.

‘What?’

‘Acting like you’re all above it,’ Pope continued, watching the women walk by like a tiger in the grass. ‘What are you, a corpse? You’ve only just got out of the slammer. Don’t try and tell me you’re not backed up.’

‘What’s wrong, Pope? Didn’t you get any alone time in prison?’

‘Not with Ahmed sat opposite me. Besides, they had me on a starvation diet. I had to save my energy. And once you’ve broken the seal…’

Wells batted a hand. ‘I don’t want to know.’

Mingling in close with the women in the club, he couldn’t deny he had impulses. Strong, strong impulses that weren’t being helped by the furtive glances from surrounding girls. Yet Wells wasn’t in the habit of getting sidetracked during an operation. There were enough distractions on the mission as it was.

No, his overriding feeling was unease. ‘Something’s not right,’ he said.

‘Yeah, like drinking bloody OJ on a night out,’ Pope replied, sipping on a pint of lager. ‘What time’s your husband picking you up again?’

‘I don’t drink on the job,’ Wells said.

Pope sipped on his pint. ‘This isn’t a job, it’s blackmail… Besides, what’s Driver gonna do, smell your breath?’ He looked up towards Yedmenov’s lounge. ‘She’s probably hitting the turps right now.’

Wells laughed and put down his glass. ‘You know what? You’re right.’ He signalled to the bartender. ‘White wine,’ he said in Russian.

‘Jeez, you expecting your nan, too?’ Pope moaned, turning away in disgust.

As Wells brought the wine glass to his lips, Pope tapped him on the arm. ‘Check out the goon squad,’ he said.

Wells set his glass on the bar. He glanced over a shoulder to see a trio of mean-looking men approaching.

Pope straightened up. ‘Let me do the talking.’

‘Like there’s any stopping you,’ Wells replied, adjusting the cuffs of his shirt.

‘Gentlemen,’ one of the men said, as they stood shoulder to shoulder.

‘There a problem?’ Pope asked in his assumed British accent.

‘I’m going to have to ask you to come with us,’ said the man. He resembled a Russian strongman with a bald head and greying moustache. He held out a hand in invitation.

‘What for?’ Pope asked.

‘This way,’ the man repeated.

The thug’s colleagues stepped forward and ushered Pope and Wells away from the bar. They escorted them by the arm across the club to a security door. After punching a code in a keypad, they shoved Wells and Pope into a scruffy service elevator heading down to a basement level. Wells noticed the men had unbuttoned their jackets, the butts of their weapons showing. As one of them slid the cast-iron elevator door closed, Wells glanced at Pope and gave the nod.

Pope looked at the leader of the group. He blew out his cheeks and shook his head. ‘Jeez, you’re an ugly bastard.’

The man snapped and swung a meaty fist in return. Pope intercepted, breaking the man’s arm as he threw him against the wall.

The other men went for their weapons but Wells disarmed them in a blink. He knocked one down with a right to the jaw, elbow-smashed the other and rammed his head into the back wall of the elevator, leaving a dent in the steel. As the leader rose to his feet, Pope floored him with a solid right hook. Yet one of them was still in the fight, pulling a knife on Wells. Pope grabbed him from behind – fingers up his nostrils, he drove a fist into the base of the man’s neck. The man dropped to his knees. Wells cracked him across the head with his own handgun. With the elevator rattling to a stop, Pope and Wells armed themselves with all three of the men’s sidearms.

Pope slid open the elevator door. ‘Why do you get two shooters?’

Wells tucked one of the pistols into the back of his suit trousers. ‘Because I’ve not had a drink.’

The two of them stepped out into a dark corridor – the only lights buzzing were fluorescent orbs on the wall to the immediate left and right. Pope looked at the bodies on the elevator floor. One slumped against the wall with his head lolling to one side. The other two flat out on their backs. ‘So what do you reckon?’

‘Could do with a silencer,’ Wells said, holding the second pistol. ‘But beggars and choosers…’

Wells fired three times in rapid succession. A point-blank shot to each of the men’s heads.

Pope seemed surprised. ‘Bloody hell, you MI6 lot don’t mess around, do you?’

‘Unconscious people have a habit of waking up,’ said Wells. ‘And anyway – land, kill and leave – isn’t that the Aussie special forces motto?’

‘“Land, love and leave”, that’s my motto,’ Pope said, helping Wells drag the bodies out of the elevator. ‘Unless it’s an all-male rebel stronghold, in which case—’ Pope hesitated at the sound of a click.

‘Drop your weapons,’ a voice said to their left.

Pope and Wells stood poised with fingers on triggers.

‘You heard the man,’ another voice said from the right.

More of Yedmenov’s men appeared out of the gloom, flanking them on both sides. Wells and Pope set their weapons down at their feet.

‘Kick them over,’ one of the men said.

They did as instructed. They were searched and the spare pistol recovered from Wells.

‘Fucking move,’ came the command.

They each received a crack on the shoulder with the butt of a rifle. A fast march along the dark, dank corridor led towards a shaft of light.

Before them was an open doorway and a mechanical sound growing louder. Yedmenov’s men shoved them into a large basement room with breeze-block walls painted white. At the far end was a steel shutter, where two gleaming black Mercedes saloons were parked. A large generator whirred alongside a water tank and air conditioning unit. Lim and Rios stood facing each other on opposite sides of a supporting pillar. Their hands were bound together with duct tape.

Another of Yedmenov’s security stood guard. ‘Any trouble?’ he asked.

‘Three down,’ the leader of the group said. ‘Ivan, Mikail and Piotr.’

‘How down?’

The leader ran a thumb across his throat.

‘We should kill these fuckers,’ one of the men snarled.

‘I don’t understand, what is this?’ Rios said to the man guarding them.

‘Shut up,’ the man said, threatening her with the butt of his rifle.

Rios cowered away.

‘Slavan?’ Lim asked of the leader of the hunting party. ‘Who are they?’ she shivered convincingly, with big, fearful eyes. ‘Why are you doing this?’

‘Don’t pretend you don’t know,’ Slavan said, pushing Pope and Wells across the basement.

‘I’ve never seen these chicks in my life,’ Pope said.

‘Yeah, sure,’ Slavan replied.

‘Fine, you caught us,’ Wells said. ‘But let the girls go. They’re nothing to do with us.’

‘You must think we’re a bunch of assholes,’ Slavan replied.

‘You’re right, mate, we do,’ said Pope. ‘But these two are just a couple of pissed-up tarts.’

‘Against the wall,’ Slavan said, pushing Wells against the brickwork.

He and Pope faced the wall, knocked to their knees with their hands behind their heads. The security team were smart. They stood back a distance with their automatic rifles poised to fire. Too far to get a hold of one of them. Too close for Wells or Pope to make a move before they could shoot.

‘If they as much as twitch, kill them,’ Slavan ordered. ‘I’ll go and get the boss.’




Chapter 23

On the inside, Driver couldn’t settle. On the outside, she was serene. Smiling and laughing at all the right times at Yedmenov’s bad jokes.

He and Baptiste had been talking for a while. In that time, Yedmenov’s personal bodyguard had disappeared from the room. He now reappeared in the doorway, talking to another of the security team manning the door to Yedmenov’s private quarters. He was a bull of a man she’d noticed stalking the floor of the club looking for women. The bigger of the two men nodded and the pair of them stepped into the room. He approached the sofas, a black laptop under an arm.

He stooped and whispered into Yedmenov’s ear. The Russian took the laptop and set it down on the table. He opened it up and looked at the screen a moment, still chuckling at an old tale from the past. ‘Okay, enough reminiscing,’ he said, as the laughter died. ‘Shall we get down to business?’

‘Of course,’ Baptiste said, shifting forward on the sofa.

Yedmenov paused and looked up at Driver. ‘What was your name again, my lovely?’

‘Monica,’ Driver replied.

‘I meant your surname,’ Yedmenov said.

‘Miller,’ Driver said.

‘Miller, huh?’ Yedmenov stroked his chin and gazed at the laptop screen. ‘Because it says Driver, here… Samantha Driver.’

Baptiste glanced towards Driver.

‘Uh, Driver’s my ex-husband’s name. And Monica’s my middle name. What are you looking at?’

‘Oh, just a routine background check,’ Yedmenov said. ‘It says here you used to be CIA. Or are you divorced from the Agency now, too?’

‘Separated,’ Driver replied, keeping her cool.

Yedmenov levelled a stare at Baptiste. ‘Curious that you wouldn’t mention something like that, Yuri.’

Baptiste hesitated.

Yedmenov turned to Driver. ‘You know why your government pays me so much money to sell their arms, Samantha?’

‘Because you’re the best at what you do?’

‘Because I’m intelligent,’ Yedmenov elaborated, tapping on the keyboard. ‘You know the best kind of intelligence?’

Driver shrugged.

‘Counter-intelligence,’ he continued, spinning the laptop around.

Driver watched a close-circuit video of all of them waiting in line outside the nightclub. Small white squares danced on their features, joined by dots. The facial recognition patterns splintered off into mugshots and bios of Driver, Pope and Wells, with Lim and Rios listed as unknowns.

‘I have a man in Bratislava who can put a name to a face in sixty seconds,’ Yedmenov continued. ‘I have your CIA to thank for the technology.’

The Russian reached over the laptop and hit a key. A live feed of the basement appeared on screen. Pope and Wells were kneeling against a wall at gunpoint, while Lim and Rios stood taped to a pillar in a basement room.

‘Who are the women?’ Yedmenov asked, rising to his feet. ‘Hookers you paid to distract my men?’

‘Oleksandr,’ Baptiste said, ‘there’s been some kind of mistake—’

‘I don’t know why you’re here, Yuri, but I’m sure we’ll find out.’

Driver checked her watch. Yedmenov noticed. ‘I’m sorry, dear. But whatever plans you had for tonight, I’m afraid you’ll have to cancel them.’

Yedmenov signalled his men. They pulled her and Baptiste to their feet, searching them again for concealed weapons. This time, Driver received the full pat-down, her handbag tossed away. Viktoria picked it up off the floor and held it against her dress. She appeared to approve.

‘Sergei and Slavan will accompany us down,’ Yedmenov said, strolling out of the room.

Driver and Baptiste followed with discreet pistols in the small of their backs. They took the elevator down as far as club level and stepped into the corridor.

‘We’ll have to take the stairs, I’m afraid,’ continued Yedmenov. ‘The service elevator’s occupied.’

They wound their way down a fire exit staircase, bass pulsing through the walls like the beat of Driver’s heart. They came to a cold, dark corridor lit every ten yards. The hard soles of dress shoes and heels clapped in marching unison. The corridor took them past the open door of the service elevator, wedged open by a trio of dead men in suits.

Driver ran the numbers. It meant Yedmenov only had five of his personal team left, including Sergei and Slavan. She stepped over the fast-cooling limbs of the dead as they continued towards the light at the end of the corridor.

The basement was high and wide, lit by fluorescent lights suspended from the ceiling. Driver sized up the room, the one in the video, with Lim and Rios bound together and Pope and Wells facing the wall at gunpoint.

Yedmenov stopped and turned to face her. ‘Let me guess. This is one of those inter-agency operations. And you hauled poor old Yuri here out of his Parisian jail cell to set up a sting.’

Driver closed her eyes and sighed. ‘You got us.’

‘Except…’ Yedmenov paced around in a circle. ‘Any indictment of me would implicate the very people who pay your salary… No, you must be here for something else.’ Yedmenov looked around the faces in the room. ‘What was the plan?’ he continued. ‘Record the meeting? Blackmail me into dropping my percentage?’ Yedmenov stepped forward. He stared hard into Driver’s eyes and checked her ears. ‘I don’t see a listening device.’ He stepped back. Tapped his chin. His eyes lit up. ‘Aha, I’ve got it. You brought in one of those insect drones. A fly on the wall…’

Driver maintained her silence, letting Yedmenov jump to his own conclusions.

He looked around the basement, to the walls, the ceiling. ‘So let me see if I’ve got this right,’ he said. ‘Old Yuri is the connection, you’re the distraction. The Neanderthals by the wall are the backup. And the hookers are here to distract my men, in case you need to make a fast exit.’ He clicked his tongue. ‘The plan doesn’t seem to have worked out too well, does it?’

‘Shouldn’t you be looking for that fly on the wall?’ Driver asked.

‘No rush,’ Yedmenov replied. ‘I’ll have my man in Bratislava track the recording and erase it. Or else I’ll pay whoever I have to, to make it go away. Of course, I’ll then have to raise my levy on exports to compensate myself.’ Yedmenov circled Driver and Baptiste with hands in pockets. ‘I’m sure your people in Washington and Whitehall will bitch and whine. But they’ll ultimately pay up as they always do.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m guessing this little mission of yours hasn’t come from the top?’

‘Not exactly,’ Driver said.

Yedmenov laughed. ‘Then you really are fucked.’

‘Enough bullshit,’ Baptiste said. ‘What are you going to do with us?’

‘What do you think, boys?’ Yedmenov asked his men.

Sergei shrugged, ‘The docks?’

‘Incinerator?’ Slavan suggested.

‘Whatever it is, can you get on with it?’ Pope asked. ‘My knees are bloody killing me.’

Pope caught a rifle butt between the shoulder blades.

‘Incinerator it is,’ Yedmenov said, strolling over to a steel door built into the wall.

He held a hand to a fingerprint scanner. The door unlocked and slid open to reveal a rack of Heckler & Koch rifles. He plucked one from the rack and looked it over.

‘The new HK433. Sample shipment from Germany. I’ve been meaning to try them out. Now who’s first?’ Yedmenov looked around the basement. ‘I think we’ll start with… Yuri, you’ve always been a good sport.’

Baptiste shot a nervous glance at Driver. Slavan pulled him aside and shoved him against a wall peppered with old bullet holes.

‘Come on, Oleksandr,’ Baptiste pleaded. ‘I thought we were friends.’

‘So did I,’ Yedmenov said, stuffing lime-green plugs in either ear.

Baptiste glanced again at Driver. She shot a look at Lim. Lim angled her wrist to look at her watch.

‘Entering my kingdom unarmed,’ Yedmenov tutted, planting his feet and raising the rifle. ‘You should have known better.’

‘Who said we came in unarmed?’ Driver said, stalling for time.

Yedmenov hesitated a moment, confused.

Looking at her watch, Lim counted down from three on the fingers of her right hand.

Three, two, one…

A coughing sound. Another, and another. Yedmenov’s men choking. Slavan, a man with his gun on the girls and the two men guarding Wells and Pope went red in the face, foaming at the mouth. In unison, they collapsed to the floor. As the last one fell, Pope spun and caught his weapon. Sergei reached for his sidearm, but Pope let off a round. Sergei held a hand to his heart, blood pouring out between his fingers. He staggered and fell like a giant Redwood. Yedmenov spun with the rifle. But Wells was up, a sidearm pulled from one of the collapsed men and the Russian in his sights. Yedmenov dropped the rifle as Driver breathed a sigh of relief. It was close. Too close. But they had him.

Baptiste grabbed Yedmenov from behind in a sleeper hold. ‘I got you, Oleksandr,’ he said in his ear.




Chapter 24

They took Yedmenov’s cars to the deserted docks, weeds, workshops, and the rusting hulls of long-retired ships. Driver shivered at the chill of the night air as she climbed out of the back of the lead Mercedes. Wells opened the boot and dragged Yedmenov out. He and Pope carried him to the edge of the water.

Baptiste pulled a long, heavy chain from the boot of the second Mercedes. In the spill of the headlights, they wrapped it around the Russian’s waist.

‘You think you can get rid of me?’ Yedmenov said, as Driver, Lim and Rios gathered round. ‘There’ll be repercussions.’

Pope returned to the second car. He came back with a heavy kettle bell and a padlock, more items they’d found in the basement of Yedmenov’s club. He threw the padlock to Wells and looped the chain through the kettle bell handle. Wells secured the padlock so the kettle bell hung between Yedmemov’s legs.

‘We’re not going to kill you, Oleksandr,’ Baptiste said, ‘so long as you’re willing to cooperate.’

‘Cooperate how?’

Driver reached inside her handbag and took the bullet she’d prised from the safe house wall. She tossed it to Yedmenov.

He caught it and rolled it between his fingers. ‘What’s this?’

‘We want to know who fired it,’ she said.

‘Anyone could have fired it,’ Yedmenov replied.

‘Who are you selling arms to in Libya?’ Wells asked.

‘No one,’ Yedmenov insisted.

‘January Seven?’ Driver asked.

‘This is for the latest model of carbine rifles,’ Yedmenov said. ‘You think they have the finances? Please.’

‘Then who is buying them off you?’ Wells asked, tying the loose end of the chain off around a mooring post.

‘I’m not the only one selling these,’ Yedmenov replied.

Driver caught the bullet as the Russian threw it back. ‘I bet you’re the only one selling US-built MRAPs.’

‘Armoured vehicles?’ Yedmenov said. ‘I haven’t sold one of those in years.’

‘You sure about that?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Yeah, I’m pretty fucking sure.’

Pope looked at Driver. ‘You want us to tip him?’

‘Oh please,’ Yedmenov smirked. ‘You think I’m afraid of a little water?’

Driver gave the nod. ‘Take a deep breath, Oleksandr.’

Pope gave Yedmenov a hard shove. He fell backwards off the dock with a heavy splash, sinking out of sight in the deep, black water.

Wells set the timer on his watch. Considering Yedmenov’s age, body shape and lifestyle, Driver calculated forty seconds.

‘I have to hand it to you,’ Baptiste said to Lim. ‘I wasn’t sure the cannabis would work. Of course, I’d have preferred if they’d worked a bit sooner.’

Driver shrugged. ‘We needed time for him to make us.’

‘It was good planning,’ Wells said, checking his watch. ‘You did okay, Baptiste.’

‘Just okay?’ Baptiste asked.

‘You said seven guys,’ Wells replied, counting the seconds. ‘You didn’t tell us about Lurch.’

‘Sergei must be new,’ Baptiste said. ‘It used to be just Slavan and his grunts.’

‘Well now he’s got no guys,’ Pope added. ‘What was in the spliffs, anyway?’

‘Secret recipe,’ Lim said with a relaxed smile.

‘And you had to put cannabis in your joints?’ Driver asked.

Rios shrugged, soft and mellow. ‘Had to make it convincing.’

Pope turned to Lim. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got any of the non-poisoned ones left?’

Wells’ watch beeped before she could reply.

‘Bring him up,’ said Driver.

Pope and Wells joined forces to pull on the chain.

‘Strewth, the bastard’s heavy,’ Pope moaned as they hauled the chain out of the water.

Yedmenov’s legs came out first. Then the rest of him – gasping, gulping, swallowing air. Water cascading off him as he slapped like a wet seal onto the dock. He shivered and whimpered, unable to speak. Pope and Wells dragged him to his feet. As they held him upright, Driver gave him a moment to catch his breath. He spat out a mouthful of dock water, followed by a splurge of vomit, splattering on the cobbled ground.

‘Ugh, watch the shoes, mate,’ Pope groaned, quickstepping out of the way.

Yedmenov looked up at Driver.

‘You ready to talk now?’ she asked.

The Russian’s teeth chattered, yet he steeled himself. He stood up straight. Puffed out his chest. ‘I’m a former SVR agent. You can torture me all you want, I won’t say shit.’

‘Dunk him,’ Driver said to Pope.

Pope pushed the Russian to the edge of the water.

‘Okay, okay!’ Yedmenov yelled in a panic.

Pope steadied him at a forty-five degree angle over the water, his heels rocking back on the edge of the dock.

‘I’ll ask you again,’ Driver said. ‘Who are you supplying current-issue US arms to?’

‘I don’t know his name,’ Yedmenov replied.

Driver nodded to Pope. ‘Let him drop.’

‘No, wait. He uses a code name.’

‘Go on,’ Wells said.

‘He calls himself Merlin,’ Yedmenov continued. ‘We message each other through a custom app. Dark web. Real fucking encrypted.’

‘Then what?’ Driver asked.

‘Then if it’s of interest to both parties, we meet.’

‘Where?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Wherever my clients happen to be,’ Yedmenov said. ‘It’s all part of the service. Gold standard, you know?’

Driver folded her goose-bumped arms to the cold. ‘And what’s this Merlin doing with the weapons you’re supplying?’

‘Invading Panama,’ Yedmenov replied. ‘How the fuck should I know?’

‘It’s your business to know,’ Baptiste said.

‘It’s my business not to,’ insisted Yedmenov.

Finally, they were getting somewhere. Driver sensed an opportunity. ‘You think Merlin would be interested in an EMP weapon?’

‘Does a dog lick its asshole?’ Yedmenov answered.

‘Then that’s what you’re selling,’ she continued.

Yedmenov shook his head. ‘Wait. That’s not… I’m not—’

‘You’re gonna set up a meeting,’ Driver said.

‘Or what?’ Yedmenov replied. ‘You’re not going to kill me. I’m no good to you dead.’

‘You’re no good to us alive either,’ Wells said. ‘Not unless you’re useful.’

The usually cocky Yedmenov appeared scared. ‘You don’t know these people.’

‘You don’t know us,’ Rios said.

‘If I die, you’re as good as dead,’ Yedmenov continued. ‘Your governments rely on people like me. They won’t be happy.’

‘Lucky for us, we’re already dead,’ Baptiste said, getting in Yedmenov’s face. ‘So what’s it to be, old friend?’



Wells drove at speed through the St Petersburg night. Rain lashed down in the beam of the headlights. To Driver, there was something soothing about the rush of tyres over slick asphalt and wipers beating the hell out of the windscreen. Baptiste stayed in communication with the tail car – Pope, Lim and Rios keeping close behind. They weren’t out of Yedmenov’s territory yet. And as Tripoli had taught them, until they were on the plane and up in the air, nothing was certain.

Driver sat in the back seat alongside Yedmenov. A rapid stop at the hotel had seen the team pick up their bags and check out in five minutes flat. Now they were on the M-11 highway out of the city and she felt comfortable calling home. Gilmore answered the video call from the operations room in Geneva. He looked tired and tense on the screen of Driver’s tablet. ‘Tell me you’ve got something.’

‘A juicy morsel,’ Driver smiled, angling the tablet towards Yedmenov. ‘Say hello to Oleksandr.’

‘Hello, comrade,’ Gilmore said.

Yedmenov looked surprised. ‘Gilmore? You’re behind this? I thought you were retired.’

‘Yeah, me too,’ Gilmore sighed.

Driver turned the screen to face her.

‘So what’s the deal?’ Gilmore asked. ‘We got a name?’

‘A code name,’ Driver said. ‘You heard of someone called Merlin?’

‘Uh-uh,’ Gilmore replied, taking a mug of coffee off Anna. He took a sip and recoiled in disgust. He muttered and stared at the mug. ‘The girl’s a genius at everything except pouring the milk.’ He set the mug aside. ‘What’s your next move?’

‘Oleksandr has kindly agreed to help us set up a meet,’ Driver said. ‘Baptiste, how are we getting on with that?’

Baptiste tapped on the screen of Yedmenov’s phone. ‘I’m in contact now.’

Driver looked across at Yedmenov. The damp and miserable arms dealer shook his head and stared out of the window. ‘You’re gonna get me killed.’

‘Here we go,’ Baptiste said. ‘Merlin’s in Rome. He says he can meet there. Tomorrow at noon.’

‘Set it up,’ Driver ordered, returning her attention to Gilmore. ‘How are you getting on with those eyes and ears we asked for?’

‘We’re still limited on the tech front,’ Gilmore said, dragging a diminutive, olive-skinned young man into the picture. With a mess of curly hair and stubble, he looked into the camera, bleary-eyed and hunched in a dark-green T-shirt.

Gilmore put a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘This is Mohammed.’

‘It’s Mo,’ the man replied in a quiet German accent. ‘Only my mother calls me Mohammed.’

‘Mo here is a former black hat,’ Gilmore continued. ‘He turned white hat for the German FIS. One of those computer hackers, am I right?’

‘A dramatic oversimplification. But yes, I suppose you could say that.’

‘Mo was caught hacking into various private bank accounts in Switzerland,’ Gilmore added. ‘Lucky for us, the UN secretary general is Swiss. He and one of our esteemed benefactors have what they call a special relationship. The sec gen pulled some strings. Got him released. On the same deal as the rest of you.’

‘Some deal,’ Mo muttered.

Gilmore shot Mo a look and returned his attention to the camera. ‘You want him to have a crack at tracing that message? We might be able to track Merlin’s current location.’

‘If it’s high-level custom encryption, it’ll take time,’ Mo grumbled.

‘Mo’s right,’ Driver said. ‘Plus we don’t want to spook the guy and have him go dark.’

‘Meeting confirmed,’ Baptiste said from the passenger seat. ‘Twelve p.m., Piazza del Popolo.’

Gilmore consulted his watch. ‘That gives us… Ah shit, I can’t work out these time differences. How far are you from the airstrip?’

‘We’re forty minutes out,’ Wells interjected from behind the wheel.

‘I’ll have the jet ready to go,’ Gilmore said. ‘I’ll see you when you land.’

‘Retired, huh?’ Driver smiled.

‘Don’t push it,’ Gilmore said, signing off.

Driver tucked her phone away and spoke into the comms piece in her ear. ‘Mobile Two, this is Mobile One.’

‘Go ahead, Mobile One,’ Pope said.

‘You like pasta?’ she asked.

‘I love the stuff,’ Pope replied.

‘Good, ’cause we’re going to Rome.’

‘Sounds all right to me,’ the Australian said. ‘But can we stop off somewhere first? The girls have got the munchies.’




Chapter 25

Rome, Italy

Baptiste tested the handle of the supply room door. He found it unlocked. ‘Italy,’ he said to himself with a smile, opening the door and feeling for the light switch. The ceiling light blinked and held. The room was stacked high with equipment and uniforms in plastic wrappers. He ran a finger down a tall stack, each one labelled with the size. Baptiste hesitated while he ran through his calculations. In France he was a regular. In the US and UK, a small. In China, a large. But this being Italy – he would need a medium with a long trouser.

Baptiste grabbed the appropriate sizes and laid them on a spare shelf. He picked out a small woman’s size and carried both uniforms under an arm, turning off the light on his way out. He pulled the door shut and tossed the female uniform to Rios, who was busy playing lookout in the corridor.

‘In here.’ Rios back-heeled her way into an empty staff room. ‘What’s Italian for emergency?’ she asked, kicking off her boots and pulling down her jeans.

‘Emergenza,’ Baptiste said, averting his eyes.

‘It’s okay, you can look.’

‘You don’t mind?’

‘I was in the Fuerzas Especiales with twenty guys,’ Rios replied, stepping into her dark-blue overalls. ‘And let’s face it, I’m not exactly your type.’

‘How would you know?’ Baptiste said.

‘Uh, I’m a woman?’

Baptiste paused, halfway through zipping himself up. ‘What… how?’

‘I’m a sniper,’ Rios said. ‘I notice things.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like in the nightclub. The women look at you and you don’t look at them.’

Baptiste snatched a black rucksack left on top of a locker. He’d kept his sexuality hidden all his life. In his line of work and the country of his birth, it was too risky to be anything other than straight. And in some cases, it could get you killed. He hadn’t told his family for fear of being disowned. Perhaps that’s why he had made such a natural spy. By the time he arrived at the Institute in Moscow, he’d already spent countless days and nights leading a double life, keeping secrets and hiding in plain sight, adopting all the talk, mannerisms and behaviours of the other young men of Kostroma.

Baptiste felt a sudden wave of relief now his secret was out. He felt a weight off his shoulders, and surprise that it wasn’t a bigger deal. Yet within seconds, his feelings swung back to those of his deep-seated fears. What if Rios shared his secret with the others? What if it led to him being kicked off the team? What if he was sent back to prison? What if a million other things? He knew it was irrational – he was no longer in the SVR, or an anxious teen imprisoned in the confines of his hometown. Yet the Russian felt a sickness in his stomach and a shortness in his breath.

As they stuffed their clothes inside the rucksack Baptiste looked Rios square in the eye. ‘You can’t breathe a word of this to anyone.’

Rios seemed offended. ‘I don’t rat.’

‘If Pope found out, I’d never hear the end of it,’ Baptiste said.

Rios ran thumb and forefinger across her lips like a zip.

Reassured, Baptiste hooked the rucksack over a shoulder and inched out of the door. He beckoned Rios out and they hurried along the corridor.

Two male paramedics walked towards them, both young and handsome. One of them enthused about the size of his new girlfriend’s breasts. And they barely noticed as Baptiste shouldered into one and said, ‘Scuzi.’

With the paramedics continuing on their way, he opened his hand to reveal a key fob.

‘Nice lift,’ Rios said, as they took a left out of the building and into a parking bay where an ambulance sat with a warm engine still ticking. It was the shape of a long, tall van – white with a shock of orange and yellow down the side.

Baptiste unlocked the ambulance doors with the stolen key. ‘I’ll drive,’ he said, handing Rios the rucksack and hopping behind the wheel.

Rios climbed up onto the passenger seat. ‘Why do you get to drive?’

‘You ever driven through Rome?’

‘No.’

Baptiste turned the ignition. ‘Then I’m driving.’

‘Fine.’ Rios slouched in her seat and slung a casual foot on the dash. ‘But I get to work the siren.’




Chapter 26

Driver tied her plum-red apron over her chic black open-collar uniform. She brushed the apron down with both hands and adjusted the black letterbox-rimmed glasses on the bridge of her nose. Fiddling with her long, raven-haired wig, she blinked and flexed her eyes, still adapting to the dark-brown contacts.

‘I’m sure it’ll all come back,’ she said to herself as she faced the counter and memorised the specials.

The last time she’d worked as a waitress she was seventeen, and she hadn’t spoken Italian for ten years. Driver hoped the refresher course on the red-eye flight from Russia would pay off. Thanks to a hard tap on the shoulder, she was about to find out. Driver turned to see a short, immaculate man with a goatee and a name badge that said ‘Mario, Manager’.

‘And who are you?’ he asked.

‘I’m Angela,’ she replied. ‘The actress, remember?’

‘No,’ Mario said.

‘They didn’t tell you?’ Driver tutted. ‘The studio was supposed to – I’m researching a role.’

Mario was suspicious. ‘What for?’

‘For the movie American Bella,’ Driver said. ‘Or Gap Year. They haven’t decided… I’m actually not Italian,’ she continued in English.

‘Yes, I’d worked that out,’ Mario replied in fluent English. ‘Are you joking with me? Did Antonio put you up to this?’

‘I don’t know any Antonio,’ Driver said. ‘It’s only for a couple of days.’

‘What’s your name again?’

‘Angela Westermann.’

‘Never heard of you.’

‘I’m more of a TV actress. This is kind of my big break, you know?’

‘So what’s this movie about?’ Mario asked, stroking his beard with a thumb.

‘Oh, well, it’s about this single mom who comes to Italy to take the gap year she never could at college.’

‘Hm,’ Mario took out his phone. ‘An-ge-la West-er-mann.’

Driver watched over his shoulder as he Googled her name.

A page of results came up with a Wikipedia snapshot of Angela Westermann – fake TV shows and all – created by Mo the night before. He’d even set up a fake IMDb page for Gap Year, slated for direction by Steven Spielberg.

‘Oh my God, you didn’t tell me it was Spielberg,’ Mario gasped. ‘I’m his biggest fan.’ He put a hand on Driver’s arm. ‘You think I could meet him?’

‘Depends how well you treat me,’ Driver said with a playful smile.

Mario held up both hands. ‘Like a princess.’ He stepped in and whispered. ‘If there’s anything you don’t want to do, just tell me and I’ll give it to one of the others.’

‘No, no,’ Driver insisted. ‘I want the authentic experience.’

‘Sure, of course,’ Mario said. ‘But any trouble, you come to me… You know what you’re doing?’

‘I’ll get the hang of it,’ Driver said in Italian.

Mario nodded and waltzed away, his phone to his ear. ‘Darling, you’re not going to believe this. I’m going to meet Steven Spielberg!’

Driver watched in amusement as he interrupted the work of two burly workmen fixing a new swinging door to the entrance to the kitchens. He told them all about his impending meeting with the Hollywood director, much to their indifference. She laughed to herself and walked to the front of the restaurant of the Hotel Popolo. It was high-end but casual. Cafe over à la carte. The large glass entrance looked out onto the Piazza del Popolo. Outside were twenty covers dressed in white tablecloths. The chairs were tasteful, made of wicker with white padded cushions. They huddled around tables inside a branded cordon matching the shade of Driver’s apron.

She headed outside, where the sky shone blue over the Eternal City. Tourists and pigeons congregated on the piazza. The honk and rumble of traffic was constant. Spying a table in need of clearing, Driver weaved between a smattering of locals smoking and sipping espressos. As she collected the discarded crockery, Driver surveyed the piazza.

‘Status check,’ Gilmore said in her ear as she gathered a collection of cups and plates.

‘Great news, Papa. I got the job,’ Driver replied.

‘Got a couple of ripe ones in an Audi across the street,’ Pope added. ‘Been here for the last ten minutes, scoping out the joint.’

Driver glanced over her shoulder and saw a black Audi SUV parked across the road, fifty yards further up from the hotel.

‘Merlin must be close by,’ Gilmore said. ‘Responder One, what’s your ETA?’

Baptiste spoke over the sound of horns and engines. ‘To be confirmed.’

‘What does that mean?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Traffic’s a super-bitch,’ Rios explained.

‘Thanks for that clarification, Responder One,’ said Gilmore.

As Driver stacked the dirty cups and plates on top of each other, she noticed Yedmenov appear to her left, on his phone and walking with his usual swagger across the piazza. He wore a pair of Armani sunglasses and a charcoal suit over a black shirt. Taking a seat in the middle of the outdoor area as instructed, Yedmenov crossed a leg, leaned back in his chair and continued to talk.

Driver rested the stack of cups and plates on a nearby table. She took out her pad and pen and approached. ‘Hello, sir, what can I get you?’

Yedmenov dismissed her with a hand. ‘I’m waiting for someone.’

‘Of course,’ she replied, picking up the stack of crockery.

Yedmenov grinned as she walked away. ‘You look cute in that uniform.’

Driver didn’t dignify his remark with a response. Instead, she returned to the kitchen, where she found the entrance taped off and blocked by a set of steel stepladders. It was drinks only as the workmen sought to prise the old door from its rusted brackets. Driver left the crockery at the end of the bar, eavesdropping on Mario briefing his staff. He continued to boast of his date with Hollywood royalty and instructed them not to bother world-famous actress, Angela Westermann.

Driver hurried back to the outdoor seating. She fetched a menu for a well-to-do elderly German couple and apologised for the brief suspension of food service. The elderly couple promptly upped and left. Driver wasn’t exactly disappointed – the fewer customers on the scene the better. The disruption in the kitchen was a lucky break. She hoped it would last.

As the German tourists wandered away across the square, Wells pulled up across the street in a dark-blue Range Rover. He skipped around the front, dressed in a tan turtleneck and a black jacket. He opened a rear passenger door for Lim, who stepped onto the pavement in a dark-grey trouser suit, white chiffon blouse and Gucci sunglasses. She carried a leather-bound tablet under an arm, striding across the street like she owned the planet.

Wells played catch-up, eyes concealed behind wraparound shades. Lim walked in small, stiff steps at pace, her body mannequin-still above the waist. Driver had to admire her method approach. She sure knew how to play a role.

Yedmenov noticed Lim and ended his phone call. He jumped out of his chair and greeted her with a smile. They shook hands and Yedmenov pulled out a chair. As Lim took it, Wells moved to an adjacent table with a clear view of the piazza.

Driver hovered close by. ‘Where is this guy?’

‘He’ll be here,’ Yedmenov replied.

‘He’d better,’ Wells said, signalling to Driver. ‘Coffee.’

Driver took out a pen and scribbled on her order pad.

‘He’s here,’ Yedmenov said. ‘The one in glasses and a light-grey suit.’

Before Driver could turn to look, Mario called her from inside the restaurant. ‘Angela!’

‘Shit,’ Driver cursed. Of all the times.

‘You’d better go,’ Wells muttered under his breath. ‘It’s got to look legit.’

She peeled off and stepped inside the restaurant. ‘Yes, boss?’

‘Staff meeting,’ Mario said. ‘About the kitchen.’

Driver pointed to the entrance. ‘But I’ve got customers.’

Mario waved her over. ‘It will only take a second.’

She relented and joined the small huddle towards the back of the restaurant. Mario briefed the team on what a monkey could work out for itself: that food would unavailable from the kitchen for an hour while they replaced the door.

‘Finally,’ a young waitress said. ‘That door’s been stiff for ages.’

Mario continued to talk, telling them what to say and how to keep customers in their seats, drinking coffee and spending money until normal service could resume. Driver heard only snippets of the briefing, her attention drawn back to the meeting.

From the back of the restaurant, she glanced over her shoulder and caught only the slightest glimpse of Merlin. She saw him only from behind as he passed by the window, yet thanks to years of surveillance work, Driver could size up a man with only a partial view. She put him in his early forties and six foot plus, a strong, athletic build underneath what appeared to be a tailored suit and a light-blue shirt.

As Mario continued to prattle, Driver grew more and more impatient. She broke from the huddle. Mario opened his mouth to object.

‘Customer!’ Driver snapped in Italian.

Her boss for the day let her go without further complaint. Driver hurried outside, digging her pad and pen from her apron pocket.

Yedmenov and Lim sat to the left of the entrance, facing the square. This was part of Driver’s plan – to keep their lines of sight open, while closing off Merlin’s view of proceedings. The man in question had already taken a seat at Yedmenov’s table with his back to her. She stepped in closer without his knowledge.

‘You didn’t order already?’ Merlin asked in English tinged with a Scandinavian accent.

‘We wait,’ Lim said. ‘Chinese custom.’

‘Bu hao,’ Merlin said.

‘You speak Chinese?’ Lim asked.

‘Yiddian,’ Merlin said, pinching thumb and forefinger together. ‘Not enough to hold a real conversation.’

‘That’s a relief,’ Yedmenov said. ‘My Mandarin is as bad as my Farsi.’ He summoned Driver to the table with a click of his fingers, revelling in having her at his beck and call.

‘What can I get you?’ Driver asked. She stayed behind Merlin, wanting to remain in the background until the right moment.

Lim ordered a green tea and Yedmenov a cappuccino.

‘And for you, sir?’ Driver asked Merlin, positioning herself on his right shoulder.

‘Still water,’ Merlin answered in a flat tone, not even a glance in her direction.

‘Anything else?’ Driver asked the table.

Yedmenov waved a dismissive hand. ‘Yes, go away.’

Driver spoke through a gritted smile. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’

Next time, she was playing the government arms dealer.

Driver breezed back inside the hotel and put the order in with Antonio. He was a wiry, energetic barista who looked like he could still have been in school. As he set to work on the cappuccino, Driver drifted back to the entrance of the restaurant. She watched the table and listened in via her earpiece.

‘I thought I said no security,’ Merlin griped. ‘As per our usual arrangement.’

‘I didn’t bring any,’ Yedmenov replied.

‘Then who’s the muscle?’ Merlin asked, pointing to Wells.

‘He with me,’ Lim said. ‘And I don’t travel without him. General Ding orders.’

‘Tell him to take a walk,’ Merlin continued.

Lim turned and gave the nod. Wells was reluctant, but rose to his feet, picked up his coffee and strolled by the table. He exchanged a look with Driver on his way inside and took a stool at the bar with his drink.

‘Now, speaking of Ding,’ Merlin said. ‘Where is the general? I thought he was going to—’

‘I speak for general,’ Lim replied. ‘Handle all business dealings.’

‘I’m sure you can understand,’ Yedmenov said, ‘it’s not an opportune time for General Ding to travel. Not with everything that’s going on.’

‘I don’t care what’s going on,’ Merlin continued. ‘I deal with decision makers, not errand girls.’

‘Then I go,’ Lim said, standing up. She grabbed the tablet and moved to leave.

It was a smart move. Merlin stood with his hands up in apology.

‘Nicely handled,’ Gilmore said. ‘Now move it on.’

Lim returned to her seat. ‘I hear you’re in market for new product.’

‘I might be,’ Merlin said. ‘If the price is right.’

‘Price is price,’ Lim replied. ‘Only question – are you serious?’

Driver craned her neck to see better through the window of the restaurant. With Merlin facing away from her she couldn’t get a full view, but there was amusement in his voice.

‘I can see why General Ding trusts you in his place,’ he said. ‘Forgive my abrupt manner. In this business, you can never be too careful.’

Lim nodded. ‘Careful good.’

‘So, you brought the specs?’ Yedmenov asked Lim.

She fired up the tablet. ‘Of course.’

‘Hey, Angela,’ Antonio yelled over the sound of a coffee grinder. ‘Your order is ready.’

‘At last,’ Driver whispered in relief. She headed to the counter and snatched a circular white tray off a stack, eager to play her part. She wasn’t very good at watching on from the sidelines, and the sooner they could wrap up the meeting the better. She loaded the drinks, opened the bottle of water and set it down. With Antonio’s back turned, she checked her surroundings and put a hand inside her trouser pocket.

Driver pulled out a tiny bottle of clear liquid and unscrewed the dropper at speed, slipping several drops into the neck of the water bottle. Screwing the top back on, Driver tipped the bottle upside down, letting the liquid mix in. Satisfied, she set the bottle on the tray and carried it towards the door. ‘Here come the drinks,’ Driver announced over the comms.

‘See if you can get a better shot of Merlin,’ Gilmore said. ‘Mo needs a full frontal.’

‘Give it five minutes and we’ll have the real thing,’ Driver whispered as she sidestepped an overweight male customer.

She made her way to the table, where Lim was scrolling through a series of schematics on the tablet. ‘This is product. EMP railgun.’

‘Range?’ Merlin asked.

‘Two hundred twenty mile,’ Lim replied.

‘Speed of projectile?’

‘Seventy-five mile per minute.’

‘That’s seven times the speed of sound,’ Yedmenov added. ‘It’ll hit any target within range in under three minutes.’

Driver set the tray down on an adjacent table and served Yedmenov his order. ‘Cappuccino for you, sir.’

The Russian tasted his coffee and nodded in approval.

Driver set Lim’s drink in front of her. ‘A green tea for you, madam.’

Lim pulled the tea bag from the cup and set it aside, snapping the case on the tablet closed.

Driver picked up the bottle of water and made it appear like a struggle, as if opening it for the first time. She poured out a glass and set it down in front of Merlin. She lingered a moment in front of the man without looking directly at him. Driver didn’t want to make him suspicious. It was merely to allow the tiny wireless camera built into her blouse button to capture a shot.

‘That’s it, we’ve got an image,’ Gilmore said. ‘Searching now… Wait, that can’t be right. Gotta be a mistake. Let us rerun it through facial recog…’

Driver was dying to know what the problem was. To ask would be to break cover. So she lingered, willing Merlin to drink his water. After a few seconds, he took a sip. Two or three more sips was all it would take. But agonisingly, Merlin put the glass down.

Realising she was acting unnaturally, Driver broke from the table. She fetched the half-full bottle of mineral water and set it down in front of Merlin. He took a second sip, and the cuff of his right sleeve rode up as he drank, revealing a tattoo on the inside of his wrist – a yin. Driver froze, electricity in her veins. She looked down at Merlin. He looked up. Their gazes connected as the sunlight caught his eyes, lighting them a pearlescent blue.

Driver felt paralysed, unable to break the spell as an invisible charge crackled between them.

He didn’t have blue eyes.

He didn’t wear glasses.

But she didn’t need Gilmore to run his image a second time.

It was him.

It was… Tom?




Chapter 27

On the outside, Driver remained calm. On the inside, her mind was flying, plunging head first through a vortex of emotions. There were so many, it left her paralysed, her mind in danger of shutting down, her heart ready to explode.

She felt her breath shorten, her knees weaken. But Driver fought for a grip, her years of training and undercover experience kicking in. She breathed deeper, steadied her heart rate and smiled. Tom offered a faint smile in return, as if neither of them could be the one to blink first. Still, he had to know it was her.

Driver took a step back and picked up the tray, hoping he wouldn’t notice her hands shaking. Her mind swirled with questions. How was he alive? How was he here, buying weapons? Was he being brainwashed by someone? Or had he suffered the same fate as her – forced to work for an organisation – Mossad, the Russians, a terrorist cell?

As Driver lingered close by, Yedmenov and Lim continued their phoney sales pitch. Tom lifted his glass to his lips for another sip, but his eyes fixed on the water, then the bottle. He paused and put down the glass without drinking. Picking up a napkin, he dabbed it to his lips and dropped it on the table.

As Lim finished outlining the specs for the railgun, Yedmenov turned to face Tom. ‘So, my friend, do we have a deal?’

Tom sighed. ‘Give me a second to think about it.’

Yedmenov nodded and sipped his cappuccino.

‘Okay,’ Tom said, as if his decision was made. He reached into his jacket, drew a handgun and fired.

Yedmenov’s cappuccino smashed on the ground. He clutched his stomach, hands pooling with blood. Tom rose from his chair and aimed at Lim. She was too fast. A flash of a fist, and the SIG-Sauer knocked from his hand. Tom flipped the table up and spun away. Driver leaped in front of him, weapon pulled from beneath her apron. She raised her Glock 17, but couldn’t bring herself to shoot.

Tom looked in her eye and dashed inside the restaurant. But he must have forgotten about Wells, moving to intercept. Tom met him halfway across the restaurant. They fought over Wells’ weapon, with shots fired into the floor, the gun lost under a table amid a flurry of blows. Wells caught a fist on the chin, another to the ribs. He replied with an elbow to Tom’s jaw and a roundhouse kick. Tom batted it away and flat-palmed Wells in the throat. Wells scooped Tom off his feet and slammed him on his back on the drinks counter. Tom grabbed a big steel coffee jug and used it as a weapon – a knockout blow.

Wells rolled off the counter to the floor, Driver watching on in a paralysed daze. Tom pushed off the counter and sprinted to the back of the restaurant.

Lim rolled the weight of the table off her. ‘What are you waiting for?’ she yelled.

Driver snapped out of her daze and beat Lim through the doorway. She gave chase against an onrush of panicked customers and staff. Only the workmen remained, holding either end of the old kitchen door, one of them halfway up a set of ladders. They at least served to block Tom’s escape route through the kitchens. He turned right into the bathrooms. Driver was right behind him. She burst through the door to the gents, finding Tom seeking an exit through a locked, frosted window.

She pushed the door shut behind her, fending off Lim’s attempts to follow her in. The toilet was tiny. A cubicle, urinal, a sink and a lock on the door. Driver spun the lock clockwise, leaving Lim pounding a fist on the other side of the door. Tom had the window halfway up. As if he’d scoped the place out in advance.

That was Tom.

But Driver had the drop on him, pulling out her earpiece and sliding it in a pocket. She steadied the gun in both hands. Tom backed away from the window, hands reaching for the ceiling.

The gun shook. ‘How are you… Why are you—’

‘I can explain,’ he said, taking a step towards her. ‘But first you need to put down the gun.’

‘I saw you die.’

Driver tried to hold it together, but the tears started to run. Her arms weakened, her aim faltered.

Tom moved in closer, his voice soft. ‘I know seeing me here is a shock. The same for me too. But let’s just talk, please.’

Tom put a gentle hand on the barrel of Driver’s pistol. He pushed it down until her arms dropped to her side, the Glock pointed at the floor.

Outside the door, Lim continued to pound and yell Driver’s name, yet she may as well have been a million miles away.

Tom removed his glasses and folded them away in a jacket pocket. He dug out his contacts and smiled with the hazel eyes Driver remembered. ‘I think I prefer you as a blond.’

‘What the fuck, Tom?’

The weapon slipped from her hand and hit the beige bathroom floor tiles. Tom moved in fast. Driver met him halfway, his hands on her waist, her hands on his neck. A hard, passionate kiss against the door. A thousand-volt charge up her spine. All the dark days forgotten, the mission a distant memory. Driver pulled hard on Tom’s suit lapels, ran a hand through his cropped hair, his weight pressing into hers. Driver’s heart opened up and poured itself out. This was the man she knew. The man she loved. Yet a voice inside pulled her back.

She broke off the kiss and pushed him away. ‘It was you who killed Serik… What are you doing, Tom? Who are you working for?’

Tom shrugged. ‘I was gonna ask you the same question.’ He took a step back, looking past her to the door. ‘I wish things were different, Sam.’ In a flash, he scooped up Driver’s discarded Glock. ‘Sorry, honey, gotta go,’ Tom said, the pistol aimed at her chest.

Driver lunged forward out of instinct, but she was off balance. Tom shoved her hard through the cubicle door. She hit her head on the cistern of the lavatory and landed in a heap.

She watched him lift the window, a finger to his ear. ‘Meet me at the back of the hotel.’

As Driver regained her bearings, Tom vaulted out of the window and disappeared.




Chapter 28

It had been a long time since Pope had ridden a bike. He passed the interminable wait by recalling his long rides along the Gold Coast. And mountain bike adventures down the dusty, rocky trails of Alice Springs. The memory brought a smile to his face. Pope and his best mate Tommo freewheeling through the bush and scaring snakes out of the grass. Happy days. Happier than he’d realised. It was impossible to appreciate freedom until you had it taken away from you. Yes, he was out of that hellish sweatbox in Libya. But he was under no illusions. This wasn’t freedom. Still, it was better than maggot soup Mondays.

Pope scratched the itch in his crotch and pulled at the fabric squeezing the life out of his testicles. The skin-tight cycling outfit they’d given him was a size too small and he heard the booming voice of his bigger, older brother, Vince in his head. ‘Russ the Wuss’, he used to call him. Or ‘Wussel’. Or plain old ‘Wuss’.

‘’Ere, Wuss,’ he’d have said with a big, beer-swilling grin. ‘You look like a right fucking fairy. What are those, arms or weeds?’

‘Rack off, Vince,’ Pope muttered to himself. ‘See how long you last in a Libyan prison.’

‘What was that?’ Gilmore asked over the comms.

‘Uh, nothing,’ Pope said. ‘All good on my end.’

Pope rested his weight against the Flaminio Obelisk – a twenty-four-metre stone monument dominating the middle of the piazza. He tried to ignore the beautiful young Italian women strolling by. Instead he cast an eye towards the hotel. The meeting was well under way. In the near distance, Driver was serving the table their drinks. Pope couldn’t make out much of anything from his position. But Gilmore was quick to instruct. ‘Merlin’s had his drink. Move into position.’

Pope pushed off the wall and rode across the piazza towards the Audi Q7 parked across the street. He pedalled slow through human traffic onto the road and up to the passenger window of the SUV.

The brakes squealed as he came to a stop. He knocked on the glass. The men inside looked at each other. They yelled at him to take a hike. Their American accents were muffled behind the glass. Pope knocked again on the window, motioning for them to wind it down. The man in the passenger seat snapped, the glass whirring down.

He leaned an arm on the door frame. ‘You blokes order a pizza?’

‘I thought I told you, buddy,’ the dark-haired, grizzled passenger said. ‘We don’t want any.’

‘Steady on, mate, jeez.’

Pope heard a commotion over the comms, shot a glance at the restaurant and saw Merlin on his feet. The table was knocked over. He knew a blown mission when he saw one. The whole thing was a dog’s dinner. All Pope could do now was keep Merlin’s men occupied as they strained to see around him.

‘We didn’t order no pizza,’ said the Audi driver – a big man with a haircut like a loaf of bread.

‘You sure?’ Pope asked, taking his phone from an arm band. ‘Yep, says right here. Fourteen-inch pepperoni.’

‘You order food?’ the passenger asked the driver.

His partner shook his head.

Pope reached inside the container on the rear of the bike and lifted out a large pizza box. ‘Shame, ’cause it smells bonzer, mate.’

The driver pulled his sidearm on Pope. ‘Get the fuck out of here.’

‘Whoa – easy, mate,’ Pope said. ‘Don’t shoot the delivery guy.’

A voice crackled on a radio inside the SUV – instructions from Merlin. Something about a pickup around the back of the hotel.

‘Leave the guy, we haven’t got time,’ the passenger said.

The driver lowered his weapon. Pope decided he couldn’t wait for an instruction. He scooped up his handgun from inside the empty pizza box and fired twice through the lid. The top of the passenger’s skull exploded red. But the man behind the wheel was alive. A non-fatal wound to the chest. He stepped on the accelerator and pulled away.

Pope dropped the pizza box. He jumped on the pedals of his bike and gave chase. The SUV swerved onto the kerb ahead of him, pedestrians scrambling out of the way. The wounded driver veered back into the road again, slamming into the side of a white Fiat Punto.

Pope zoomed around the crash and swerved around a gaggle of tourists. He hopped onto the pavement, then back onto the road as the SUV sped away from the crash. Screeching to a stop, Pope waited for the Audi to catch up. The V12 engine roared as it accelerated past. He took aim and got his shot away. At first Pope thought he’d missed. But the SUV swerved left and right, bouncing off parked traffic and straight into a lamp post.

The traffic snarled up in a honking mess. Pope cycled hard and skidded to a stop next to the SUV. He opened the driver door. Merlin’s driver spilled out, upside down. Alive, but bleeding from the chest and neck.

Pope looked up at the sound of a siren. Saw the flashing lights of an onrushing ambulanza. The polizia wouldn’t be far behind.



Driver picked herself up and plugged her earpiece back in. The comms were alive with irate chatter – Gilmore in the dark, the operation a mess.

Driver put a finger to her ear. ‘Merlin’s on the move. The rear of the hotel.’

She stepped up onto the windowsill – a three-foot drop to street level. She landed in a narrow alley, with Tom breaking left towards the main road. As Driver gave chase, he flagged down his ride. But the Audi careered into a lamp post, Pope screeching to a stop on his bike, his weapon drawn.

Tom rerouted. A hard left down the side of the hotel, back towards the piazza.

‘Pope, I need a weapon,’ Driver yelled, as she neared the exit onto the street. A second later, a pistol arced and spun high over the road, courtesy of Pope. Driver caught it clean on the run and darted left. She stayed on Tom’s tail, dancing around pedestrians. He glanced back over a shoulder – fit and fast, but suffering the first effects of the drug. It gave Driver a chance. If she could get close enough.

‘Sitrep,’ Gilmore barked in her ear as she chased Tom back to the piazza. To her left, she saw Wells staggering out of the restaurant entrance.

Lim was supporting his weight. ‘Yedmenov’s dead.’

‘Merlin’s support is down,’ Pope said over the rising volume of an emergency siren.

Baptiste came onto the comms. ‘Someone call an ambulance?’

Driver turned to see Baptiste and Rios rolling fast downhill in the stolen vehicle towards the piazza. ‘Abort the pickup,’ she said between short, shallow breaths. ‘Merlin’s on foot. I’m in pursuit.’

And she was gaining.

Driver tried to yell for Tom to stop, only to choke on his name. As he approached the towering monument in the centre of the square, he fired into the air, his silencer barrel unscrewed. The shot caused panic on the piazza. A stampede of bodies.

By the time Driver pushed her way through, Tom was running between two churches – grand in design with imposing stone pillars. They stood tall like guards watching over the square, creating a shaded thoroughfare where Tom let off a second shot. Another tide of people came rushing Driver’s way, the sound of gunfire alerting nearby police. A pair of squad cars sped into the square. They came to a sharp stop behind her.

Police officers flew out of the cars and joined in the chase. There were four in total, pursuing Driver between the two churches. Tom remained ahead of her, but slowed down by the small amount of the drug he’d consumed. Bouncing off a wall, he almost fell, yet regained his balance and pushed on towards the cover of a busy street.

Driver checked behind her. There were four police officers on her tail, armed and calling for reinforcements, their voices echoing loud in the solid stone corridor between the churches. It was obvious from their requests for backup they’d mistaken Driver as the shooter, yet she wasn’t about to give up the chase. Not when Tom was slowing to a walk, smacking his own head as if as if suffering a mental fog. He put a hand against a wall, his knees close to collapse.

‘Stop or we’ll shoot,’ the police yelled at Driver, their weapons drawn.

It was clear she didn’t stand a chance. Midway along the cut-through, Driver came to a stop, only a few agonising yards from Tom.

‘Drop the weapon,’ a male police officer said.

Driver looked down at her pistol. Damn it. She dropped the gun, but only inches from her feet.

‘Down on the ground,’ the officer commanded.

Driver hesitated, eyes locked on Tom.

‘Down on the ground!’

The police officers closed in around her. Driver dropped as far as her knees. She could still go for her gun. Take the officers down. Non-fatal shots. But what were the chances they’d roll over and take it? No, she’d have to kill them. Three innocent men and one woman, doing their jobs. Yet, there was Tom. And the billions of lives at stake. It had to be done.

Driver eyed her weapon. But a police boot kicked the gun out of reach. A strong hand on her shoulder pushed her down. She could disarm the officer and turn the weapon on him. But in the end, she couldn’t do it. She was an ex-field agent. Not a terrorist, nor an assassin. There had to be a line.

Driver put her hands behind her head. She watched as Tom staggered towards the main street behind the churches. She screamed in frustration as a cuff snapped down over her wrist.




Chapter 29

The Rome police ordered Driver not to move. The arresting officer forced her free arm behind her back. Yet hearing rolling rubber over stone, she turned to see a flash of turtle blue as Pope sped into view.

‘Look out, mate!’ he yelled as he careered into the gathered police.

Driver rolled out of the way at the last moment. Pope flew over the handle bars. One officer went down, another squashed under the weight of the big Australian. While the bike lay on its side, wheels spinning, Driver scrambled for her lost pistol. A male officer told her to freeze and his female colleague moved in to continue the arrest.

‘Sorry about that,’ Pope said, getting up, ‘hard to see in the sunnies.’ He pulled one of the floored officers to his feet and delivered an ‘accidental’ headbutt to the bridge of the man’s nose. ‘Aw no, sorry again, mate.’

As another officer pulled his weapon, Pope elbow-smashed him on the turn. ‘Shit, my coordination’s gone. Must be the shock.’

Driver took her chance and knocked the weapon from the squat female officer’s hand. She pulled a can of mace from her belt, but Driver punched her in the kidney under her stab vest. The woman lost her grip on the mace and sank to her knees. Driver chopped her on the back of her neck, enough to knock the woman senseless. When she looked up, Pope had a foot on the chest of the remaining officer, relieving him of his weapon. ‘Go get the bastard,’ he said.

Driver turned and sprinted, scooping up her pistol as she ran. Her hard-soled work shoes echoed off the walls as she bore down on a woozy Tom. He stumbled towards the street, busy with traffic. She had to intercept him before he got there.

But there, in front of her, was a small girl no more than four. She pulled away from her mother’s hand on the main street and ran with giddy glee like a springtime lamb. With jet-black hair in pigtails, a powder-blue school dress and white socks up to the knees, she cried ‘Ma-ma, ma-ma! Look at all the police!’

No, Driver thought. No, no, no.

Tom snatched the girl off her feet and held her close to his chest. Swaying on the spot, he held Driver’s Glock to her temple.

Driver came to a dead stop in front of him.

While the girl’s mother screamed and pleaded for him to release her daughter, the colour drained from the girl’s cheeks. ‘Mama?’ she said.

Driver trained her weapon on Tom and softened her voice. ‘Put the girl down.’

‘Put the gun down and I’ll think about it,’ Tom replied, backing up towards the main street.

She advanced one slow step at a time, unable to get a clear shot. The girl was frightened stiff enough not to move, yet still, Driver couldn’t guarantee a clean kill.

In truth, she had no intention of killing Tom. So she blocked out the babble over the comms and the screaming, pleading mother, trying to think of alternatives. A kneecap shot might do it. She could make the shot – but Tom might react and pull the trigger on the girl. Was he capable? She still couldn’t believe it.

‘Put the girl down and we can talk this out,’ Driver said, as she inched forward.

‘I told you to ditch the weapon,’ Tom replied, slurring his words.

‘This isn’t you,’ she continued. ‘I know you.’

Tom cracked a lopsided smile. ‘You don’t have the faintest idea.’

Driver hurried herself towards a decision. It was now or never. She had to take a shot.

But a silver van skidded to a stop on the street, only yards behind Tom. The rear door rolled open and an athletic man and woman in dark clothing jumped out, weapons at the ready. Tom back-pedalled towards them, noticing their weapons ready to engage.

‘No, just get me out of here,’ he snapped, throwing his young hostage into the street.

He fell into the arms of his people as the girl rolled into the middle of the road.

‘Lucia!’ the mother screamed, her path to her daughter blocked by a bus pulling to a stop.

The kid burst into tears. A black Smart car swerved clear, but a white box truck came the other way – horn blasting, tyres squealing and nowhere near stopping. Driver dropped her gun and sprinted into the road. She bent low and scooped the girl on the run. Diving to the pavement, she twisted mid-air and held the girl to her chest. The truck skidded past, an inch from killing them both.

Lucia’s mother was beside herself. Lying on her back with the girl in her arms, Driver raised her head off the road and saw the silver backup van speeding away. Tom was inside, alive and free.

She handed the child to the frantic mother and heard police car sirens closing in.

‘I need an exit,’ Driver said, getting to her feet.

‘Three o’clock,’ Baptiste replied.

She turned to her left and saw the ambulance coming her way with Baptiste and Rios sat up front. The vehicle slowed, but kept on rolling with the rear doors open. Wells hung out of the back, a hand outstretched. Driver telegraphed the move and broke fast into a run. Wells grabbed her hand and lifted her clean off her feet into the back of the ambulance.

‘Where’s Pope?’ she asked him.

‘I dunno,’ Wells shrugged, about to close the doors.

‘Wait for me, you bloody bastards,’ came the breathless plea over the comms.

Pope shot into view, catching air-time off the kerb. He hit the road and pedalled hard to make up the ground. His piston-like calves pumped for all they were worth, the bike frame swaying left to right. He made up the ground in seconds and caught hold of a grab handle inside the doorway. With pedals spinning free, he pushed off the frame and booted the mountain bike to one side. As Pope hung off the back of the ambulance, Wells hauled him in by the waist, the bike tumbling away down the street. He slammed the doors closed. ‘Hit it.’

Rios punched a button on the dash. The siren kicked in and Baptiste quick-changed through the gears, accelerating away from the scene. The ambulance swerved left and right as Baptiste carved through heavy Roman traffic. Driver punched the side of the ambulance in anger and flopped onto the gurney, her mind spinning fast like a top. She bounced right up again, realising there was a body on the bed. Lim was in attendance, feeling the man’s pulse.

‘Who the hell’s this?’ Driver asked.

‘It’s Loaf Head,’ Pope said.

‘Who?’

‘Merlin’s driver,’ Lim said, examining the groaning man’s injuries. ‘Wounded, but coming round.’

‘Can someone please update me on what in shit’s shithole is going on?’ Gilmore shouted in Driver’s ear. ‘After all, I’m only your fucking chief of ops.’

‘Merlin got away,’ she replied.

‘Fuck!’ Gilmore yelled. ‘McNeil… What the hell, Sam?’

‘It’s not all bad,’ Driver said, seeking to change the subject. ‘We’ve got one of Merlin’s guys.’

‘Dead or alive?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Alive, for now.’

‘Get what you can,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘Then dump him.’

As Driver worked on refocusing her mind, Wells felt the lump on his head and Pope tugged at the crotch of his cycling gear.

‘Strewth, I’m sweating,’ he said. ‘Is anyone else sweating?’




Chapter 30

As the ambulance swerved around traffic, Driver steadied herself and joined Lim, looking over the captured man – his shirt soaked in blood. He was regaining his senses, eyes roaming around the inside of the ambulance.

‘Hi,’ Driver said, ‘I think you and I need to have a chat.’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t,’ the man sneered, blood bubbling up out of the bullet wound in his neck.

‘I’m not sure you understand,’ Driver said, as Lim placed a syringe in her open palm. She popped the cap off the end with a thumb. ‘You don’t have a choice.’

The man was lucid now. An eye on the needle. He gurned as if contorting in pain, his tongue rolling around the back of his teeth.

‘Move,’ Wells said, barging Driver and Lim out of the way. He prised the man’s jaw open and forced in a hand as the man bit down. Wells grimaced and removed his hand, a bite mark deep in the skin. He held a small white pill between thumb and forefinger.

Driver didn’t need Wells to explain, yet he did anyway. ‘Cyanide capsule,’ he said, dropping the pill to the floor.

Wells crushed it under his boot. Like the others, Driver held her breath while the gas from the capsule escaped. Pope opened a rear door an inch as the cyanide dispersed.

‘What kind of merc chews on a suicide pill?’ Rios asked, over Driver’s shoulder.

‘No kind of merc,’ Pope said, jostling for a better look.

Lim found a vein on the man’s wrist and jammed in the syringe. Serik’s capture had come before Gilmore could source the serum. And Driver felt relieved she didn’t have to resort to the same methods as at the Libyan safe house.

Lim stung the man with a slap to the face. Within seconds, his expression had changed to that of a dreamy, glazed look.

‘What’s your name?’ Driver asked, grabbing a medical pad and pen from a nearby tray.

‘Trent… Trent Fuller.’

‘Where were you born, Trent Fuller?’

‘Michigan.’

Driver scribbled down Fuller’s answers. ‘Who do you work for?’

‘Tom McNeil.’

‘And who else?’ Lim asked.

Fuller seemed confused. ‘Huh?’

‘Who does McNeil work for?’ Driver clarified, as Fuller threatened to slip away. As Lim slapped him awake, she repeated the question.

‘McNeil works for McNeil,’ Fuller slurred. ‘The rest I don’t remember.’

Lim dug a thumb in his neck wound. ‘Let me focus your mind.’

Fuller cried out and bucked against the gurney restraints. ‘Middleman,’ he murmured, eyes halfway to closing.

‘Middleman? Who’s the middleman?’ Driver asked.

Fuller’s head lolled to one side and the other. ‘We’re all middlemen.’

‘He’s delirious,’ Wells said. ‘He’s lost too much blood.’

‘Or he’s lying,’ Pope said.

Driver turned in his direction. ‘On amobarbital?’

The Australian seemed confused.

‘It’s a truth drug,’ Lim said.

‘I knew that,’ Pope huffed, backing out of the conversation.

Lim slapped the man awake once more. ‘What are you doing in Rome?’

‘Something,’ he said.

‘Something big or something small?’ Driver asked.

‘Something big, I don’t know.’

‘When?’ Lim asked, working her thumb in Fuller’s wound.

‘Soon. Tomorrow. The day after, maybe.’

‘Be more specific,’ Driver said.

‘I fly home in a coupla days,’ Fuller continued. ‘McNeil doesn’t say. And I don’t ask.’

Wells stepped forward. ‘You don’t ask what the mission is?’

‘That’s the deal,’ Fuller replied. ‘You don’t like it, you don’t get the gig.’

‘Where can we find McNeil?’ Driver asked. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘I don’t know, lady. None of the guys do.’

‘You must know something,’ Wells said. ‘Who hired you in the first place? An employer, organisation, operation… Give us a name.’

Fuller coughed up a mouthful of blood. ‘Vesuvius…’

Driver held an ear to his mouth. ‘What was that?’

‘Vesuvius…’ Fuller slipped away, eyes frozen open, blood and drool seeping out of his cold blue lips.

Driver tossed the pad aside. ‘Fuck!’

‘Did you get something?’ Gilmore asked.

‘We got jack,’ Driver replied, seething with frustration. Every time they seemed to be getting somewhere… wham. Another brick wall.

But Lim had a hand inside Fuller’s jacket. ‘Wait a second,’ she said, pulling his phone from his pocket. ‘We’ve got this.’




Chapter 31

The ambulance burned with Fuller’s body inside. A black Volkswagen minivan drove away from the wasteland on the outskirts of Rome. It cruised through a suburban district. Tall, narrow apartment blocks rubbing shoulders among congested streets lined with city cars, cafes, shops and a rainbow of Vespas. The heavyset Italian behind the wheel was with the UN. He wore a red and black check shirt with a holstered firearm on his belt. Contractor or peacekeeper, Driver couldn’t say. But like the men in the Libyan safe house, they had their instructions. Don’t question. Don’t ask. Just do. The man up front didn’t seem the asking kind, his eyes fixed on the road.

Driver rode in silence in the back, staring into space out of the window. It had been a draining day. High-intensity missions always ended this way, whether successful or not. It was the post-mission comedown. Adrenalin was like a sugar rush. It picked you up and dropped you off a ten-storey building. From flying missions in the US Navy, to going after high-value CIA targets, Driver was well versed in the comedown. You spent hours, days, weeks, even months and years planning for an operation. Then in an instant, it was over. All that remained was the void – until the start of the next mission. Yet nothing could have prepared her for the sight of Tom. Driver still had so many questions, perhaps her biggest fear being that he would now be in the wind, and she wouldn’t get the answers she so desperately craved.

For now, Driver was tired enough to let go for a moment. In the back of the Volkswagen, the others seemed to be feeling it too. Even Pope had gone quiet. Or rather, gone to sleep. He let out a gentle, steady snore, his head resting on the back of the seat, stinking the van out with a potent assault of stale body odour. The rest of the team sat in silence like Driver, except for Rios, who favoured the isolation of music through her earphones.

The ride was smooth but slow through the cramped, humid confines of the city. The radio chattered low with talk of impending war. All sides were issuing warnings, with breaking news of Driver’s own country moving to DEFCON 2, its highest state of readiness prior to war. Though whether she saw the US as ‘her country’ any more was a debate for another day. Yes, Driver knew when she signed up for clandestine CIA operations that disavowal was a real possibility. But no one ever thought it would happen to them. Somehow, Driver never expected her government would be quite so quick to abandon her.

Meanwhile, in further news, rumours abounded of a next-gen Russian sub positioned off the Eastern Seaboard of the United States, to which the British had responded by deploying two of its own Trident submarines.

According to the radio, business was booming for defence contractors. The French were thought to be placing huge orders for jets, tanks and combat equipment. There was also talk of the US Air Force flying weaponised Predators out of Sardinia. This all left the Italians calling emergency meetings of their own. And Romans asking themselves a barrage of questions – from which country was at fault and whose side they were on, to what their own government should do, whether conscription would come into force and what one should wear during a nuclear holocaust.

‘With around sixteen thousand nuclear missiles in the world and close to two thousand on high alert, the prognosis is grave and the window for a peaceful resolution shrinking by the hour.’ So said the military analyst the radio anchor had welcomed onto the show. Driver rested her head against the neck restraint. With her body relaxing, she returned to her own barrage of questions. There were so many emotions, she didn’t know which to focus on first. The sheer shock that Tom was alive? Relief he wasn’t dead? The sense of rejection? The feeling of betrayal, that everything she thought they had was a lie? Confusion as to why the man she loved – once loved – could do such a thing? Or anger at herself, that she’d wasted so much time and energy on him over the last two years.

Driver looked at the still-healing wounds from her failed suicide attempt. Laughter burst out of her like untapped oil from a well. It shocked Pope awake. Baptiste raised an eyebrow. Rios turned in her seat, but went back to her music. Driver settled down. It was the brain’s natural response to confusion. An overabundance of conflicting stimuli.

Lim removed her sunglasses and held Driver’s eye. ‘Are you going to tell us how you know McNeil?’

Driver shrugged. ‘He’s an old colleague, that’s all.’

‘From the CIA?’ Lim asked.

Driver shook her head, acting casual. ‘We worked together on a few missions.’

Wells turned in the front passenger seat. ‘Did I miss something back there?’

‘You mean while you were taking your nap?’ Driver asked.

Wells touched the bump on his head. ‘Ha ha. Seriously, something happen I should know about?’

Lim looked across at Driver. She placed her sunglasses over her eyes. ‘No.’

Driver felt grateful to Lim. The last thing she needed was Wells pressing her. Questions would be asked, but she needed time to process her still-raw emotions.

As she gathered her thoughts, the minivan came to a stop. It waited outside a four-storey cream apartment block. Each floor sported a Juliet balcony decorated with pot plants and hanging baskets – all the windows shuttered except for the top floor.

‘We’re here,’ the Italian man said into his lapel.

‘Thank Christ,’ Pope said. ‘I’m busting for a piss.’

The shutter in front of them rattled open slowly. They rolled down a ramp, the automatic headlights illuminating a small basement garage with a handful of spaces. Another matching minivan sat at an angle with a silver surveillance van parked a couple of spaces on.

Driver climbed out onto stiff, tired legs and joined the others in grabbing her black holdall from the boot. She slung it over a shoulder and they walked to the door of the apartments. It opened only from the inside by a remote operator somewhere in the block. A CCTV camera hung above, looking out across the garage floor.

They trooped as a unit through the door, past a broken elevator and up a steep run of stairs winding their way around the centre of the building. Driver pulled herself up each one by the wrought-iron railings, her legs heavy from the events of the day. They kept going until they reached the top floor, where two more men waited with submachine guns. One of them pounded on a solid steel door with a spyhole.

They waited for what seemed like an eternity. Driver looked up into the camera and motioned for them to open the door. Rios gave the finger. The door opened. They walked through into a small vestibule branching off left and right. It was obvious to Driver the place was a UN intelligence station, with two large apartments knocked through to form one.

As they stepped inside and dumped their bags, Driver spotted Gilmore through an open doorway to the right. He stood with his hands on his hips. A mess of papers, TV monitors and laptops swamped a pod of desks behind him. She led the team into the ops room, stopped and looked around. Mo was busy on his laptop. Anna wore a set of headphones and watched a live report from Rome on a monitor.

The breaking news: one murdered Russian man. A traumatised child. And what the ticker tape along the bottom of the screen was calling a ‘gun battle’ on the Piazza del Popolo.

‘Hollywood actress Angela Westermann was involved,’ the young female news anchor said. ‘She is thought to be in Rome shooting a Steven Spielberg movie…’

‘What is it about the word invisible you don’t understand,’ Gilmore said to the assembled group.

‘Blame Driver,’ Pope said, regarding his blue Lycra. ‘She’s the one who put me in this bloody outfit.’

‘No one could have predicted what happened,’ Wells said.

‘The chatter I’m getting is that you’re out of the woods,’ Anna said, removing her headphones. ‘All they’ve got is a what. They don’t have a who or a why.’

‘Besides,’ Driver said. ‘At least we know who we’re up against.’

‘After today, I think we can assume we don’t know a thing,’ Gilmore muttered in disbelief. ‘Tom goddamn McNeil… Sam, any ideas?’

Driver pointed to herself. ‘You’re asking me?’

Wells looked from her to Gilmore. ‘Can someone please tell me what I’m missing?’

‘He was KIA two years ago,’ Driver replied, too tired to explain. ‘It’s a long story.’

Wells crossed his arms. ‘Then give us the abridged version.’

‘We’ll get to that,’ Gilmore said, much to her relief. ‘You said Fuller gave you a name?’

‘Vesuvius,’ Baptiste said.

Gilmore shook his head. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell.’

‘Mount Vesuvius.’ Anna slipped her headphones around her neck. ‘It’s an active volcano. It destroyed Pompeii in 79 AD.’

‘I was just about say,’ Pope said.

‘Yeah, sure,’ chuckled Rios.

‘Maybe it’s another code name, an operation,’ said Baptiste.

‘Whatever it is, it sounds ominous,’ Gilmore replied.

Wells dumped his holdall. ‘It might mean nothing at all. The man was pretty out of it.’

‘Here’s something more useful,’ Driver said, slapping Fuller’s phone in Gilmore’s hand.

He immediately threw it to Mo. ‘Can you get into it?’

Mo plugged the phone into his laptop via a USB cable. ‘Yeah, but it’s encrypted. It may take me a while.’

Gilmore looked the group over. ‘Pick yourselves out a room and clean yourselves up,’ he said, checking his watch. ‘Debrief in an hour. We’ll talk about everything then.’

As the team filtered out of the room, Gilmore pulled Driver aside. ‘Well I guess we know who the mole was in Kazakhstan.’

‘I can’t believe he’d do that,’ Driver said.

‘You mean you don’t want to believe,’ Gilmore said. ‘He’s buying weapons from Yedmenov, running his own personal death squad in Libya. I think it’s safe to assume he sold us out.’

Driver held her head in shame. How could she have been so stupid? How could she have trusted him? Most women were pretty good at spotting a lie. She was trained in it.

‘This entire shitshow just gets better and better,’ Gilmore continued, rubbing his tired eyes. ‘You okay?’

Driver shrugged. ‘I guess… We got any intel on Tom – I mean, McNeil?’

‘We’re working on it,’ Gilmore replied.

‘We’re going to need real surveillance on this,’ Driver said. ‘Airports, train stations – satellites and CCTV. We’ve got to call Langley, the NSA. Interpol—’

‘Not gonna happen,’ Gilmore replied. ‘Orders from up high.’ He glanced over at Mo. ‘Besides, they gave us wonder boy.’

‘One super-geek behind a laptop?’

‘A super-geek with an algorithm,’ Gilmore continued. ‘He didn’t get time to test it before the Swiss caught up with him. He says it can piggyback off all the illegal NSA and CIA spy programs they’ve got running.’

‘Undetected?’

‘It better be,’ Gilmore said. ‘He calls it Zeus.’

‘You believe him?’ Driver asked.

‘Guess we’ll find out,’ Gilmore said, an eye on the news, the narrative returning to the ongoing ‘WashCow crisis’. ‘I’d bet my balls McNeil holds the key to who planted those bombs,’ he continued. ‘We find McNeil, get some real answers, maybe we can stop this madness.’

Driver stared intently into Gilmore’s eyes. ‘Evidence isn’t enough. McNeil needs taking down.’

Gilmore stepped in closer. ‘I want to see the guy burn as bad as you. But all we need is something concrete we can pass up the chain. Taking down McNeil – that’s not the priority.’

‘So what, we track him down and just hand him over to Langley?’ Driver asked.

‘Remember what you’re here to do,’ Gilmore said. ‘For your own sake.’




Chapter 32

Driver found a vacant room with a lumpy, light-brown sofa under a window. She flopped onto her back and wedged a cushion under her head – a hand on her Glock, down by her side. It wasn’t long before Driver found sleep, too. A twenty-minute catnap, she told herself. The kind she’d perfected during her time on call as a naval aviator. And later, pulling long hours at the CIA’s headquarters in Langley. Driver had become adept at setting her own body clock to wake up on command before taking a nap.

Allowing herself to drift, she found herself in an American bar, across from Tom. Driver had been there before. It was a big, rustic place with good food on the menu and TVs playing sports on the walls. She’d also had the exact same meal and conversation. About Tom’s eating habits. The beers, the extra salt on his fries and the amount of mayo and ketchup on his burger.

‘How are you still alive?’ Driver asked, poking at her salad.

Tom slapped his midriff, hard as a board. ‘Genetics, baby.’

‘It’s your insides I’m worried about.’

Tom picked up his bottle of Bud. ‘Uh-oh, it’s the health police again. Sorry, Officer Killjoy, was I having too much fun?’

Driver put down her fork. ‘I’m just saying, a little bit of green wouldn’t kill you.’

‘And a beer wouldn’t kill you,’ Tom said, turning up his nose at Driver’s tall glass of iced water. ‘Now I know why the guys on the base call you Bugs.’

‘They call me what?’

‘’Cause you eat and drink like a rabbit.’ Tom smiled to himself as he bit into a fry.

‘There’s nothing wrong with being—’ Driver caught herself. ‘You’re yanking my chain.’

‘Sorry, it’s just so easy,’ Tom said, chomping into his burger. ‘Here, have a bite.’

Driver recoiled. ‘Ugh, how many dead things can you fit in one bun?’

‘Come on, live a little,’ he said pushing the burger into her face.

‘I’m watching my figure.’

‘That’s my job,’ Tom winked.

‘God, like there’s not enough cheese on your burger,’ Driver said. She paused and examined Tom’s face. ‘Hey, you’ve got a little something.’

‘What?’ he asked, rubbing his nose. ‘Where?’

‘There.’

‘Where?’ Tom said, confused, his fingers coming away clean.

Driver tutted and rose out of her seat. She reached across the bar table, scooped a dollop of mayo from Tom’s plate and splurged it on the end of his nose. ‘Right there.’

As Driver giggled, Tom grabbed her arm. They wrestled, eyes locked. But his free hand strayed to her throat. He began to squeeze.

‘Tom,’ Driver gasped.

His grip tightened and the smile fell from his face.

‘Tom, stop—’

She fought back, trying to prise herself from his grip. But his eyes narrowed, devoid of love. Driver began to choke. He was killing her.

Through the bar window, she saw a string of intercontinental ballistic missiles taking to the air. White-hot tails burning like suns, spitting out long, clouded columns as they climbed high into a primary-blue sky.

Tom noticed too. ‘You’re too late,’ he said, the veins in his arm popping out from under his skin. ‘It’s begun.’

Driver drew a pistol from a holster on her hip. Held it to Tom’s forehead. ‘Please don’t make me,’ she wheezed, her finger squeezing the trigger.



Driver started awake. Back in the room, lurching upright on the sofa.

‘Whoa!’ Wells yelled, backing off.

She breathed fast and shallow, a sheen of cold sweat on her chest and her pistol in hand. Cocked and locked, pointed straight at Wells.

Driver relaxed her trigger finger and lowered the gun.

‘You okay? I heard you screaming.’

‘I’m fine,’ Driver said. ‘Bad dream is all.’

‘What about?’

‘I, uh… I don’t remember.’

Driver swung her legs off the sofa and planted her feet on the floor. She looked up at Wells, a lingering presence. ‘Anything else?’

‘Yeah,’ Wells said. ‘They found something.’

Driver was up like a shot. She holstered the Glock and pushed past Wells into the operations room, where the rest of the team stood around the central pod of tables.

Driver checked her watch. She’d been asleep for over an hour; it had felt like seconds.

‘What have we got?’ she asked, standing over Mo’s shoulder.

‘There’s nothing on the phone,’ he replied, tapping on his laptop. ‘Except for a series of phone calls to a number.’

‘Just the one?’ Driver asked. ‘Could it be McNeil?’

‘Whoever it is, I traced the owner to an address,’ Anna said.

‘It’s local,’ Gilmore added.

‘How local?’ Wells asked.

‘Three miles as the crow flies,’ Anna said.

Driver flattened her bed-head hair. ‘Then what are we waiting for?’

‘There’s more,’ Gilmore replied, motioning to a monitor to the left of Mo. On screen was a frozen image of McNeil, taken from the footage from Driver’s button cam at the Hotel Popolo.

‘I ran the image of McNeil as he looked today through Zeus,’ Mo said. ‘All it came back with were a few CCTV images of him around the square at the time of the meet. So I grabbed a series of mugshots from his military days and facial recog picked up a few matches. In fact a whole lot…’

Mo called up a dozen images of McNeil caught on various security cameras. Some were stills, others video footage. The facial recognition patterns confirmed as a ninety-eight percent match.

‘Looks like McNeil’s been a busy boy,’ said Gilmore. ‘He appeared out of nowhere eighteen months ago.’

‘And it wasn’t picked up?’ Pope stood to the right of the group, sipping on a can of Coke.

‘Why would it be?’ Wells said. ‘No one looks for a dead man.’

‘Which means he never bothered to hide,’ Driver added. ‘All he had to do was lay low for long enough… Wait until his records were wiped.’

‘Pretty easy for a ghost to get around,’ Wells continued. ‘New name, new passport.’

‘We don’t know which alias he’s been travelling under,’ Anna said. ‘But we have been able to triangulate his movements, including those of the guys you ran into on the Piazza del Popolo.’

‘Puts him in the US at the time of the Washington attack,’ Gilmore confirmed, ‘and Moscow at the time of the second.’

‘But still nothing concrete,’ said Baptiste.

‘Who’s this McNeil bloke again?’ Pope asked, burping on the fizz of the Coke.

‘His full name is Thomas Bradley McNeil,’ Gilmore explained. ‘Former SEAL team commander and black ops specialist for the CIA.’

‘So what, he went rogue?’ Rios asked. ‘Faked his own death?’

‘And sold Samantha here to Serik,’ Gilmore said. ‘Who then used her in a trade with the Russians.’

‘Man, that’s cold,’ Rios said.

‘Especially considering they were a couple—’ Anna stopped herself and mouthed an apology at Driver.

‘Seriously fucking cold,’ Rios added.

Fresh from her nightmare, Driver couldn’t have cared less if the others knew. She was too busy fighting to keep it together as Gilmore revisited past traumas. A collage of Tom’s face on screen didn’t help.

Wells crossed his arms and frowned. ‘What’s a SEAL team commander doing in league with the leader of a terrorist group?’

Driver stared at the images on Mo’s screen. ‘That’s the billion-dollar question.’

‘You know what the real question is?’ Rios said, pointing to an image on the bottom right of the screen. ‘Who are those guys?’

Mo clicked on the image. It played a CCTV video: McNeil meeting with a young couple in an airport restaurant. The man was an all-American boy, dark-haired, athletic and handsome. The woman was slim, with light-brown skin and curls down to her shoulders. They shared a coffee at the table, appearing to laugh and joke.

Mo typed fast on his keyboard. ‘I traced them as far as their social media…’

‘An ordinary pair of twenty-somethings,’ Gilmore said. ‘College grads. They got married and bought a home together a year ago in the Vegas suburbs.’

‘The husband’s name is Riley Turner,’ Anna said. ‘The wife is Rose Turner.’

A series of images flashed up. Beaming smiles and everything one could expect from a couple their age. There were shots of them drinking, dancing and hiking. Both indulged in gym selfies, with romantic images of them at restaurants, at the beach and moving into their new place.

‘A picket fence, a cat and a goldfish,’ Mo said. ‘Hardly the profile for domestic terrorists.’

Driver shook her head. ‘Too perfect. You sure they check out? What do they do for a living?’

‘That’s the doozy,’ Anna replied. ‘No record of them working anywhere.’

‘What about their social security?’ Driver asked.

‘There isn’t any,’ Mo said.

Baptiste scratched his stubble. ‘You sure it’s not a fault in your algorithm?’

Mo seemed offended. ‘Impossible.’

‘How come?’ Wells asked.

‘Because I wrote it,’ Mo replied.

‘They could work for the Agency,’ Driver said, looking at Gilmore.

Gilmore shrugged. ‘It’s possible.’

Pope necked the end of his Coke. ‘Makes a whole lot of no sense to me.’

‘That’s why I’m putting you on the next flight to Vegas,’ Gilmore said. ‘You and Baptiste.’

Pope crushed the empty can in his hand. ‘What the hell?’

‘Vegas?’ Wells said. ‘Sounds like a sweet deal to me.’

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Pope said. ‘I’m all for a trip to Vegas, but the action’s here… You need me.’

Rios chewed on a stick of gum. ‘We’ll survive.’

Pope turned to her in anger. ‘Hey, I’m the bloody glue holding this operation together.’

Lim burst into laughter. She stopped abruptly. Straight-faced.

‘I hate to admit it, but Pope’s right,’ said Baptiste. ‘What if they’re just casual acquaintances?’

‘Friends don’t tend to run into each other at airports,’ Anna said.

‘Actually, they do,’ Wells replied.

‘Twice in six months?’ Anna continued. ‘While connecting at different airports?’

‘I don’t know how you used to operate in Mother Russia,’ Gilmore said to Baptiste, ‘but in the CIA, we followed up every lead. No matter how tenuous.’

Driver was happy to have something to do and relieved the trail on Tom wasn’t dead. She clapped her hands with renewed enthusiasm. ‘So Pope and Baptiste stake out the couple. The rest of us hit that mystery address.’

Gilmore turned to Pope and Baptiste. ‘Your flight leaves in an hour.’

The team split and filed out of the room.

Pope arrowed his Coke can into an office bin. ‘This is gonna be a waste of time, you’ll see.’

With Driver about to leave, Wells approached her and Gilmore. ‘Pope and Baptiste? Shouldn’t you be sending Rios and Lim?’

Gilmore crossed his arms and sighed. ‘What’s the matter, Wells, you prefer the company of men?’

‘No, I prefer the company of people I can trust.’

Gilmore cracked a wry smile. ‘You trust a Russian double agent?’

‘Baptiste is one thing. But you don’t know Lim.’

‘Familiarity is overrated,’ Driver said. ‘The thought of buddying up with a sicario doesn’t exactly fill me with the warm and fuzzies, but she’s still here. And if it wasn’t for Lim and Rios, we’d never have made it out of Libya.’

‘Whatever your concerns, Mr Wells, my priority is the wider team,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Lim and Rios are my biggest flight risks. And I’m not about to put two convicted criminals on a plane to the land of the free.’ He leaned in close and met their eyes. ‘Don’t think I’m not paying attention… And that goes for all of you.’ Gilmore straightened up. ‘Now don’t you have somewhere to be?’

Driver pushed Wells towards the door.

‘Wait,’ Anna said, rising from her chair. ‘I almost forgot… We got you some new toys.’




Chapter 33

Wells pulled over in the Volkswagen minivan. He turned off the engine and they left the van by the kerb, a short walk from the address.

The neighbourhood was quiet, dark, the street lights out of service either side of the building. A dog barked in a yard somewhere. It was an unglamorous part of the city, with old buildings lacking the upkeep of the tourist hotspots.

The block they wanted sat tall and crooked on a steep hill, with half the windows boarded. Driver took out a penlight and shone it on the entrance. The buzzer panel for the apartments was hanging off, with a rusty lock on the front door.

‘You sure this is the place?’ Wells asked. ‘Looks like a drug den.’

Driver shone the light on the building number. ‘This is the place,’ she replied, as surprised as Wells. He shrugged and stepped in front of her. Driver played lookout as Wells opened the lock with a skeleton key tool.

‘Careful,’ she whispered.

Wells pushed the door open with a finger and moved slowly inside, took out a penlight of his own and shone it around the door.

‘No cameras,’ he whispered. ‘And no alarm.’

Driver stepped inside behind him. She turned off her light and returned it to the breast pocket of her black jacket. Like Wells, she drew her sidearm and stayed on his shoulder as they walked with soft footsteps.

It was close to pitch dark. Driver turned on the light attachment fixed underneath the barrel of her handgun. Wells followed suit as they crept around the ground floor, over old newspapers and uncollected mail. They came across two locked doors and a barred window.

‘Looks as if no one’s been here in a while,’ whispered Wells.

Driver motioned up a nearby staircase with her weapon. She led the way upstairs, her gun trained in front of her feet. The spill of the beam lit two or three steps ahead and no more.

‘We could do with some eyes in here,’ Driver said.

‘Yeah, about that,’ Rios answered over comms. ‘We’ve hit a snag.’

‘A snag?’ Driver asked, as they neared the top of the stairs.

‘We can’t make it go,’ Lim said.

Wells groaned. ‘You’ve gotta be kidding me.’

‘Uh, have you tried reading these instructions?’ Rios snapped.

‘Just let us know when you’re online,’ Driver said, coming across a door blocking off the first-floor landing.

She cast her beam on a small white box on the wall, a green light flashing in regular beats on the front panel.

‘Looks like someone’s been pimping their crib,’ Wells said.

Driver handed Wells her weapon. ‘Here, hold this.’

She took a Swiss Army knife from her pocket and opened the blade. Wells raised an eyebrow, shining his light on the knife.

‘Duty free,’ Driver said, prising the front panel off with a blade.

‘They’re selling knives in duty free?’

Driver shrugged. ‘Yeah, can you believe it?’

Wells seemed disappointed. ‘Huh.’

‘What’s wrong, you didn’t buy anything?’

‘Giant Toblerone,’ Wells replied.

Driver smiled as she prised open the panel to reveal a mess of connected wires. She stripped two of the wires and sparked them together. The door swung open.

‘Not just a pretty face,’ Wells said.

Driver pocketed the blade and patted Wells on the arm. ‘No, you make a good assistant too.’

Wells slapped Driver’s weapon in her hand with a sarcastic smile. The pair of them swept the first floor. Found nothing and kept moving up to the second, the third and finally the fourth. There were no more secure doors. Only a corridor branching both ways.

‘Split up?’ Wells suggested.

Driver nodded and stepped to the right, letting Wells take the left. She wandered in the darkness, through an open door.

The place looked like an abandoned squat. A rat scurried across her path and over her foot. It reminded her of Squeak. Driver felt a fondness at the memory of her furry little cellmate and wondered whose cell he was raiding now. Moving around the apartment, she found nothing else but an old mattress and used needles. Driver backed out into the hallway, walked on further and opened a fire door. She heard an echo from the end of the hall.

‘I’ve hit a dead end,’ Wells said over comms. ‘How about you?’

Driver paused in silence.

‘Driver?’

‘I think I hear music.’

Yes, it was definitely music. A tune she recognised. The strains of an aria from the Puccini opera, Turandot.

‘I’m gonna check it out,’ Driver said, speaking quietly.

‘No, wait for me,’ Wells replied. ‘I’m coming.’

Driver edged her way along the hallway, following the siren song of the tenors.

‘Driver!’ Wells hissed in a whisper.

She ignored his pleas, as if the music were drawing her like a magnet, unable to stop herself.

Driver turned off the light attachment on her Glock and moved on through the dark, her slow, steady footsteps masked by the music.

At the end of the hall was a door left ajar.




Chapter 34

Hunched over a weathered oak desk, Antonio Locatelli worked under the light of an LED table lamp. He could have been anything with hands like his. A cellist, a brain surgeon, a concert pianist. Yet Locatelli had chosen computing and engineering. And at the age of fifty-four, it was too late to learn the cello.

The rest of his workshop rested in gloom and shadow as he worked to the strains of Turandot on his old record player. Surrounded by the latest in computer technology, he still preferred the warm sound of the old-fashioned transistor.

A nearby clock tower struck on the hour with ten even chimes. Locatelli scratched his thick grey stubble and wiped the sweat from the deep creases in his brow. He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and soldered the last wire into place with the help of a freestanding magnifying glass. The Italian sung under his breath to the opera and slotted the back of the black, box-like remote in place.

He set the remote down on the desk and wheeled over on his chair to the right of the vast work desk. Locatelli brought his computer out of its slumber with the nudge of a mouse. The screen came to life with a passport photograph of his client. He dragged the image to the template he’d set up earlier and dropped it in place. Clicking print, he got up and walked to the far end of the workshop. He stretched his back, a dozen bones cracking, his bread and pasta belly sticking out under a scruffy blue shirt.

Locatelli picked up the white plastic ID card from the printer, still warm in his hand. He returned to his desk and checked the card under the magnifying glass. He turned it over in his hand, picking up the original card and comparing the two. Aside from the photograph, they appeared identical. ‘Good, good.’

Locatelli slipped the card inside the lanyard the original had come in and rose with a wheeze. It had been a week full of long hours working to meet the client’s deadline. Usually, he would have demanded a longer lead time, but the man was prepared to pay for Locatelli’s inconvenience. More to the point, his organisation were not the kind of people you said no to.

Locatelli took a padded brown envelope from a loose stack on a high shelf. He slipped the lanyard and the remote inside and placed it with care on the lid of the zinc-plated flight case. The Italian looked at the case, wondering exactly where and when the device would be used. His client had assured him it wouldn’t be local. But no one was going to check in a piece of baggage like that at an airport. Not unless they wanted armed carabinieri surrounding them in ten seconds flat. And why else would the American have requested it at such short notice? It was clear he was seeking to minimise the risks associated with his work. The fewer people who knew ahead of the event the better. Locatelli would have done the same.

Exhausted, the ageing craftsman flopped back down in his chair and opened a desk drawer. He took out an ageing bottle of whisky and poured himself a glass. Savouring the spirit, he checked his watch – his client wouldn’t arrive for another hour. Yet already, Locatelli could look forward to a fortnight of relaxation in his villa in the Tuscan hills. It would be him, his wife Andrea and their white, long-haired terrier, Cesare. There would be good food, fine wine, walks in the lemon groves and lots and lots of sleep.

Locatelli was tempted by another glass of whisky. He thought better of it, needing to stay sharp for when the client arrived. As Turandot crackled on the record player, he nudged up the volume. He screwed the top back on the bottle and stooped in his chair to return the whisky to the bottom desk drawer. As he rolled the drawer closed, something caught his eye. The muzzle of a Glock pistol. It appeared from the shadows, in the hands of a young woman with strong cheekbones and intense eyes. Her finger rested on the trigger.

‘How did you get in here?’ Locatelli asked.




Chapter 35

Rios and Lim squatted low on the flat roof of the empty office building. It sat across the street from the address they’d come to scout.

The compact black heli-drone was fresh out of the box. Charged and ready to go, but with maddening instructions – a tiny quick-start manual with arrows, pictures and very little in the way of clarity.

‘Where did they get this thing?’ Rios asked.

‘I don’t know, but the instructions are in Farsi,’ Lim said.

‘You don’t speak it?’

‘I’m rusty.’ Lim shone a penlight on the folded-out instruction sheet before screwing it up and tossing it away. ‘Let me…’ Lim pushed her way in front of Rios and reached beneath the body of the drone.

‘What are you doing?’ Rios asked.

‘Pressing all the buttons at once,’ Lim said.

As if by magic, a thin strip of red and blue lights blinked into life on the side of the drone. They held steady.

‘Huh,’ Rios said in surprise.

‘Works every time,’ said Lim.

The drone reminded Rios of a bug, with four legs and a twin pair of rotors. Lim picked up the accompanying tablet and pushed the start button. The miniature rotors whirred into life. Rios watched as she moved her finger over the pad and the drone lifted in near silence into the night air. The screen on the tablet displayed a bird’s-eye view of the street from the camera on the underside of the drone.

As Lim piloted the drone high across the street, Rios returned to her comfort zone – belly down on a rooftop. She rested her elbows on the ledge and peered through the night-sighting on her G28 rifle. There was little-to-no activity in the surrounding neighbourhood, so Rios turned on the laser microphone attached to the top of the barrel. She removed her earpiece, plugged in a new one paired with the rifle and turned up the volume.

Rios scanned the building across the street. ‘So I guess you’re like me, huh?’

‘Like you, how?’ Lim answered.

‘We’re the criminals of the group,’ Rios continued. ‘You trust any of ’em?’

‘Trust is irrelevant,’ Lim said.

‘But do you?’ Rios asked, sweeping floor to floor with the laser.

‘There is one thing I know,’ Lim said, ‘Gilmore doesn’t trust us. And neither do the others.’

Rios took her eye from the rifle sight. ‘They said that?’

‘They don’t have to,’ Lim replied, getting to grips with the drone.

‘Then us bad girls better stick together,’ Rios said. ‘I’ll watch your back if you watch mine.’

Lim looked across at Rios. It was a stern, sincere stare that reminded her of Sister Carolina, from her days at the Santo Niño orphanage. ‘In this business, you watch your own back,’ she said, returning her eyes to the screen. ‘And only your own.’

Rios refocused on the building across the street. She aimed the laser through a window, picking up the sounds of footsteps and Wells grumbling to himself.

‘You see anything?’ Rios asked Lim, keeping her eye behind the sight.

‘No,’ Lim said. ‘You hear anything?’

‘Only a gringo whining about the stink of piss.’ Rios swept the laser to the right of the building, across the top floor. There was a gap in a boarded window, through which she could direct the beam. ‘Wait, I’ve got music. Sounds like opera.’

‘Switching to thermal imaging,’ Lim said.

Rios peered up into the night sky and saw the drone hover over the top of the building.

Rios looked over her shoulder at the image on the tablet. White heat signatures moved around different parts of the fourth floor.

‘Think I’ve got something,’ Lim said.

Rios aimed the laser in through a skylight. ‘Me too… I’ve got voices. Can’t make out what they’re saying. Music’s too loud. What are you seeing?’

‘I’m counting four individuals,’ Lim said, showing her the tablet. ‘At least one of them armed.’

Rios watched three white figures surround another. ‘Night Owl, come in.’

‘Go ahead Night Cap,’ Wells said.

‘Potential hostiles on the fourth floor. East corner.’

‘Copy that, Night Cap,’ Wells said. ‘I’m on my way.’

Lim shook her head, her eyes glued the screen. ‘That’s not good.’

‘What’s not good?’

‘Driver’s walking into trouble,’ Lim said.

Rios pressed a finger against her ear. ‘Night Fox, do you read? Maintain your position. Wait for Night Owl.’

‘Say again?’ Driver replied. ‘I can’t hear over the music.’

‘Hostiles in the east corner,’ Lim said.

‘I can’t hear,’ Driver continued. ‘I’m checking it out.’

Lim watched Driver’s heat signature moving towards the room where the music was playing. She was going in unsighted, her judgement clouded by whatever thing she had going on with McNeil. It was a stupid-ass move, her mind ruled by revenge.

Rios knew the feeling.




Chapter 36

The woman stepped out of the gloom, the red laser on her handgun trained on Locatelli’s chest.

‘How did you get in here?’ he asked.

His question went unanswered. Her face was stern, her hair black as oil, scraped into a ponytail. She stepped aside, athletic and tall in dark clothing.

‘Forgive the intrusion, Antonio,’ said a voice emerging from the darkness. ‘We came in the back way.’

It was the American. Tall and athletic, with short sandy hair and hazel eyes. The client who called himself Merlin.

Locatelli played dumb. ‘What back way?’

‘The hidden door?’ Merlin replied. ‘The fire escape down the back?’

Locatelli reeled in surprise. No one knew about the hidden elevator down the back of the building.

Merlin stepped further into the light. ‘Nothing wrong with having an exit plan.’

‘Nothing wrong with the customer entrance either,’ Locatelli said. ‘Call me first and I let you in. That’s the procedure.’

Merlin looked around the workshop. ‘Front doors are a luxury I can’t afford right now. Shall we get down to business?’

‘I don’t do business at gunpoint,’ Locatelli said, nodding towards the woman with the Glock. ‘Nor do I welcome it.’

‘Just precautionary,’ Merlin explained. ‘It’s okay, Erika.’

Erika lowered her weapon. Locatelli noticed she didn’t holster it. But he didn’t notice too hard. Instead, the Italian got out of the chair and picked up the padded envelope. He handed it to Merlin. The American took out the handheld remote and examined the detachable red activation switch. He slid it back inside the envelope and dug out the lanyard, holding it to the light. ‘Excellent work. You’re very thorough, as always.’

Locatelli couldn’t help swelling with pride as he returned to his chair. As he did so, he noticed the security door was ajar on the closed-circuit monitor angled towards him. For some reason the alarm hadn’t tripped. Impossible. Not without overriding the system. Locatelli glanced to his left. The front door to the workshop was halfway open, just as he’d left it.

Another man stepped into the light of the workshop from the rear. One of Merlin’s thugs. Big and ugly, especially so in the eyes. Locatelli tensed up.

‘Relax,’ Merlin said about the man. ‘He’s an extra pair of hands, that’s all. Is it ready?’

Locatelli motioned to the flight case by the side of his desk. Merlin squatted on the balls of his feet. His jacket rode up and revealed a sidearm holstered against his right hip. He popped the catches on the top of the case and paused with a sideways glance.

‘Don’t worry, it’s not armed,’ Locatelli assured him.

Merlin opened the lid on the case and cast a fastidious eye over the contents.

‘All to your specifications,’ Locatelli said.

Merlin appeared pleased. He closed the lid, applied the catches and ran a hand over the top of the case. He rose to his feet and nodded to his man behind him. The man extended the handle on the case and rolled it out of the workshop.

‘Go and help him,’ Merlin ordered Erika. ‘And keep the car running.’

The woman holstered her weapon and returned to the gloom from where she came.

‘Great job, Antonio,’ Merlin said. ‘How do you want paying?’

‘The usual method will be fine,’ Locatelli replied, scribbling out a bank account number on a pad of white paper. He tore off the top sheet and held it out for Merlin.

As the American moved to take it, Locatelli pulled the note an inch out of reach. ‘What is it for?’ he asked. ‘The device…’

Merlin sighed and scratched the back of his head. ‘I use you because you don’t ask questions like that.’

Locatelli laughed. ‘No you don’t. You don’t even use me because I’m the best.’

Merlin appeared puzzled. ‘Then why else?’

‘Because I’m local. And you can’t travel across national borders with that kind of device.’

Merlin’s eyes dropped to the floor, hand straying to the holster on his belt. ‘I wish you hadn’t said that.’

‘Humour me,’ Locatelli said, his own hand creeping under his work desk. ‘Come on, you were going to kill me anyway.’

Merlin seemed offended at the suggestion. ‘Kill you?’

‘You can stop pretending,’ Locatelli continued. ‘I’ve been doing this a long time. It’s why you came in through the back. It’s why you brought the woman. Only you felt it more honourable to do it yourself.’ Locatelli smiled. ‘Honestly, my friend, why even pay me?’

Merlin dropped the pretence. ‘For your wife.’ He drew his weapon. ‘I’m not a monster.’

‘That’s what all the monsters say,’ Locatelli said. ‘Just before they do something monstrous.’

‘Have a drink, Antonio,’ Merlin said, pistol held to the faded wooden floorboards, a silencer attached.

‘No,’ Locatelli said, looking at his empty glass. ‘I think I’ve had enough.’

As Merlin stood square of him, the Italian felt for a circular button under the desk.

‘Do you know what happened when the Barbarians sacked Rome?’ Locatelli asked.

Merlin shrugged. ‘Enlighten me.’

‘They brought an end to a thousand years of order,’ Locatelli said.

‘And a thousand years of enslavement,’ Merlin replied, squeezing the trigger.

Locatelli felt a hard thump in the chest, yet without the pain. He looked down to see blood seeping through his shirt. He sat a moment and breathed. Merlin lowered the smoking pistol. With his body growing cold, Locatelli held Merlin’s gaze.

‘I’ll see Andrea is well compensated,’ the American said.

‘Don’t worry your conscience, my friend. I’m fully insured,’ Locatelli rested back in his chair. ‘This whole place is.’

He pushed the button under his desk – three times in quick succession. The screen of his computer turned black. A small countdown clock appeared in the centre. Neon green and counting down from three minutes.

Merlin looked around the workshop. Locatelli enjoyed the look in the American’s eye as he noticed the cables running along the ceiling and floors. Wired plastic explosives were placed at regular interludes with lights flashing green on each one.

‘You’re right in what you say,’ Locatelli smiled. ‘I am thorough.’

Taking his final breaths, the Italian noticed the door to the workshop easing open.

Another woman appeared – blond hair and blue eyes, with a weapon in both hands.

Locatelli didn’t have the strength to question who she was. Yet she and Merlin seemed to recognise each other. As soft violins played the opening movements of ‘Nessun dorma’, Merlin and the woman raised their weapons to fire.

Locatelli laughed his last laugh.




Chapter 37

Driver held her gun on Tom. Tom held his gun on her.

‘We have to stop meeting like this,’ he said, appearing just as Driver remembered him, shorn of his previous disguise.

‘Put down your weapon,’ she said.

‘Put down yours,’ Tom replied. ‘Or I won’t be so careless with my aim this time.’

‘I’m warning you, Tom. I won’t hesitate.’

Tom smirked. ‘Says the woman hesitating… And I think we’ve got bigger problems, don’t you?’

Driver glanced up to the ceiling at the tiny flashing green lights. To her right, a timer on the computer screen showed less than three minutes left.

‘Looks like one of us is gonna have to blink first,’ Tom said.

‘So blink,’ Driver snapped.

‘How about we back out gracefully?’ Tom suggested. ‘I go my way, you go yours.’

Driver wasn’t about to let him off that easy. Not for a second time. ‘You move and you’re dead.’

‘We stay, we’re both dead,’ Tom replied.

Driver watched the timer tick towards two minutes. ‘I died a long time ago.’

Tom shrugged. ‘Then welcome to the club.’

Driver noticed an ID card on the dead Italian’s desk, and what appeared to be forgery materials. ‘What are you doing here, Tom?’

‘I don’t want to ruin the surprise.’

‘Whatever it is, it stops now.’

‘So take the shot,’ Tom dared her, edging back a step.

Driver glanced again at the timer. Two minutes. One fifty-nine. This was ridiculous. Were they both going to stand there and die? Every instinct told her to back out of the workshop. Instead, she stepped further into the room. ‘Why?’ she asked.

‘Why what?’

‘Why everything?’

‘Ask me another time,’ Tom said, taking another step towards the darkness.

Driver edged forward, the male tenor on the record warming up for his big finale.

‘Don’t do this, Sam,’ Tom said. ‘Don’t make me—’

‘Don’t make me,’ Driver countered, as the timer hit one minute thirty.

‘All this for the Agency?’ Tom asked.

Driver felt a rising swell of anger. The man was acting like his betrayal of her never even happened. ‘I’m not here for anyone but me,’ she said.

Tom shook his head. ‘Whatever half-ass unit you’re working for, there are people on the inside who want me here. And not just in the CIA.’

‘Well, great,’ Driver said. ‘Put down your weapon and you can tell me all about it.’

Tom cast a nervy eye at the countdown clock. ‘You want to fucking die?’

‘I don’t know,’ Driver said, glancing at the bandage peeping out of her jacket sleeve. ‘I haven’t decided.’

‘Well you’ve got ten seconds,’ Tom replied, preparing to pull the trigger.

‘Fuck it, let’s die,’ Driver said, giddy with nihilism.

She zeroed in on Tom’s eyes, focused behind the barrel of his gun. They told the whole story. Driver squeezed her trigger in return.

‘Look out!’ she heard from behind.

Wells burst into the room. He fired a round, drawing Tom’s fire. In a flash, Wells was hit and Tom lost to the dark.

Driver moved to give chase, but Wells was on his feet, a hole in the left shoulder of his jacket and a hand on her arm. ‘Come on!’ he cried, pulling her through the doorway.

‘Wait!’ Driver yelled, resisting, pulling free.

‘What are you doing?’

Driver rushed back into the room with the timer at fifty seconds. She snatched the ID card off the work desk and sprinted back out.

As Pavarotti bellowed the last of his big number, Wells joined her in sprinting through the hallways. Blinking green explosives lit the halls like landing lights. The crescendo of ‘Nessun Dorma’ followed them down to the third floor.

Then came the first explosion. It rocked the entire building. They cleared the second as the roof caved in, reached the final staircase as the first floor blew and onto the ground floor, masonry falling all around. Flying out through the open doorway, Driver and Wells threw themselves to the ground in the middle of the street. A split second later, a fireball of debris and flames punched its way out of every window.

The staggered explosion shook the entire neighbourhood. Car alarms sang and wooden boards rained down in giant splinters. The apartment block collapsed in on itself, with no one hurt and the inferno snuffed out by the building’s own weight. In its place sat a small hill of smouldering debris and a view of the Roman skyline at night.

Driver knew tradecraft when she saw it, and the Italian had rigged it to perfection. She coughed on a cloud of smoke and dust, rolling over to check on Wells. He struggled to his feet and pulled her up by her hands.

‘You okay?’ she asked, touching his wounded shoulder.

‘Just a flesh wound,’ Wells spluttered. ‘I’ve had worse.’

With shocked neighbours filtering out onto the street, Driver heard the first cry of fire engines.

A crackle in her ear announced Lim over the comms. ‘You okay?’

‘We’re good,’ Wells replied.

‘I meant Driver,’ Lim added.

Driver felt a stitch in her side. ‘Yeah, kinda.’

‘Good,’ Lim said. ‘I think we’re going to need a new drone.’

A black object landed with a thump at Driver’s feet – the flaming carcass of the surveillance drone.




Chapter 38

Gilmore was furious. ‘So McNeil was there and you let him get away?’

‘I think that’s being harsh,’ Driver said.

‘Harsh?’ Gilmore threw his hands in the air. ‘McNeil falls in your lap and all we’re left with is a pile of rubble and another story on the late night news.’

‘Yeah, well there was the little matter of the plastic explosives.’ Driver was growing tired of Gilmore’s tantrums.

‘You could have at least brought the drone back,’ Anna said, sewing up the wound on Wells’ shoulder with a needle and thread. ‘I’m supposed to return this stuff.’

Rios leaned with a foot against the wall. ‘You’re lucky we got the thing working in the first place.’

‘Look, if you want to blame anyone, blame me,’ Wells winced, his sleeve rolled up over a muscular arm. ‘Driver had him in her sights. I got in the way.’

‘No,’ Driver said. ‘If you hadn’t come in when you did, they’d still be digging us out of the rubble.’

Gilmore shifted in his seat, arms folded and shirt stale. ‘So he was a bomb maker, this—’

‘I heard the name Antonio,’ said Rios.

‘Locatelli,’ Lim muttered to herself.

‘You knew the guy?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Knew of him,’ Lim said. ‘He had a reputation. Explosives. Electronics…’

‘And forgery,’ Driver added, pulling the ID card from her pocket. She spun it across the table. It landed in front of Gilmore. ‘Don’t say I never give you anything.’

Gilmore picked up the card. ‘Holy shit, a piece of plastic. Is it my birthday?’

‘Hey, she risked her life for that,’ Wells said. He glanced across at Driver. ‘And not just hers.’

Driver shrugged. ‘We made it, didn’t we?’

‘Just ab—ouch!’ Wells flinched as Anna dabbed alcohol on his sewn-up wound.

Gilmore slipped on his glasses and read the card. He leaned forward in his seat, his thick, hairy forearms resting on the table. ‘Is this what I think it is?’

‘Locatelli was in the process of making something for Merlin,’ Driver explained.

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Anna said.

Wells examined his stitches. ‘He wasn’t there for coffee.’

‘And they were talking about a device.’ Rios hunkered low in her chair. ‘I think.’

‘You think?’ Gilmore said with a headmaster’s stare.

‘Yeah, I think,’ Rios replied. ‘Hard to tell over the fat-ass opera singer.’

Gilmore chewed on the inside of his lip. ‘So McNeil’s doing business with a master bomb maker and forger.’

‘Who’s forging the ID card of a maintenance worker for the city government,’ Driver added.

‘Unless that’s the copy,’ surmised Anna, taking a seat at the table.

‘Let’s find out,’ Gilmore said, turning to the door. ‘Mo!’

While the team sat and waited for Mo to appear, the Italian driver from earlier that day appeared with a pile of four large pizza boxes. He set them down on the table, along with a plastic bag full of paper napkins and white plastic knives and forks. The smell of mozzarella and garlic ought to have made Driver crave for her first meal in countless hours. Yet her latest encounter with Tom hadn’t exactly whetted her appetite.

The others weren’t so troubled, falling on the boxes and inspecting the contents. Rios was the first in the queue. ‘About fucking time.’ She opened a box and found a thin-crust pepperoni uncut. ‘What the… Why don’t they slice it up like normal people?’ She snatched a knife from the bag and sawed ravenously at the crisp dough. ‘You’ve got to get us some utensils in here. Imported drones is one thing, but we need proper hardware. None of this plastic knife and fork bullshit.’

‘Here,’ Driver said, pulling her Swiss Army knife from her pocket. She slid it across the table. Rios cut herself a big slice and left the knife inside the pizza box. She bit into her pizza, nodding in approval. ‘I take it all back. This is where it’s at, right here.’

Lim got up from the table and carved herself a slice of ham and mushroom. Wells was next in the queue for the knife, cutting a piece for Anna and Gilmore.

‘Want one?’ he asked Driver.

She declined as Mo shuffled into the room. He was messy-haired and bleary-eyed, swamped in a light-blue pair of superhero pyjamas. He rubbed his face like a child. ‘What time is it?’

‘Time to earn your keep,’ Gilmore said through a mouthful of pizza.

Mo turned towards the doorway. ‘Wake me up when the world ends.’

‘Get back in here,’ Gilmore boomed.

Mo stopped and turned. ‘Well at least there’s pizza.’ He shuffled to the table and cut himself a piece, picking the pepperoni off the top.

‘That’s the best bit,’ Rios said, gorging herself on a second slice.

‘I’m a Muslim,’ Mo said.

‘Thank fuck I’m Catholic,’ Rios uttered, adding his discarded pepperoni to her own.

Mo took a bite and turned to Gilmore as he chewed. ‘So what’s up, boss?’

Gilmore tossed him the ID card. ‘Find me this man… If it’s not too much trouble.’

Mo looked at the card and trudged to his desk, chewing on his pizza. He flopped into his chair and woke up his computer.

Still no hungrier, Driver left the table and stood over his shoulder. She watched as Zeus pulled the personnel records from a local government database. She had to hand it to Mo, it was an impressive piece of programming. Faster and more sophisticated than anything she’d seen at the CIA or NSA. And all homemade.

Mo typed the man’s name – Ricky Di Paola – into a search box. A profile matching Di Paola’s image appeared. He was a young man with a large nose and a dark, angular face. Driver felt a spark of renewed hope for the mission. ‘We’ve got a match,’ she announced. ‘According to this, he’s a maintenance worker. Lives in Monteverde.’

‘You want us to pay him a visit?’ Wells asked, cutting into a fresh margherita with Driver’s knife.

‘Why bother?’ Mo said, fingers a blur over his keyboard. Zeus ran a search for Di Paola’s name and image. He reached absently for an abandoned cup of black coffee and took a drink. Mo spat it back into the cup. He looked at the cold coffee, shrugged and downed the remains, slamming the mug down as Zeus brought up a shortlist of Ricky Di Paolas.

‘There,’ Driver said, as Gilmore and Wells appeared over their shoulders. She pointed to Di Paola’s thumbnail. Mo clicked on the image. In seconds they had access to everything. Social media accounts, phone records, emails and credit card activities. Not to mention a missing person’s report.

‘Seems like Mr Di Paola’s been missing for over a week,’ Gilmore said, wiping the grease from his fingers with a paper napkin.

‘Coincidence?’ asked a sarcastic Rios.

Wells rolled out his injured shoulder. ‘But what would McNeil want with a maintenance man’s ID card?’

Driver leaned in closer to the screen. ‘Mo, can you bring up the city government’s website?’

‘Sure,’ Mo said, tapping on the keyboard.

‘Go to calendar of events,’ Driver said, as the website appeared.

‘Page not found,’ Mo replied, drumming his fingers on the desk. ‘Wait, let me try something.’ He typed ‘events rome april’ into Google. An extensive list came up. Driver studied the screen, yet nothing stood out.

‘Maybe we’re selling ourselves a dummy here,’ Gilmore said.

‘Try the Rome tourist board,’ Lim suggested from over Driver’s shoulder.

Mo searched for the site and clicked on the link. The first page of the Rome tourist board site was dominated by news of a coming event: ‘The city of Rome welcomes you to a celebration of Chinese culture.’

Driver snapped her fingers. ‘That’s it.’

‘You sure?’ Wells asked.

‘Yeah,’ Gilmore said, snapping the top off a bottle of water. ‘What does McNeil want with a Chinese festival on the Spanish Steps?’

‘Look,’ Driver said, pointing out the first line of the article. ‘The Chinese Minister for Culture will be speaking at the festival.’

‘First he kills a Russian ambassador,’ Gilmore said, ‘then the American ambassador… now he’s gonna assassinate a Chinese minister.’

Wells spoke with a full mouth. ‘Anyone detecting a pattern here?’

‘Yeah, it’s kind of like an Archduke Ferdinand thing,’ Mo said. ‘They kill a high-profile figure—’

‘And boom! China are drawn into the war,’ concluded Wells.

Gilmore shot Wells a look.

‘Figure of speech,’ Wells shrugged.

‘Security will be tight,’ Driver said. ‘He’ll use the ID card to make it past security, along with whatever Locatelli built him to take out the minister.’

‘But why here in Rome?’ Anna asked, a napkin to her lips. ‘Why not in China, or a foreign embassy like the other attacks?’

‘Because he’s vulnerable in Rome,’ Lim said. ‘And the embassies will be locked down after Moscow.’

Wells’ eyes widened in a sudden realisation. ‘Shit, the minister… It’s Li Dong Chiang.’

He turned to look over his shoulder. Driver followed his gaze and found Lim behind them, staring at the screen.

Driver failed to see the significance, and hated not knowing the full story. She looked to Gilmore for an explanation.

Annoyingly he was wearing his best poker face. ‘When’s this happening?’ he asked, leaning in over Mo.

Mo scanned the screen. ‘It says, uh, tomorrow at noon.’

‘Holy shit,’ Gilmore said. ‘Could this get any worse?’

‘It couldn’t get any better,’ Driver said, revved up at the prospect. ‘We get to take down McNeil in the act. Isn’t that why we’re here?’

‘We’re an infiltration team, not a SWAT unit,’ Gilmore said. ‘And we’re two men down.’

‘Yeah, ’cause you sent them to Vegas, chasing wild geese.’

Wells clapped his hands and chewed the last of his pizza. ‘So we alert the authorities.’

‘Oh sure,’ Gilmore replied. ‘And have the entire global intelligence community converging on our position.’

‘Besides,’ Driver said. ‘McNeil’s got people everywhere: CIA, MI6, SVR, Mossad.’

‘He said that?’ Anna asked.

Driver nodded. ‘He said as much.’

‘So what are you suggesting?’ Wells asked Driver. ‘We use Chiang as bait?’

‘This is a human being we’re talking about,’ Anna pleaded.

‘That’s debatable,’ Driver heard Lim mutter.

‘And what about the hundreds of innocent people who are going to be there tomorrow?’ Wells added. ‘Don’t they count?’

‘We won’t be alone out there,’ Driver said, agitated by Wells’ reluctance. ‘The place will be on high alert. Armed police, Italian secret service—’

‘Making it harder to operate unseen,’ continued Wells.

Driver looked him in the eyes. ‘You scared of a challenge?’

‘I say we go in,’ Lim said.

Wells lost his cool, pointing a finger at Lim. ‘You’re not going anywhere near that man.’

Rios launched out of her seat and squared up to Wells. ‘What’s your problem, gringo?’

‘Gringo?’ Wells said.

‘Everyone simmer down,’ Gilmore said, getting in the middle of Wells and Rios. ‘This isn’t Capitol fucking Hill.’ Gilmore looked around the group. ‘Let me think a minute.’ He paced towards the tall, ornate windows, a clenched fist to his mouth. Gilmore looked out over the twinkling lights of the city. ‘Okay, here’s the deal,’ he continued, turning to face Driver and the team. ‘We go after McNeil.’

Driver wanted to punch the air. She refrained.

‘But we do it my way,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘Lim, you’re sitting this one out.’

Lim dropped her pizza on the table. ‘What?’

‘We need her,’ Rios said. ‘The job’s gonna be a motherfucker as it is.’

‘Eloquently put,’ Gilmore replied. ‘But I’ll take that as a unanimous yes.’ He checked his watch. ‘Now go and relax, sleep, shit, jerk off. Whatever it takes to clear your heads… We’re at strike two already. We’ll only get one more swing.’

As the team filtered out, Gilmore picked up the phone on his desk and made a call. He spoke in a hushed tone, an eye on Lim, who lingered by the table. Driver sensed he was up to something. In spite of his gruff manner, Gilmore was always thinking. And from her years working under him at Langley, she knew he often thought a couple of steps ahead of everyone else.

Driver looked at the remains of the pizza on the table. She was in no mood to eat. But she forced herself, picking up a remaining quarter of pepperoni pizza. Rios was right. Why didn’t they cut it? She searched the boxes. ‘Anyone seen my knife? Driver asked. Her question was met with silence, so she sifted through the mess of napkins. Where was the damn thing? Driver shrugged and folded the giant slice in two and bit on the end. If they were going after Tom again, she could do with the carbs.

Meanwhile, Lim perched herself on the end of the table, apparently deep in thought. She slid off onto her feet and walked across the room. As she headed for the door, Lim gave Gilmore a look that could have set him on fire.

‘Do it,’ Gilmore said into the telephone. ‘Do it now.’

As he slammed down the phone, Driver left the operations room chewing on her pizza. Rios wasn’t wrong. It was the best she’d tasted outside of NYC. She followed Lim along the hallway towards her room. Suddenly, four armed security guards ghosted out of doorways, boxing in the slender woman. They yelled at her to get down, forcing her to the floor with rifles aimed at her head.

Lim seemed as surprised as Driver, a look of shock on her face as the security team bound her wrists and ankles with plastic ties. They hauled her up and carried her into a room at the end of the hall. They threw her inside and she hit the carpet on her front, Driver flinching at the pain of the hard landing. The security team backed up fast as a unit behind their rifle sights.

Driver watched helpless as Lim lay on her stomach, accusing eyes focused on her. ‘This wasn’t me.’

Before Driver could protest, a security guard slammed the door, applying twin locks and a pair of deadbolts. Rios and Wells appeared in the hallway, drawn by the commotion.

Driver turned to see Gilmore lurking in the ops room doorway. ‘So we’re down to three now? We need all the bodies we can get.’

Rios was quick to her side. ‘Yeah, man, what the fuck?’

Gilmore was defiant. ‘It had to be done. And I’ll hear no more about it.’ He shared a brief yet knowing look with Wells.

Driver latched onto the silent exchange as Gilmore disappeared. ‘Care to explain?’ she asked Wells. She waited with Rios for an answer.

Wells was as cold as winter. ‘Like the man said, it had to be done.’




Chapter 39

The water from the shower beat hot and hard across Driver’s shoulders. She rolled out her neck and breathed in the rising steam, a hand on the slippery white tiles supporting her weight.

She’d been too wired to sleep for more than a few hours. It was normal the night before a big mission – she always struggled to settle. Fortunately, she was used to functioning on just a few hours.

As she lingered in the steam, Driver’s mind ran through every possible scenario.

What if they couldn’t stop him in time?

What if he got away?

What if he succeeded?

Never had she been so desperate to take down a target. Driver considered making a call and tipping off the authorities. Was she putting her own feelings ahead of the greater good? No, this was the mission. These were the orders. And no one could be trusted. No one.

Driver turned off the shower and stepped onto a towel. She opened a small frosted window with iron bars on the other side. The hum of the city breezed in, wisps of steam swirling out into the small hours of the night.

Driver wiped a hand across the mirror and wrung the excess water from her hair into the sink. As the steam cleared, she looked herself in the eye. ‘Don’t fuck this up, Sam—’

The door to the bathroom flew open. Wells strode in, a towel around his waist. Driver spun around, squeezed her thighs together and covered her breasts.

Wells froze and averted his eyes. ‘Shit, sorry.’

‘You’re making a habit of this,’ Driver said, snatching a towel off a nearby rail.

‘Bursting in unannounced? I know,’ Wells sought to spare their shared embarrassment. ‘I’ll come back later.’

‘No, I’m done,’ Driver said, tying the small towel off under an arm. It didn’t leave much to the imagination, but it would do.

Wells walked back into the bathroom, towel slung low around his chiselled V-line. ‘How’s the water?’

‘Hot,’ Driver replied, stealing a glance at his toned abs.

‘The way I like it,’ Wells said, lingering in front of her.

‘Anyway, I should—’

‘Yeah,’ said Wells.

Driver moved towards the door. The bathroom was small and they met in the middle. They both moved to the left. Then to the right. Their eyes met. An awkward laugh. Driver put a hand on his shoulder and slipped past.

Wells flinched.

‘Oh, your shoulder, I forgot—’

Wells laughed it off and eyed the wound. ‘Another for the collection.’

Driver hesitated on her way out. ‘What happened?’ she asked, a finger on one of the dozens of scars on Wells’ back.

‘I had this crazy ex-girlfriend,’ Wells said. ‘How about you?’ he asked of the scar on Driver’s wrist.

‘Crazy ex-boyfriend,’ Driver said. ‘Fiancé actually… He’s still on the scene. Can’t seem to leave me alone.’

‘Sounds like an arsehole,’ Wells replied with a knowing look.

‘Weapons-grade,’ Driver said, on her way out. She stopped by the door. ‘Seeing as you know my backstory, what’s the deal with you and Lim?’

Wells stalled on an answer.

‘It’s just, you seem like a relaxed guy,’ she continued. ‘But when it comes to her… She’s not your crazy ex, is she?’

Wells rolled his eyes. ‘Hell no.’

‘Then what?’

‘You know I can’t tell you that,’ Wells replied.

Driver stuck around anyway, hoping Wells would break. He waved her out.

‘Okay, okay.’ She pulled on the door, but hovered. ‘If we’re gonna stand half a chance out there, we’ve got to start being honest with each other.’

Wells’ mood darkened. ‘And you’re gonna have to start pulling the trigger.’

Driver held his stare. She closed the door behind her.



Driver sat on the end of a sofa cushion, lacing up her black running shoes, her preferred choice for mission work. The morning was still dark. A lone floor lamp cast a mellow glow over the room. She heard a tentative knock.

‘Yeah?’

The door opened a few inches. A hand appeared in the gap, waving a giant Toblerone.

Driver laughed, the tension eased for a fleeting moment. ‘Come in.’

Wells stepped inside, fully clothed in a charcoal T-shirt and blue jeans. He closed the door, peeled the foil off the end of the Toblerone and snapped off a piece. He handed it to Driver. ‘I’ll tell you what happened. But you’ve got to swear—’

‘State secrets, I know,’ Driver said, biting on the end of the triangle of chocolate.

Wells leaned his frame against the wall and folded his arms. ‘We were in Singapore, posing as lawyers sent to tie up a deal,’ he began. ‘Really, we were buying documents from a dissident. Evidence of a Chinese programme using rogue assets to eliminate foreign targets. Lim was their go-to asset.’

‘And that’s how you came across her?’ Driver asked.

‘Unfortunately,’ Wells said, his head dropping. ‘Somehow word got out about who we were and why we were there. We were at the airport hotel when we saw our contact on the news. He’d been found dead in the back of the cab, his throat cut and the driver missing.’ Driver sensed Wells tensing up as if reliving the memory. ‘I went to alert my team. A rookie agent, Rebecca, and the team leader, an experienced head, Simon. I found Rebecca’s door open. Her body on the bed. The same as our contact in the Singapore cab. So I ran to check on Simon. He wasn’t answering his door. I kicked it in. Found him naked on the floor of the bathroom. A broken neck.’

‘She didn’t come after you?’ Driver asked.

‘I was on my way back to my room to call it in,’ Wells continued. ‘That’s when I saw her. She was dressed like a maid with a skeleton card in the door lock. I drew my weapon and took a shot, but she was too fast. She pulled the fire alarm on her way out. There were hotel guests everywhere. I lost her in the chaos. Either that or she lost me…’

‘What about the documents?’ Driver asked, chocolate melting fast in her mouth.

‘In the safe, in my hotel room. Lim had already raided the others. She didn’t get the chance to raid mine.’ Wells stared at the floor, his face ridden with guilt. ‘I was only watching the news because I couldn’t sleep.’

‘Where you running the op?’ Driver asked.

‘No, that was Simon. He was the senior officer.’

‘Then it wasn’t your fault,’ she said, pausing with her half-eaten piece of Toblerone. ‘I get why you’re sore at Lim. But what’s she got against you?’

Wells chewed slow on his chocolate. ‘When I landed on home soil, we got word from a junior government minister in China. They wanted the documents back. In exchange, they were willing to give us Lim.’

‘And MI6 went for it,’ Driver said.

‘I took personal delivery,’ Wells continued. ‘The Chinese contracted her to poison a member of the cabinet in London.’

Driver had an idea where Wells was going with his story. ‘Let me guess,’ she said, ‘there was no cabinet member.’

‘Just yours truly, some MI6 friends and an SBS task force waiting for her in a hotel suite.’

Driver snapped off another bite. ‘Did she go quietly?’

‘Sure, after she’d taken down half of the tactical unit. I was the one who put the needle in her neck… Can’t say I wasn’t tempted to do worse.’

‘Sorry about your old colleagues,’ Driver said.

‘Friends,’ Wells corrected her, sadness in his eyes. ‘Simon was my mentor. Rebecca, she was—’

If anyone knew the look of lost love, it was Driver. ‘I get it. Though I still don’t get why Lim’s locked up next door.’

Wells half laughed to himself. ‘Well here’s the rub… The junior minister in charge of the rogue asset programme?’

‘Yeah, what about him?’

‘It was Li Dong Chiang.’

Driver stopped mid-chew. ‘You’re shitting me.’

‘He sold out Lim to save his own arse,’ Wells confirmed.

Driver let out a big sigh. ‘Well no wonder you and Lim don’t get along.’

‘There’s no way we can let her anywhere near this operation,’ Wells said. ‘She’ll kill him for sure. And then we’re all screwed.’

‘Hey, I’m convinced,’ Driver said, hands up in surrender. She rose to her feet and paced towards the far wall, on the other side of which was Lim. ‘But with zip ties, barred windows and ex-special forces guarding the door? Come on, she’s not going anywhere.’




Chapter 40

Lim waited in a foetal position on the bed. She heard the letterbox-shaped spyhole slide open. The high-intensity beam from an SG 550 assault rifle pierced the darkness. She closed her eyes and remained still, breathing slow and steady as if sleeping.

‘She’s not going anywhere,’ one of the guards said in Italian.

Lim heard the steel hatch slam shut and lock from the outside. She opened her eyes, lifted her head off the pillow and wriggled like a worm off the bed. With hands bound behind her back, her ankle ties were pulled so tight Lim had begun to lose all feeling. She peered into the darkness. There were no lamps or ornaments. No bulb screwed into the light cord above. No curtains. No blinds. Only thick iron bars over Plexiglas screwed fast into the outer stone walls.

The door to the room was reinforced steel rather than wood, and without a handle. She’d heard two separate locks turned and deadbolts applied for good measure. Assessing her options, Lim dropped to the floor. She rolled onto her side, stretched her arms out straight behind her and arched her back inwards. Pushing out her behind, Lim swung her arms forward. Her hips made it halfway through. She repeated the process twice more until her arms were around the tops of her thighs. Lim rolled onto her back, her hips raised and legs in the air. She tucked her knees to her chest and pointed her toes out straight like a ballet dancer.

Inch by inch, Lim forced her legs through the gap between her arms. Her aptitude for gymnastics and yoga and her petite lithe frame made it easier. After a brief, Houdini-like struggle, she was up on her feet, her wrists now in front of her. They’d fixed the zip ties pinch-tight. That would make it easier. Tucking her thumbs inwards and turning her wrists in as far as they would go, she raised her arms above her head and counted to three, then brought her hands down fast. Her forearms struck hard against her hips. She pulled her wrists apart at exactly the same moment, snapping the lock on the tie. The broken tie fell onto the rough, cheap carpet. She shook her hands loose, encouraging blood flow.

Glancing down at the tie around her ankles, she pushed a button on the side of her watch to illuminate the digital display. The guards had checked on her three times so far – Lim estimated every twenty minutes. She made a mental note of the time and pulled down her black leggings as far as her thighs. With a hand inside the seat of her underwear, Lim relaxed her gluteus muscles and pulled Driver’s Swiss Army knife from between her buttocks. She pulled up her leggings, opened the knife and perched herself on the end of the bed. The Chinese agent picked a congealed lump of mozzarella off the blade and inserted the point of the knife inside the zip-tie lock.

On first entering the UN station post, the presence of a secure room had not gone unnoticed by Lim, and at the very mention of Chiang’s name, it was clear Gilmore would have her restrained. Yet while the others were debating her involvement, Lim had spied her opportunity. After wiggling the knife left and right, the zip tie came loose. The tie itself was reusable. She tucked it in her waistband and got to her feet, rolling out her ankles until the feeling returned.

The security team had removed her shoes, which made for soft, quiet steps as far as the left-hand wall. Lim knelt down and lined the tip of the knife up against the wall. She turned the tip of the blade left and right, making a groove in the plasterboard. With the sharp end fixed in the groove, Lim took three deep breaths. She focused her mind and channelled her energy, through her shoulder and down her arm.

Lim struck the end of the handle with a flat palm. The knife went in, clean and quiet. She gripped the handle with her right hand and rested her left hand on top. With all her weight and strength, she forced the knife downwards in a slow, steady action. The blade inched its way through the plasterboard, without the sound a sawing action would make. It was a necessary trade-off for Lim, who continued to cut until she had a clean, fourteen-inch vertical line with minimal debris. She carved another line a foot and a half long parallel to the first one. Checking her watch, Lim brushed the fine powdered debris against the skirting board and climbed back on the bed. She returned to her original position and listened to the beat of her own heart, wrists and ankles angled out of sight of the guards.

With seconds to go before the next check, she opened her eyes.

The broken tie.

Lim scrambled to the foot of the bed, reached down and snatched it up off the floor.

‘See how she’s doing,’ she heard one of the guards say outside the room.

Lim hurried back into the position and steadied her breathing. The hatch slid open, the light of the rifle penetrating her eyelids.

‘Sleeping like a baby,’ the guard said. ‘Set your watch for the next check.’

‘You sure this is necessary?’ his colleague asked.

‘Don’t look at me,’ the guard replied. ‘Gilmore’s orders.’

As the hatch slid shut, Lim opened her eyes and resumed her work. With the cut completed, she checked her watch. Three minutes remaining. Now was not the time. If she got caught in the act, it would result in two things. The death of the first two guards and a one-way ticket back to a life sentence in solitary. Lim wanted neither, so she climbed back in bed and again assumed the position.

The guards checked on her once again. The hatch slid shut for a third time. Lim rose once more and crept to the wall. She knelt and ran a hand over a clean rectangle – the outline of a hole. Digging the knife into the top-left corner, Lim prised the panel of plasterboard away from the wall. She cut two thin slits in the centre of the panel and looped the broken tie through both to make a handle.

Lim set the board down flat on the carpet and put the knife between her teeth. She extended a leg through the hole and contorted her body through the gap, squeezing into the narrow space between the interior walls. She reached back out into the room and picked up the board using the ends of the broken tie as a handle, then lined the board up with the hole and pulled it flush into place. She drew the broken tie from the slits in the board and dropped it by her feet, illuminating the space ahead of her using the light on her watch. Her phone had been taken from her, but the light from the watch was bright enough in the pitch dark of the wall cavity. She rose to her feet and stepped sideways, careful not to make a sound.

On the other side of the wall, she heard the voices of Wells and Driver talking in the adjoining room.

Wells was telling Driver about Singapore. Half a story. His half. Lim cursed in silence and kept moving. It was hot and dusty, air in short supply and a net of cobwebs to fight her way through. A rodent dashed across her path. Spiders the size of hands climbed the walls. Roaches scuttled left and right out of the light – nothing she wasn’t used to encountering back at home. But there was a bigger problem – the interior wall of the hallway blocked her path. Lim shone the light of her watch above her. There was a narrow crawl space in the hallway ceiling. She levered herself up, feet walking up the walls.

Lim pulled herself into the crawlspace and edged forward. Dust got up her nose. She felt an itch and fought the urge to sneeze as the guards made small talk directly below. As she illuminated the way ahead, a rat appeared in the light. It sunk its teeth into the back of her hand. She didn’t make a sound. Unable to move her hand, she moved her head sharp to the left, the knife between her teeth. The rat went limp, its head impaled on the end of the blade. Lim pulled the end from its skull, dripping with blood. Pausing, she pricked her ears. The guards continued their conversation, unaware of her presence, so she shuffled on, into the ceiling cavity over the next room along. Gilmore’s voice boomed through the paper-thin plasterboard walling off his quarters. He was on what sounded like a video or speakerphone call.

‘I really think we should inform Langley, Violetta,’ he said.

‘That can’t happen,’ she replied. ‘We’re UN ambassadors, Bryan. I make that call and it’s treason. Not just for us. For you, too.’

‘And what if McNeil succeeds, Violetta? Have you thought of that?’

‘Look,’ she said, ‘by the time the director wakes up, this will all be over anyway.’

‘Then what about the Rome station chief?’ Gilmore asked. ‘Who’ve we got over here?’

‘That’d be Philpotts.’

‘Shit, Philpotts?’ Gilmore groaned. ‘The guy’s a circus clown.’

‘Listen, if you capture McNeil, I can guarantee you and your team safe extraction.’

‘Well that’s great, Violetta. We’re undermanned, underprepared and now we’re another asset short. Just promise me you won’t bury us when this all goes sideways.’

‘I can promise you a nice, quiet funeral,’ Violetta said. ‘But you’ve been around long enough, Bryan. You know how it works.’

Hearing enough, Lim crawled on in silence. She made a right turn and came across what she surmised to be the exterior hallway at the top of the stairs. It was a metal grid frame supporting large square ceiling tiles. A potential weak point she’d spotted on the way in.

It was an automatic habit. To check every building she entered for exit routes, alarms and cameras. To memorise the layout and visualise it like a 3D blueprint.

Here, the ceiling space opened up, allowing her to push off her belly into a crouching position. On all fours, Lim crawled out over the tiles, her feet and hands on the joints where the frame connected. She took it slow, testing the strength of the frame before she committed a hand or foot. Getting in position, she took the knife from her teeth and used it to lift the corner of a tile from the frame. She peeped through the gap. The remaining guards stood bored against a wall outside the internal security door. One scrolled through his phone while the other chewed a leftover slice of pizza.

Lim consulted her watch. Time was up until the next check. She counted down the seconds, then it came. An agitated voice on a guard’s radio. ‘Team Two, get the hell in here!’

‘Why, what’s the problem?’ the guard on his phone said, in no rush.

‘The prisoner’s escaped. She’s somewhere in the apartment. Get in here now!’

The guards looked at each other. One pocketed his phone. The other dropped his pizza. The security door buzzed open and they pushed through with their rifles raised, the door slamming shut behind them.

Lim pulled the tile away from the ceiling and tossed it aside. She lowered herself through the gap and dropped. Landing without sound on the hallway lino, she quickstepped all the way down to the ground floor. Bursting out into the basement garage, she moved fast across the car park, sticking tight to the walls and shadows, out of sight of the surveillance camera.

She pushed a yellow exit button and opened the metal shutter a couple of feet. She dropped and rolled underneath, emerging into the early hours of the morning. Rising to her feet, she brushed off the dirt, dust and cobwebs, looked both ways, and moved.




Chapter 41

Wells checked his watch. ‘Whoops, time for the briefing.’

Driver bounced to her feet, eager to get out there. ‘Let’s do it.’

Yet she heard a disturbance outside the room – the guards yelling at each other and Gilmore barking orders.

Wells looked as curious as she did. As he opened the door, the four-man security team shuffled past as if on an armed raid. ‘Clear!’ they said, checking each room.

Wells and Driver stepped out into the hallway together. Rios came out of her room at the same time. With tongue in cheek at the sight of them together, she nodded and smiled, mischief in her eye.

Driver ignored the insinuation. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

Gilmore marched past them in the hallway. ‘You know that thing you feared?’ he said to Wells. ‘It just happened.’ He strode off towards the secure room. Driver followed with Wells and Rios in tow. The door was wide open, a light on and the room empty. She was shocked to find Lim was gone.

The guards doubled back into the room. ‘No sign of her anywhere, sir.’

‘You checked every room?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And you were here the whole time?’

‘No one came in or out,’ the guard said. ‘Regular checks. She was right there.’

‘Have we got CCTV?’ Gilmore asked.

Anna appeared. ‘The interior hallway of the apartment and the parking garage. All clear.’

‘Then how the hell did she get out?’ Wells said, alarmed.

‘I don’t know, sir,’ the guard replied. ‘We checked the ties. Searched her for weapons. She was secure.’

‘The woman’s a goddamn ghost,’ Gilmore muttered.

Wells stepped forward and pulled the bed to one side. He checked underneath, but found nothing other than dust. Gilmore tugged at the bars on the window, finding all of them fixed in place.

Driver looked around the room. ‘If I couldn’t escape through the window, the door, the floor or the ceiling, where would I—’ She paused as she spotted something. A rectangular outline in the wall, almost invisible to the eye. Driver knelt low next to it, running her hands along the joins. She gave it a push. A rectangular piece of plasterboard fell in on itself. ‘I think we found her escape route.’

The others gathered round.

‘She’s in the walls,’ Wells said to the guards. ‘Fire at the walls.’

Gilmore pushed a guard’s rifle barrel to the floor. ‘No one’s firing at the damn walls.’

Driver turned to Lim’s security detail. ‘How long since you last saw her?’

‘Uh, about twenty-three minutes.’

‘Then she’s already gone,’ Driver said, rising to her feet.

‘We don’t have any proof of that,’ Anna replied, as analytical as always.

‘Let’s see, shall we?’ Driver strode out of the room. The others followed. She led the hunting party down the stairs and across the garage. They found the shutter door open at the base. Driver looked at Anna. ‘That proof enough for you?’



‘Okay,’ Gilmore said, resting his coffee cup on the edge of a large map of the Piazza di Spagna. ‘We’ve got the Chinese minister due to speak at midday.’ He tapped on a spot on the map marked in red pen. ‘We know he’s going to be speaking here. Before that, there’ll be a private choral performance at the Trinità dei Monti.’

‘If I was McNeil, where would I strike?’ asked Wells, standing over the map.

‘We know his MO is an explosive device,’ Driver said, pointing at a spot on the map. ‘That means he’s likely to plant it inside the church.’

‘Or he could plant it outside,’ Wells replied. ‘Either where the minister’s due to speak, or under a platform.’

‘We’ll have to cover both,’ Gilmore concluded.

‘Won’t be easy,’ Wells said. ‘The place will be surrounded – Italian secret services, private contractors, McNeil’s own people.’

Driver crossed her arms. ‘We know he’s got at least two of his own team in Rome. Maybe more.’

‘And shooters on the roof,’ Rios added, a foot on a chair, leaning forward on a thigh. ‘The piazza has four tall buildings on all four corners.’ Rios pointed out three points on the map. ‘The police snipers will take up position here, here and here.’

‘You think you can find a spot?’ Gilmore asked.

‘There’s always a spot,’ Rios said.

‘That leaves two of us on the ground.’ Driver stared at the map. ‘And a lot of it to cover.’

‘You’ll have me, Mo and Anna running surveillance nearby,’ Gilmore said.

‘Plus I’ve got you a new drone,’ Anna shouted from her desk. ‘And this time I’ll be at the controls.’

‘But what about Lim?’ Wells asked.

‘If I was her, I’d be in the wind,’ Rios said.

‘Except you’re not,’ Wells replied. ‘You don’t know how she thinks.’

‘We think like criminals, isn’t that right, boss?’ Rios said to Gilmore.

The remark bounced clean off him. ‘Let’s not get into hypotheticals. McNeil remains the primary threat.’

‘I’ll sweep the steps and the church,’ Driver said, guessing it the most likely place she would find Tom.

‘And I’ll play lookout in the square,’ Wells added, ‘in case Lim appears.’

‘Good,’ Gilmore nodded, clicking the end of a pen. ‘As far as Lim goes, she’s a shoot to kill. If you spot her, call it in to Rios. Let her take the shot.’

Driver glanced at the young Mexican, but she didn’t protest, her eyes fixed on the map.

‘All right, so Driver finds the device and calls in the bomb threat,’ Gilmore continued. ‘Wells stays close to the minister and counters any secondary attack from Lim. And Rios, you’re going to have to be your own spotter.’

‘So what’s new?’ she replied.

‘What about eyes and ears?’ Driver asked.

‘I’ll be nearby calling the plays on comms. Anna will monitor chatter and pilot the drone. Zeus ought to give us an advantage. Mo’s re-tasking a satellite as we speak.’

‘He can do that?’ Wells asked, impressed.

‘Please, look who you’re talking to,’ Mo said, sipping on a mug of coffee. He spat it out into the cup. ‘Scheisse! I’ve gotta stop doing that.’

‘What about extraction?’ Driver said. ‘If things get messy again.’

‘Dead or alive, we’ll get you out of there.’

‘Well that’s comforting,’ said Wells. ‘And McNeil?’

‘If you can take him alive, great. In a body bag, fine. But the minister’s life is the priority now.’

‘And if all this fails, then what?’ Anna asked, approaching the table with a look of concern.

‘Then God help us all,’ said Gilmore.



Driver opened the door on the safe house rooftop. In need of fresh air, she walked to the edge and looked across the rooftops of Rome. The sun rose low over the horizon. The air was cool and fresh. The traffic was light. A clock tower chimed. It was the time of day when all cities were at their best – low on people, high on possibility. Yet this morning was different. Driver wasn’t prone to entertaining her fears, but she felt a shiver down her spine and a persistent shallowness of breath.

This was the world as it appeared now, with its domes and steeples and tourist traps. But how would it look after the events of the day? A week from now? A month? She couldn’t help but picture a blinding white flash in the distance. A wave of fire tearing across the city. A world blown to rubble. A sky snowing ash. A future cast in nuclear darkness.

Why was Tom doing this? Running your own private army was one thing, but triggering a nuclear war? What in the hell could he be thinking?

Driver took a few deep breaths. She cast her eyes across a clutter of old buildings and ancient walls, as far as the Vatican City.

‘Where are you, Tom?’ she said out loud, as if the question would find him on the breeze. ‘Where are you, you son of a bitch?’



From the northern outskirts of Rome, Tom McNeil looked out over the city. He clipped his forged ID badge to the breast pocket of his dark-blue, short-sleeved shirt. It was part of the uniform he’d stolen from Di Paola, the maintenance man – the same man he was holding captive. Di Paola was being treated well, and would be released as soon as the mission was over. McNeil didn’t believe in killing for no reason. And his hostage would know nothing other than a needle to the neck, the four walls of a bedroom and a masked captor.

McNeil took a deep breath. Today was the big day. A voice spoke in his ear over the comms. ‘Ready to go, sir. Waiting on your command.’ He plucked the radio from his belt, held it to his mouth and hesitated. Was he sure he wanted to do this? When he gave the instruction, there would be no going back. The world would never be the same. And if the plan failed, death would be the best-case scenario. If it succeeded – well, no one really knew what would happen.

Yet it was better than the alternative. For everything to remain as it was. No, something had to be done. Something radical. And like his backers always said, destruction was the first act of creation. It was this idea that had dragged him from the pit of despair one Tuesday evening four years earlier. A trip to his local church and a support group for military personnel with depression and PTSD. Bobby, an ex-marine, had invited McNeil for a beer at O’Dowd’s across the street from the church. He told him he was a recruiter for a private foundation running trials to rid soldiers of depression and past traumas. Bobby had slipped him a business card on his way out, blank except for a number on one side and a name on the other in plain black writing: ‘Vesuvius’.

McNeil didn’t regret for one second calling the number. He’d received tens of thousands of dollars of cutting-edge treatment. It had cured his PTSD and given him a new lease of life. More than that, the ideas he’d learned from his Vesuvius mentor had transformed his view of himself and the world. What could be achieved. What could be changed. What needed to be done. And these were not just the words of dissidents or dreamers. There were long-term plans in motion, backed by four-star generals, no less. But they needed boots on the ground and skilled operatives in the field. His mentor had offered him a pivotal role in the organisation – the ultimate mission that would take years to execute. It meant a double life, a promotion to commander of SEAL Team Six and absolute loyalty.

Falling for Sam hadn’t been part of the plan. But a soldier had to turn his heart cold when the situation demanded. McNeil had committed fully to the programme. And he wasn’t about to back out now. He gave the command. ‘Green light.’

McNeil took one last look at the city and walked around to the rear of the white van. Opening the flight case Locatelli had secured the device in, he tested the remote for the third time – turning it on, setting the timer, and deactivating it again.

It was excellent work. And it even looked beautiful, the usual mess of wires and components hidden from sight behind a brushed steel panel. Locatelli was a true master of his craft. Like many Italians, he valued beauty as much as function. It’s a shame he had to die.

McNeil closed the lid on the device and locked the trunk. He slammed the doors shut and walked around the driver side of the van, adorned with the regal crest of the Città Metropolitana di Roma Capitale. McNeil started the engine and pulled away from the warehouse, cruising through the industrial estate and rolling downhill towards the city.




Chapter 42

Li Dong Chiang, Chinese Minister for Culture, arrived right on schedule. His jet touched down and taxied to a secluded area of Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci–Fiumicino Airport. A security detail awaited – a trio of black Mercedes ready to escort the minister to his destination.

The Italian secret service were otherwise deployed, busy protecting several members of the Italian cabinet. Information had come to them the night before that the country’s leadership was under threat. The source seemed genuine. And the priority of the secret service was to protect its own.

Minister Chiang had been informed of the change of plan in mid-air, and reassured that the private contractors assigned to him were the best the security world had to offer. A tight-knit team composed of ex-special forces veterans.

That’s what Chen Mo Chou, China’s Italian cultural attaché, had told Lim, seconds before she sedated her. Lim had left her unconscious on the sofa of her Rome apartment. She’d also taken a shower in Chen’s bathroom, applied make-up at her dresser and taken one of the woman’s demure grey trouser suits, along with a pair of polished black heels. Lim had also stolen the young attaché’s sunglasses and gained the access code to her iPhone before the sedative could take effect.

The flunitrazepam had been easy to acquire. The side door of a pharmacy kicked open. The alarm disabled and the sedative located, along with a syringe. Finding Chen was no more complicated. A call placed to China using the pharmacy’s telephone, and the duping of an official with access to personnel records. Once the medication had taken effect, Lim had answered Chen’s phone. The call came as expected – a car waiting for her outside. Three, to be exact, each with a bodyguard dressed like they were on their way to a funeral.

Lim had taken her place in the middle car. She’d felt confident they wouldn’t know what Chen looked like. After all, the woman was a lower-ranking government employee who would be used to taking the bus to work, rather than an armed escort. And so it had proved. The convoy had swept along a secret road and across the airport tarmac as Chiang was touching down.

Whatever the day brought, everything would be over by the time Chen was lucid enough to make a call to someone. All Lim had to do was play along until the right moment, hope Chen and Chiang had never met. And that Chiang didn’t recognise her.

The big, bug-shaped sunglasses helped. She wore her hair pinned up like Chen, and had practised mimicking the attaché’s lighter, chirpier tone and mannerisms in a mirror.

Soon after the jet came to a stop, the door opened and Chiang emerged. He trudged out down the steps. A short man in a navy suit and red tie, he was a little too well acquainted with pineapple cake and Western fast food.

Lim squeezed a fist tight to control her anger. She stood surrounded by bodyguards, led by a woman who appeared to be in charge. Controlling her breathing, she waited until her heart beat out a steady rhythm and stepped forward to greet Chiang. ‘Welcome to Rome, Minister Chiang,’ she said, with a respectful nod.

Chiang acknowledged her in return.

‘How was your flight?’ she asked as they strode to the waiting cars.

‘Long,’ the minister said.

Lim waved a hand to a car door held open by the female bodyguard.

‘Let’s get this over with,’ grumbled Chiang.

Lim followed the minister into the car and sat beside him.

‘Everything is arranged, Minister Chiang,’ Lim chirped. ‘Rome is a beautiful city. I think you’re going to—’

‘Spare me the guided tour,’ Chiang said, his bulbous eyes bloodshot from an apparent lack of sleep. ‘Sending a minister to Europe at a time like this. Ridiculous.’

‘I can assure you, we have the best security personnel,’ Lim replied. ‘You couldn’t be in safer hands.’

Chiang grunted and stared sleepy-eyed out of the window. He sniffed. Blew his nose. ‘Oh great, now I’m getting a cold. It’s the air on that plane, travelling overnight… I’ll catch my death.’

As the cars sped away, Lim smiled at Chiang. ‘Don’t worry, Minister, I’ll take excellent care of you.’




Chapter 43

Las Vegas, Nevada

Baptiste brought the rental car to a stop – a Ford Taurus in pearl black. He killed the lights and the engine.

‘There it is, number fifty-four,’ Pope said in a hushed voice.

‘Why are you whispering?’ Baptiste asked.

‘It’s a stake-out,’ Pope said.

Baptiste tapped a knuckle on the window. ‘In a soundproof car.’

Pope cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, mate, old habit. Too many night patrols in Kabul.’

‘Just act natural,’ Baptiste said, watching the house across the road.

‘Righto,’ Pope replied, drumming out a loud beat on the sill of the passenger door.

‘Not that natural,’ Baptiste snapped.

Pope huffed and folded his arms. Baptiste checked the street for activity in his mirrors. It was a quiet suburban neighbourhood. Prim, sprinkler-fed lawns. Low-rise homes, and driveways occupied by new registration cars. The street was part of a giant grid, a short drive out of downtown Vegas. Where the last of the homes stopped, the rest of the Nevada desert began. Number fifty-four had its lights on in the porch and the front room.

‘Looks like they’re still up,’ Baptiste said, taking a pack of cigarettes from inside a navy blazer. He tapped one out and popped it between his lips. He lit the end with a silver lighter, took a drag and leaned back, jet-lagged from the flight.

‘Er, mate…’ Pope said.

Baptiste took another drag. ‘What?’

Pope gestured to the cigarette. ‘Do you mind?’

‘No,’ Baptiste said, smoking some more.

‘Sod this.’ Pope wound down his window.

Baptiste cursed him in French and pulled on the master switch. Pope’s window stopped and wound back up.

‘What’s your bloody problem?’ the Australian complained.

‘The car’s nice and cool,’ Baptiste said. ‘You’ll let all the warm air in.’

‘Yeah and all the deadly chemicals out,’ Pope replied. ‘Are you aware of the dangers of passive smoking? I could die, you know.’

‘We can only hope,’ Baptiste murmured.

‘All right, then you could die.’

Baptiste shook his head. ‘I’m French.’

‘Uh, point A, you’re Russian,’ Pope said, ‘and point B – what does being a Frog have to do with it?’

Baptiste looked across the cabin. ‘We eat more white bread, drink more wine, smoke more cigarettes, and yet voilà, we live longer.’

‘Oh,’ said Pope, pausing a moment.

He went again for the window switch. Baptiste countered his move.

‘Rack off,’ Pope said, pressing the passenger switch.

Again, Baptiste reacted. The pair continued, locked in battle, the passenger window yo-yoing up and down.

‘You’re going to break it,’ Baptiste said.

‘I’ll break you if you don’t bloody—’

‘Wait!’ Out of the driver-side window, Baptiste noticed movement. He put a hand on Pope’s arm. ‘They’re coming out.’

Baptiste wound his window down an inch and tossed the cigarette. He closed the window and slid low behind the wheel. ‘This is the part where we whisper and hide.’

Pope slid down in the passenger seat. Together they watched Rose and Riley Turner step out of the house and turn off the lights, including the porch. The couple strolled down the driveway, dressed as if heading out for the night. The man wore jeans and a white and navy check shirt with the sleeves rolled up – the kind of shirt Baptiste would rather die than wear. The woman was more fashionable in tight white trousers, a slinky silver top and full yet tasteful make-up.

Baptiste noticed every little detail without effort – part of the training at the Institute, for many years it had been an unconscious habit. The Turners climbed inside their red Ford Mustang, the husband behind the wheel. He backed the car off the driveway and drove in no kind of a hurry to the end of the street. As the Mustang made a right turn, Baptiste started the ignition on the Taurus.

Pope rose in his seat. ‘Come on, mate, they’re getting away.’

Baptiste held up a calming hand. As soon as the tail lights of the Mustang slipped out of sight, he put the Taurus in gear. Accelerating at speed towards the end of the street, Baptiste slammed on the brakes.

‘Steady,’ Pope whined, a hand on the dash, understanding nothing of the art of the tail.

Baptiste turned right and kept the Taurus at a safe cruising distance behind the Mustang. He flashed a silver Honda making a left out of a side road and let it act as a buffer. The Honda was a low-slung coupé. It was easy to see over and follow any move the Turners made without arousing suspicion.

Baptiste tailed the Mustang onto the Las Vegas Beltway. Traffic was busy and the inside of the Taurus cool from a steady stream of air con. Huge billboards stood tall over the highway, the neon dazzle of the Las Vegas strip in the near distance. The Eiffel Tower of the Paris hotel, the pyramids of the Mirage and Manhattan skyline of New York-New York.

‘Please be going to the strip,’ Pope pleaded of the Mustang up ahead. He nodded towards the bright lights of the big Las Vegas hotels. ‘You ever been?’

‘I’ve not had the pleasure,’ Baptiste replied.

‘Nah, me neither,’ Pope said, like a kid staring longingly through the window of a toy store.

Baptiste sighed at the sight of it. If he was in charge of the WMDs, the strip would be the first thing he’d nuke.

Pope tutted to himself. ‘Well that kills that dream – they’re getting off.’

Baptiste took the exit and followed the Turners to a clutch of restaurants and fast food outlets. The couple pulled into a space in front of a diner.

Baptiste stopped moments later across the street, outside a burger joint. He kept the engine running and watched the Turners enter the diner. As they walked through the door, a waitress greeted them like old friends and guided them to a booth in the window.

‘We’d better park up and go inside,’ Pope said. ‘Watch ’em up close.’

Baptiste smirked. ‘You mean you’re hungry?’

‘Aren’t you?’

‘Take a seat in the window,’ Baptiste said, motioning to the burger bar. ‘I’ll double back to the house and see what I can find.’ He checked the time on the dash. ‘They ought to be here for a while, but call me if they make a move.’

Pope couldn’t wait to get out of the car. Baptiste couldn’t wait to have some precious alone time. After hours in the air next to a snoring, yakking bore, he almost missed the peaceful confines of his Parisian cell.

Baptiste swung the Taurus around and drove as fast as the speed limit allowed to the Turners’ home. He parked a distance down the street and walked the rest of the way. The street was dead, the desert sky huge. The spritz of sprinklers mixed with a light chatter of crickets and the scent of honeysuckle in the air. For a prefab neighbourhood with no discernible character, it could have been worse. Or perhaps his spell within the urine-soaked walls of solitary had sullied his taste.

Baptiste walked up the driveway of number fifty-four and picked the lock on the front door. He was inside in seconds, the alarm not set and the house reeking of cleaning products. Every movement echoed, as if the house were a hollow shell. It may as well have been – the place looked vacant. Baptiste wandered through the darkness and into the kitchen. He took a penlight from his pocket and ran it over the worktops. Inside the black-gloss cupboards were bare, and the fridge was turned off.

Baptiste moved into the living room and found a redundant TV bracket on the wall. No rug, no coffee table, ornaments or framed photographs. No nothing other than a sofa with a note taped to one of the cushions. He shone the penlight on the note – instructions to donate it to charity.

Baptiste crossed the hall into the bathroom, finding sink, tub and toilet bowl scrubbed to a sheen. He stepped into the master bedroom and found the bed stripped to a nearly new mattress – another item left for charity. The Russian rolled open a wardrobe door. It was empty aside from coat hangers. He dropped to the floor and sniffed the carpet – a lavender scent, recently shampooed.

Baptiste doubled back along the hallway and tried the internal door to the garage. The Turners hadn’t bothered locking it. The garage was bare, except for a pile of moving boxes arranged in the middle of the concrete floor. On one of the boxes was another note: ‘To be destroyed’.

Baptiste took out the rental car key and cut a line in the parcel tape sealing one of the boxes. He opened the lid and came across framed photographs of the couple: together on their wedding day, on their honeymoon. All were recent, judging by the hairstyles and cut of the bride’s wedding dress.

Baptiste dug out a taped-up shoebox and cut through the seal. Finding a stack of photographs, he picked out one of the Turners posing in front of a trainer plane on a desert airstrip. Baptiste put the photograph back and picked up another. He stopped. The sound of a van outside. Doors slamming. Men talking. Footsteps up the driveway.

The garage door rattled open. Two pairs of feet in work boots waited to enter. Baptiste heard another man coming in through the front door – a key in the lock.

‘Yeah, we’re here now,’ the man said, as if on a call. ‘We’ll be in and out in ten minutes.’

Baptiste closed the box but kept hold of it. He retreated without sound through the internal garage door. With no time to exit through the rear, he sought refuge in the bathroom. He hid around the back of the open door, bolt straight against the wall, clutching the shoebox to his chest.

The man on the phone marched along the hallway, his feet thudding over the carpet. ‘Don’t worry, there’s nothing to miss. They packed it up tight.’

Baptiste heard the other two men enter through the internal door from the garage. The three of them roamed around and met in the hallway, only feet away from his position.

‘Check the bathroom,’ said the man who’d come in through the front. He appeared to be in charge. And whoever he was on the phone to, in charge of him.

Baptiste heard boots over tiles. The flick of a switch and the bathroom light bright. He saw his reflection in the mirror, figured he’d have no choice but to engage.

‘Turn off the light, you dummy,’ said the man giving the orders. ‘We’re not supposed to be here, remember?’

The light was off as soon as it was on. Baptiste breathed easier as the men proceeded to move around the house.

‘Big stuff first,’ the leader of the group said. ‘Bed and then sofa.’

Baptiste heard grunting and complaining about the weight of the bed. Next up was the sofa.

‘Now the boxes,’ the leader said.

Baptiste edged out of his hiding space and peeped around the side of the internal door. He saw the men picking up the boxes and carrying them down the driveway. They loaded them with haste onto a long wheelbase van, black and almost invisible in the darkness.

‘Hey, this one’s open,’ said one of the men, a stocky forty-something with jeans falling down his behind.

‘Who cares?’ said the leader. ‘It’s all getting destroyed. Just load it in the van.’

The man pulled up his jeans and picked up the box. It was the last one. The leader closed the garage door from the inside.

Baptiste retreated to the bathroom once more. He watched from around the door as the man performed one last sweep of the house. He took out his phone and made a call on the way out, Baptiste following him to the front of the house in silence.

‘Yeah, we’re done here,’ the man said, stepping out of the front door. ‘No one saw a thing. We’re good to go.’

Baptiste hurried to the front door and watched through the porch window. The leader of the group climbed up into the van and it took off down the street.

Baptiste opened the front door and stepped out. He pulled the door shut and walked down the driveway, watching the van make a left turn and disappear from sight. As he looked at the shoebox in his hands, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Returning to the Taurus, he answered the call.

‘Find anything?’ Pope asked.

‘Hard to say,’ Baptiste replied.

‘Well you may wanna hurry back, mate,’ Pope said. ‘They’re sharing a dessert.’

Baptiste climbed behind the wheel of the car. ‘On my way.’




Chapter 44

‘Got you a cheeseburger,’ Pope said, jumping in the Taurus.

The mystery couple were in the Mustang and rolling. Baptiste stepped on the accelerator as Pope continued to devour his supersize meal. The Turners waited at a red. Baptiste brought the car to a stop and looked over at Pope, eating like a back-alley stray. ‘How long does it take you to eat?’

‘Oh, this is my third one,’ Pope said, food falling from his mouth.

‘Are you aware of the dangers of coronary heart disease?’ Baptiste asked, biting into his own burger.

‘Not stopping you, is it?’

‘I told you, I’m French.’

‘You’re not bloody French,’ Pope said. ‘They locked you up, remember?’

‘Well I’m definitely not Russian,’ Baptiste muttered, eating and driving. ‘Not any more.’

‘Then what the hell are you?’

He’d been asking himself the same question for a while. In prison, it didn’t seem to matter. Now he was on the outside, it ate away at him like Pope munched away at his fries.

Baptiste shrugged in reply to question and took another bite of his burger. They got back on the Beltway and took another exit following an overhead sign for Clark County.

‘So what did you find?’ Pope asked, brushing the crumbs off his black T-shirt.

‘In the back,’ Baptiste replied.

Pope reached onto the back seat and picked up the box. ‘What’s in here?’

‘Didn’t have much time to look,’ Baptiste said. ‘Removal men turned up.’

‘Removal men?’

‘Well, more like professional cleaners.’ Baptiste tossed Pope his penlight. ‘Here, take a look.’

Pope opened the lid and scanned the photographs. ‘Uh, we’ve got a flying lesson, fancy dress, graduation. Nothing out of the ordinary.’ Pope waved a photograph in frustration. ‘I told Gilmore this was a waste of time. We should be where the action is. Not driving around the desert like a pair of drongos—’

‘Don’t be so sure,’ Baptiste said, as the Mustang pulled away fast into the distance. ‘I think they made us.’

He dropped a gear and floored the accelerator.

‘You sure they made us? Maybe hubbo needs the dunny.’

The Mustang swerved across the highway and overtook the car in front.

‘All right, they made us,’ Pope said.

Baptiste pulled into oncoming traffic to overtake. The cab of a truck came the other way, lit up like a Christmas tree. He turned in at the last second, the truck driver riding his horn.

Pope hung on to the grab handle above the passenger door. ‘Come on, Driving Miss Daisy, they’re getting away.’

‘That’s a Ford Mustang,’ Baptiste replied, sick of the Australian’s whinging. ‘This is a family saloon.’

‘Bloody UN budgets,’ Pope grumbled.

Baptiste kept his focus on the road, attempting to stay within range of the ever-shrinking tail lights of the Mustang. Yet within seconds, the Turners were gone. Soon he found himself speeding along an empty highway, surrounded by vast, flat stretches of pitch-dark desert.

‘Well at least we know for sure they’re up to something,’ Pope said, his rugged features lit faint by the orange glow of the dash.

For once the man was right. Baptiste slowed to a steady sixty and drove for another twenty minutes. Bugs shot like bullets into the beam of the headlights, but otherwise there were no signs of life. They were merely wasting time, and heading deeper into the desert on half a tank of fuel. Baptiste dallied a few more miles before pulling over by the side of the highway.

Pope looked even more confused than usual. ‘What are you stopping for?’

‘They’re long gone,’ Baptiste said. ‘See if there’s anything else in that box.’

Pope flicked on the interior light and dug a hand inside the box. ‘I dunno, mate, there’s nothing here except… Hang on a tick…’

Baptiste angled to see. ‘What is it?’

Pope handed him a photograph of the happy couple. They stood proud in the full blue uniform of the US Air Force. Pope dug around in the bottom of the shoebox. He came out with a pair of pilot wings. He handed one over. As Baptiste weighed it in his hand, they both turned to look out of the passenger window.

There, lit up in the dark, was a sign pointing down a road off the highway. It said ‘Creech Air Force Base’.




Chapter 45

Creech Air Force Base, Nevada

‘You sure this is gonna work?’ Pope asked.

‘It’ll work,’ Mo said over the hands-free on the Taurus. ‘Just get me the gate number so I can reroute the call.’

‘I’ll get it,’ Baptiste assured him, steering the car towards the manned barrier at the entrance to the base.

Pope shook his head. ‘If anyone’s doing the yakking it’s gonna be me, Inspector Clouseau.’

‘Pope, keep your mouth shut,’ Gilmore ordered.

The Australian muttered to himself as a Security Forces officer in light-green fatigues flagged down the car. He was a young black man accompanied by a red-headed officer watching on from the booth.

‘We’ve got gate number D-9,’ Pope said to Mo, before ending the call.

Baptiste wound down his window as he brought the car to a stop. ‘How y’all doing tonight?’ he asked in an impeccable Texan accent.

‘Can I help you gentlemen?’ the officer asked.

‘Sure hope so,’ Baptiste said. ‘We’re with the UN. We’re here to inspect the munitions you have here on the base.’

‘Is this a prearranged visit?’ the officer asked.

Baptiste read off the guard’s badge. ‘Of a fashion, Specialist Williams.’

Williams checked his clipboard. ‘Names, please?’

Baptiste cracked a wide smile. ‘Aw, I’m afraid we can’t give you our names.’

‘Then I’m sorry, sir,’ Williams said. ‘Only authorised personnel are permitted on the base.’

‘Well that’s kinda the whole point, see, it’s something of a surprise inspection,’ Baptiste continued. ‘And it wouldn’t be much of a surprise if we were listed on that little old list of yours.’

‘If you’re with the UN, where are your uniforms?’ the red-headed officer asked, stepping out of the booth.

Baptiste glanced at the second guard’s name badge. ‘Oh, we’re not military personnel, Specialist Trundle. We’re civilian contractors. We’re only attached to the UN. I’m sure you can understand the need for discretion at this time.’

Trundle was insistent. ‘Show us some ID, please.’

Baptiste thought fast. ‘I’m afraid any names we give you aren’t gonna match the ones on our identification. We’ve been instructed to carry out the inspection under assumed personas.’

‘On whose authority?’ Specialist Trundle asked.

‘A General Woodruff, I believe?’ Baptiste replied. ‘If you wanna call the general, be my guest.’

The officers conferred in a whisper. After a brief discussion, Williams stepped into the booth and picked up the receiver.

Baptiste held his breath as Williams made the call. If Mo had done his job right, the call should be rerouting to Gilmore’s number in Rome. If it wasn’t, they would be forced to subdue the guards. And the guards had the upper hand in terms of tactical position.

‘General Woodruff, sir,’ Private Williams said into the phone. ‘Yes, they are here, sir. But they’re not on the list and they don’t have identification.’ Williams recoiled from the receiver, as if receiving a dressing-down. ‘Of course, sir. Right away, sir,’ he said. ‘And sorry for waking you, sir.’

Williams hung up the phone. ‘They’re good,’ he said to Trundle.

Trundle seemed surprised. ‘Well okay, then.’ He handed Baptiste a pair of visitor passes. ‘Please wear these at all times. Follow the road to the right up there—’

‘We know the drill,’ Baptiste said, pulling away through the gate.

‘Where’d you learn to talk like that?’ Pope asked as they drove onto the base.

‘I trained to be an illegal,’ Baptiste said, ‘Thank God they found something better for me to do.’

With the Taurus parked in a visitor spot, Baptiste threw Pope a security pass. They slung them around their necks and roamed the base.

It was vast – unremarkable hangars and long stretches of concrete surrounded by desert and mountain terrain. In the distance, an F16 rose into the air with a whoosh, its afterburners flaming like the devil’s eyes.

‘Night-time manoeuvres,’ Pope said. ‘They’re gearing up for war all right.’

Baptiste and Pope hopped on one of a train of golf carts parked outside a hangar.

‘So what exactly is the plan?’ Pope asked, settling behind the wheel.

‘There’s a plan?’ Baptiste said with a smile.

Pope shook his head and steered them past long rows of stationary jets and carriers. Eventually, they came to a huge white building. The lights were on inside a hangar with engineers pulling a night shift on a stealth fighter, a man in overalls working under the wing, the rev of a high-speed drill piercing the silence.

Pope brought the cart to a stop outside the hangar. ‘We’re getting nowhere. They could be anywhere. Could be up in that jet for all we know,’ he said, pointing at the F16 circling the base.

‘Finally we agree on something.’ Baptiste leaned back in his seat, ‘What would McNeil want with a pair of married air force pilots?’

‘Maybe they’re selling secrets,’ Pope said. ‘Maybe they’re gonna blow up the base.’ He rested his forearms on the steering wheel. ‘Maybe they’re having a threesome.’

As Pope stepped on the accelerator, Baptiste couldn’t help but laugh.

They drove onto the next hangar – and another – until they came to a long row of shipping containers on wheels, with antennas on the roof and doors built into the sides. Pope stopped the golf cart outside a nondescript concrete building.

Baptiste stared ahead at the row of containers. ‘This must be where they fly the UAVs from.’

Pope looked around. ‘What do you reckon, we scope out the building?’

‘Sure, why not?’ Baptiste said, sliding out of his seat. ‘Nothing else to do.’

He and Pope left the cart and walked towards the building. Suddenly, a door opened, a shaft of light spilling across the dark concrete.

A pair of aircrew emerged, zipped up in green flight suits.

‘Over here,’ Baptiste whispered, dragging Pope out of sight around a corner.

‘Shit, it’s them,’ Pope replied, as the couple walked towards the containers.

‘Come on,’ Baptiste said, leading the way at a distance behind the Turners.

The couple held hands as they strolled to a container midway along the row. Baptiste jogged light on his feet with Pope on his shoulder. They hid behind another cabin a few containers down. The Turners spoke outside their container. The husband put a hand to his wife’s cheek and gave her a soft, lingering kiss. They nodded at each other. Riley Turner pulled the door open to the container and they stepped inside. The door closed behind them with a clunk.

Baptiste took out his phone and tapped on Gilmore’s number. ‘We’ve found them,’ Baptiste said. ‘They’re a UAV aircrew, working their next shift.’

‘Take them,’ Gilmore said.

Baptiste ended the call. He drew his sidearm, prompting Pope to do the same. They jogged along the row of containers and came to the one with the number 017 in black lettering up the side. Baptiste grabbed the thick steel door handle. Pope stood ready to enter first. He gave the nod.

Baptiste pulled on the door handle. He pulled and pulled again. It wouldn’t budge. Pope took over. Still no joy.

‘It’s locked from the inside,’ Pope said with a whisper.

‘You don’t say.’

‘So what now?’ Pope asked.

‘We wait until they’ve flown their mission,’ Baptiste replied.

‘And how long’s that gonna take?’

‘Three, four hours?’ Baptiste said with a shrug. How was he supposed to know?

Pope sighed and holstered his weapon. As they set off back to the golf cart, Baptiste made another call to Gilmore. ‘They’re locked in a steel container. We can’t get in.’

‘Then wait until they’re done,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Base security might get suspicious,’ said Baptiste.

Gilmore reacted with all his usual charm and grace. ‘It’s a surprise inspection. Act like it.’

Baptiste hung up the phone. ‘Americans.’

Pope waited on an answer like a dog waiting for its dinner.

‘We wait,’ Baptiste said, slipping his phone away.

Pope groaned in reply.

‘This is why you could never have been a spy,’ Baptiste said. ‘You lack the patience.’

‘Too right I do,’ Pope complained as they walked back to the building the Turners had emerged from. ‘Some people are thinkers,’ he continued. ‘Other people are doers.’

‘Let me guess,’ Baptiste said, ‘you’re not much of a thinker.’

‘Exactly mate.’ Pope missed the sarcasm and slapped Baptiste on the back. ‘So what now, comrade?’

‘We act like inspectors,’ Baptiste replied. ‘Ask to see the flight rosters. Find out when they finish their shift. When they leave the base, that’s when we take them down.’

Baptiste pulled on the handle of the door to the building. This one opened.

‘You reckon they’ve got a canteen?’ Pope asked as they stepped inside.




Chapter 46

The Trinità dei Monti was one of Rome’s top attractions – a white Renaissance-era church towering over the Piazza di Spagna. The so-called Spanish Steps lay in between. There were 138 of them. They rose steep and wide to the doors of the two-towered church in an eclectic mix of straight flights, curves and terraces. Here, tourists could stop, rest a while from their climb and take pictures.

To Romans, the steps were known as the Scalinata di Trinità dei Monti. They had been built to connect the Bourbon Spanish embassy with the French-built church. So they represented a fitting choice for the historic visit of Chiang, and the perfect spot to celebrate the growing closeness between the two nations of Italy and China.

Rome had one of the largest populations of Chinese expatriates in Europe, and they were out in force to welcome the minister to their adopted home. The Chinese public gathered around a turquoise-blue fountain at the base of the steps. Wells, meanwhile, watched from the first-floor window of a vacant apartment he’d scouted earlier that morning. Leaning out of the window, he adopted the look of a curious resident watching the day’s events. Yet his sole focus was the crowd. He scanned one face after another as their numbers swelled on the nearby piazza. The surrounding streets were teeming with activity, police redirecting cars and scooters.

‘Any sign of Chiang?’ Wells asked over the comms.

‘I’m picking up police chatter,’ Anna said, from the back of a parked silver van. ‘The minister’s en route.’

Also in the back of the van were Gilmore and Mo. While Anna worked a bank of monitors, Mo sat on the other side of the van. He hunched over his laptop while Gilmore stood in the middle on the phone to Baptiste.

Gilmore came off the call, a constant eye on the monitors facing Anna. ‘That new drone of ours working?’

‘Audio’s clear and video’s as sharp as a pin,’ Anna replied, steering the prototype Black Hornet over the rooftops.

On one of those rooftops lay Rios, her eye behind the sight of her M110 semi-automatic sniper rifle. She wore the same dark uniform as the three police snipers on neighbouring rooftops. Rios moved her crosshairs over the Spanish Steps. Red Chinese floral arrangements garlanded either side, punctuated by Chinese lanterns. She scanned the entrance to the church and back to the ornate fountain in the square. The crowds waved small Chinese flags, some of the spectators with cheeks painted with the red and yellow colours of their homeland.

‘Jackdaw, are you in position?’ Gilmore asked Rios over the comms.

‘Jackdaw in position,’ Rios confirmed over the thrum of a police helicopter circling the area.

‘Pilgrim, what’s your location?’ asked Gilmore.

‘I’m not exactly sure,’ Driver said, descending through a dark, cramped tunnel hewn out of solid Roman rock.

‘What do you mean?’ Gilmore asked, as she struggled for balance on the slippery rock.

‘I think I may be lost,’ she said. ‘I’m underneath the church, in some kind of drainage system.’

Gilmore was snippy as usual when it came to mission day. ‘What are you doing down there?’ he asked.

‘Took a wrong turn,’ Driver said. ‘The good news is, the church is clear.’ She shivered in the chill of the damp tunnel. ‘The bad news is, no sign of McNeil.’

‘Then get back up here,’ Gilmore demanded.

‘Yeah, easier said than done,’ Driver said, her voice echoing off the jagged stone.

She looked up at the steep, slick path she’d just descended. It was clear the only way was forward. Driver stooped under a low-hanging rock and came to a crossroads in the underground system. She figured she must have been right under the church, with each way promising little more than a narrow tunnel to nowhere.

‘Shit,’ she whispered. ‘Where the hell am—’

Driver caught sight of a figure in the dark distance. He appeared in the tunnel to her right, stopped and stared back. She moved in his direction. He backed up and disappeared. Driver hurried after him, into a larger underground network. The stranger wasn’t far ahead, dressed in a maintenance uniform. He ran under a grille in the ground above. It cast his face in a shaft of light.

It was Tom.

Driver drew her weapon, but McNeil darted to his right, down another tunnel. She cursed herself for being a fraction too slow. ‘I’ve found McNeil,’ she said, on the run. ‘I’m in pursuit.’

Driver flew along the passageway, feet splashing through shallow drainage water, her weapon trained on the space ahead. It could easily be a trap. McNeil could have been waiting for her around the corner, ready to take her down. It didn’t matter. Let the bastard try.

Driver passed under the grille almost losing her footing. Running so fast, she almost missed it, but it caught her eye. A flash of blue. Something out of place. In truth, her eyes knew what they’d seen, even in a split second.

Driver came to a sudden stop. She backed up and looked to her left. ‘Aw, shit.’

‘What?’ Gilmore asked.

‘This is Pilgrim. I’ve found the device.’




Chapter 47

This was Locatelli’s workshop all over again. Except this time, it wouldn’t be a controlled explosion.

‘Anyone know how to defuse a bomb?’ Driver asked, watching the neon-blue timer tick down.

‘How long?’ Gilmore replied.

‘Nine minutes fifty.’

‘Christ, he’s gonna blow the place from underneath,’ Gilmore said. ‘Have the whole area cave in.’

‘And it looks as if Chiang is here,’ Wells added. ‘Three cars pulling up in the square. You want me to intercept?’

‘You’ll be taken out before you get the chance,’ Gilmore said.

‘What about the crowds in the square?’ Rios asked.

‘I can put a call in,’ Anna replied. ‘The local bomb squad.’

‘They’ll never make it in time,’ Driver said.

‘Then at least let me clear the piazza,’ Anna said. ‘Call in a bomb threat.’

‘I worked in MI5. It doesn’t happen that fast,’ countered Wells.

‘And the crowd isn’t the priority,’ Gilmore insisted.

‘Innocent lives aren’t a priority?’ Anna asked.

‘Billions, yes,’ Gilmore said. ‘Hundreds, no.’

With the clock ticking down, Driver tried to block out the argument breaking out over the comms. She ran a tentative hand over the panel of the device and found a small gap on the right-hand side, enough to get a fingernail in. ‘This is Pilgrim. I’m going to see if I can remove the front panel.’

‘Negative, Pilgrim,’ Wells replied. ‘It could have a pressure trigger.’

‘I can’t stand here and do nothing.’

‘Anyone know what explosives he’s using?’ Rios asked.

‘No, why?’ Driver asked.

‘’Cause if it’s C4, you can blow the panel and deactivate the trigger.’

‘Jackdaw’s right,’ Wells interjected, ‘but—’

‘How do we know he’s using C4?’ Gilmore asked.

‘We don’t,’ Wells said. ‘But Locatelli’s apartment was rigged with the stuff. It’s durable, practical, compact—’

‘Tell me how,’ Driver said.

‘With a gunshot,’ Rios replied.

Did Driver hear her right? ‘Say again, Jackdaw. I thought you said a—’

‘Usually with a shotgun or a paperweight round,’ Rios continued, ‘but what the hell, right? Beggars and choosers.’

‘Forget about the pressure trigger,’ Gilmore said, ‘what if the damn thing detonates?’

‘Detonators are sensitive, but small,’ Wells replied. ‘There’s a good chance she won’t hit it.’

Driver looked down at her Glock. ‘Good?’

‘Reasonable,’ Wells said.

‘Just do your best,’ added Rios.

Driver took a breath. ‘All right.’

‘Negative, Pilgrim,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘Get the hell out of there.’

Driver ignored the command and hurried to her right along the tunnel. She took cover where the tunnel branched left and stood flat against the wall. Driver reached around the wall and took aim at the thin edge of the panel on the device. It was either very smart or very stupid. With her heart in her mouth, she squeezed an eye shut. ‘Taking the shot.’

Driver squeezed the trigger and fired once. Her body tensed, waiting for an explosion. But the shot was good. The panel sprung open and hung halfway off. She let out a shaky breath. ‘The panel’s off. I’m inspecting the device.’

Driver came out of hiding and approached the bomb. The countdown timer was still ticking. She faced a rainbow of interconnected wires and circuit boards. Her fingers hovered over the wires. ‘All right, it’s complex. We’ve got a whole bunch of wires, and what looks like a detonator. Maybe I can do something here—’

‘Yes, you can get your ass out of there,’ Gilmore barked.

‘It’s gotta be one of these wires,’ Driver whispered to herself.

‘This isn’t the movies,’ Rios said. ‘Besides, you haven’t got the tools.’

‘I’ve gotta do something,’ Driver said, staring at the bomb, almost in a trance. Did part of her want it to take it with her?

‘Let me think a minute,’ Rios murmured. ‘You said there was a detonator, right?’

‘Yeah, I think so.’

‘Then there could be a way to override the countdown, but not at source,’ Rios continued. ‘McNeil must have a remote for the device. If it can trigger the bomb, it can stop it, too.’

‘The remote, right,’ Driver said, refocusing. ‘I’m on it.’

She set her stopwatch in sync with the timer on the bomb and bolted from the device. Turning down the tunnel where she last saw Tom, Driver sprinted towards a rusty iron ladder. Her gut told her to climb. She scrambled up the rusty rungs, bolts coming loose and the ladder threatening to collapse. Driver kept climbing as far as a manhole cover. She hooked a leg around the ladder for stability and pushed with both hands. The manhole cover was heavy, but she inched it to one side, the metal cover scraping over the road.

Daylight poured in. Driver squeezed through the gap and hauled herself out of the hole, onto a road at the rear of the Trinità dei Monti. As she got to her feet, Tom appeared out of a service entrance to the church. Driver noticed a black remote hanging from his belt. That was it – the detonator.

Tom unlocked a parked maintenance van with a key fob. Seeing her draw her weapon, he turned and sprinted back inside the church. Driver gave chase, along grand marble corridors, under frescoed ceilings, to a stone staircase spiralling upwards. She bounded up the stairs, Tom ahead, always a fraction out of sight. Driver couldn’t get a shot.

Gilmore wanted an update. No time to talk, no time to think. She started to gain on him, catching sight of a foot, a shoulder blade. She fired and missed. And still they ran, past windows looking out over the rooftops of the ancient city.

Then Tom appeared from nowhere, his weapon in hand. He took a shot, a bullet skimming Driver’s arm. It only tore the sleeve of her jacket. Yet it slowed her down, giving Tom the jump. Driver sprinted towards the top, her thighs on fire and calves made of lead. She reached the roof and found two towers, each housing a giant brass bell.

Driver scanned the area ahead – no sign of Tom. She checked her stopwatch. Five minutes left. If all had gone to plan, Tom would have been halfway across the city by now. But he was here. Somewhere.

A deep, deafening ring made Driver jump. She turned in shock, spun three-sixty as the bells marked the coming of noon.

And there he was on the other side of the tower as the bells swung back and forth. Driver fired. So did Tom. Neither landed a shot on target, but she saw a flash of movement as he ran onto the next tower.

Driver played catch-up. The bells stopped ringing, her ears ringing instead. She sidestepped to the left of the second bell, darted out in the open. Tom was there, pistol raised. She pushed his hand away, the bullet ricocheting off the church bell. Driver fired back, but Tom knocked her gun from her hand. As they wrestled for the remaining pistol, Tom punched her in the gut. She dropped to a knee. He raised his weapon.

Driver pushed off her feet and tackled him over a low wall. She tumbled with him to the flat roof of the church. It was a hard fall of several feet. Driver rolled as she hit the rooftop. Tom lost control of his weapon as he landed on a shoulder. Both were hurt and slow to their feet. Driver felt a jarring pain in her hip. She shook it off, adrenalin doing most of the work.

Spying Tom’s pistol on the floor, she raced him for it. He tackled her with the weight of a linebacker and reached for the gun. Driver got there first. Tom grabbed the butt of the pistol and ejected the clip as she squeezed the trigger. He swiped the clip away. Driver cracked him on the forehead with the empty pistol. Tom rolled clear and got to his feet. She jumped up and ditched the empty pistol as they squared up to each other. Driver checked the count on her watch. She zoned in on the remote, hanging from Tom’s tool belt. They circled each other, Driver half listening to a conversation in her ear.

‘Chiang’s skipping the church visit,’ Anna said. ‘Going straight into his speech.’

Driver looked down and saw the minister in position a short way up the steps on a terraced area. He stood behind a microphone and waved to the crowd below, surrounded by a dark-suited security team.

‘You any closer to getting that remote?’ Gilmore asked.

‘I’m working on it,’ Driver said, her eyes on the prize.

Tom smiled and tapped the remote. ‘You want this? Come get it.’

Of course it was a ploy. To suck her in, counter her attack and take her down. But Driver had no choice, and no time. She broke into a sprint. Tom was as sharp as ever. He sidestepped and judo-threw her over a shoulder. Yet Driver hung on, reversing the throw with her own momentum. She flung Tom to the rooftop, rolling out of the move and onto her feet. Driver met him on the rise, a roundhouse kick to the jaw, flooring all six foot two of him. She’d always been handy on the dojo mats, but all those blood and thunder fights in the Boneyard had sharpened her skills and hardened her body.

As Tom dropped limp, Driver went for the remote on his hip. She snatched it from his belt and found the off switch. Yet Tom was alert and slapped it from her grip. Driver caught it with the other hand, but he grabbed her wrist before she had chance to cancel the timer. He tore the remote from her and caught her with a stinging right to the cheek. Driver staggered backwards, the remote in Tom’s possession. He turned and hurled it across the rooftop.

Driver glanced at her watch and launched into a sprint. With a minute to go, she had to get to that remote. As Tom moved to block her, Driver feinted left and went right. She spun around Tom and ran. It was a thirty-yard dash to the remote with Tom on her tail. He jumped on her back. She hit the roof on her front, flattened by his 200-pound frame. Yet Driver had a hand on the remote, and his hand on hers. He squeezed it tight, digging his thumbs into her pressure points. The pain was incredible. She reached with the other hand. He grabbed it and twisted it behind her back.

Driver fought through the pain. But Tom was stronger. ‘There’s nothing you can do now,’ he said in her ear.

She watched the time count down in sync with the bomb. There were fifteen seconds left.

Ten seconds. Five, four, three, two…

‘I’m sorry,’ Driver said over the comms.




Chapter 48

Driver waited for the blast. There was a muted bang from beneath the church, like a car backfiring. A nearby pipe spat out a column of hot vapour. But that was all.

With Tom’s grip releasing and his weight lifting from her, she rolled onto her back. Tom loomed over her, staring at the remote, then at the square below the church. Driver turned and peered over the edge of the roof. The minister was alive, with no sign of damage above ground Following a collective shrug, the minister went back to his speech, thanking everyone for coming.

‘What the hell just happened?’ Wells asked over the comms.

‘Nothing the hell just happened,’ Rios replied.

‘Aw, what’s wrong, honey?’ Driver said. ‘Is your little toy broken?’

Tom looked again at the detonator in his hand. He rattled the switch in confusion.

‘Locatelli screwed you over,’ she continued. ‘I guess he didn’t want you blowing up his city.’

Tom threw the remote aside. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ He put a finger to his ear. ‘Switch to Protocol Delta.’

Driver struggled to her knees. ‘What’s Protocol Delta?’

Tom smiled without saying a word. He walked towards her, ready to finish the job.

Driver glanced down at her ankle. She lifted her trouser leg and tore open a Velcro strap, pulled a compact pistol and got to her feet. But then she dropped to a knee on weakened legs. Tom burst forward, raised a boot and kicked her in the solar plexus. The force propelled her through the air onto her back. Driver dropped the pistol, but rolled over and struggled back to her feet. Tom had the gun now, the safety off and aimed straight at her.

Gilmore spoke in her earpiece. ‘What’s your status, Pilgrim?’

‘My status is that I’m screwed,’ Driver said. ‘He’s got a gun on me.’

‘Jackdaw, have you got a shot?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Negative,’ Rios replied. ‘The church roof is too high. I’m unsighted.’

‘Forget about me,’ Driver said. ‘The minister’s the priority.’

‘Sorry, Sam, but this is where it has to end.’ Tom wore a look of regret behind the pistol. It was obviously feigned.

‘You still haven’t answered my question,’ Driver said. ‘Why?’

Tom sighed, as if in pain. ‘I didn’t want any of this. If there had been another way—’

‘Another way to what? Fake your own death? Sell us out to Serik? Pretend you loved me?’

Tom looked offended. ‘I never pretended.’

Driver wanted to scream. He never pretended.

‘That was the hardest thing I ever had to do,’ Tom continued.

‘So I’m supposed to be grateful?’

Tom shook his head in anger. The pistol wavered in his hand. ‘This is why – I knew you wouldn’t understand.’

‘Understand what?’

‘Can’t you see?’ Tom said, waving the gun around him. ‘The world has a poisoned soul.’ He refocused behind the pistol. ‘They sign us up, ship us out. Send us halfway around the world to die. Then they call us heroes. Treat us like maggots.’ Tom breathed heavily like a man full of rage. ‘Those who make it back, last six months before they blow their fucking brains out. I saw my entire unit die in Iraq. And for what? For oil? A building contract? There’s only one way to save the world from the machine we’ve created.’

‘By destroying it?’ Driver said. ‘Buddying up with Serik and his pals?’

‘Serik was useful for a time,’ Tom replied. ‘He supported our aims in Kazakhstan, Washington and Moscow… But he’s a terrorist.’

Driver shrugged. ‘I don’t see the difference.’

‘Terrorists spread fear,’ Tom said. ‘This is hitting the reset button.’

‘Hitting the reset… Have you heard yourself, Tom?’

‘We burn it all down,’ he continued. ‘And build it up again from the ashes. Only this time, we’ll do it right.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Come on, Sam, aren’t you sick of all this?’ Tom said. ‘Think about it – no more agencies, no more lying politicians or wealthy elite. Just a simple world, where people can live a simple, happy fucking existence.’

‘And what happens when there’s no one left to build this new utopia?’ Driver asked. ‘You think you’re going to survive a nuclear winter?’

‘Some of us will make it,’ Tom replied. ‘The cause is bigger than me, Sam. That’s the whole point.’

Driver shook her head. ‘My mother warned me about you. Can’t believe she was actually right.’

‘Well she ought to know,’ Tom snapped. ‘She still on the pills?’

‘I couldn’t tell you. I’ve been in a Siberian gulag.’

Tom looked over the surrounding rooftops. ‘Well here’s the bright side, we’ve got the best seat in the house.’

‘For what?’ Driver asked. ‘What’s Protocol Delta?’

Tom laughed. ‘You’re about to find—’ The smile dropped from his face, his attention drawn by events on the ground.

Something was happening. Something even Tom didn’t seem prepared for.



As Minister Chiang continued with his speech, Lim stood to the left of his security team. It was far from ideal. She would have liked to make her move before arriving at the steps. But without a window of opportunity, or a weapon, she’d had to wait.

It was high risk, and getting riskier. Lim had kept her earpiece in from the previous operation. It was tuned into the same frequency as before – an oversight on Gilmore’s part. In her ear, she heard everything: the bomb not detonating and a plan B from McNeil called Protocol Delta. Lim could hazard a guess it involved the minister, and she knew every second that ticked by she was riding her luck.

Sometimes a little good fortune was necessary, but in Lim’s experience, it didn’t last long. And from the chatter on the comms, she knew Mo was running facial recognition using a satellite – most likely from the back of the silver van Lim had noticed parked down the street. He would be scanning pedestrians and the gathered crowd first. There were hundreds of faces, and those faces had bought her time, time enough until the cars were empty and the minister was vulnerable. Lim glanced around her. Chiang’s security team were communicating over comms of their own with discreet whispers into their sleeves.

She sized up the man next to her. His jacket was unbuttoned, a weapon holstered on his left hip sporting a short silencer attachment. It was custom-made, the same as the others. His fingers flexed close to the butt and a bead of sweat stood out on his temple. He turned his head towards the female team leader – they exchanged a nod. In a split-second, Lim read the body language of Chiang’s security team. She looked to the three-car convoy parked at the base of the steps, the door to the minister’s car left open.

As Chiang waved at the crowd behind the barrier, time seemed to slow down. She made her move – pulled the man’s weapon from its holster and put a silenced round in his knee. The security team reacted; Lim reacted faster. A firm kick broke the leg of the next man. The third along drew his gun. Lim reversed the shot in his stomach. Her own weapon was slapped from her hand by the female leader. She went to draw, and Lim punched her in the throat, took the next man down with a close-quarters throw. She stole his pistol and grabbed the minister and drew him in close by his tie, enough to deny Rios and the police snipers a clean shot. She dragged a terrified Chiang down a handful of steps and into the waiting car. The crowds were more stunned than afraid for their own lives.

Lim slammed the driver-side door as Chiang scrambled for the passenger door. She applied the locks before he could bail out, but the minister’s security detail weren’t done. The physically able were led by the woman, rushing to the remaining two cars.

Jumping behind the wheel, Lim stepped on the accelerator and smoked the tyres. She saw Wells flying out of a doorway onto the street, his jaw on the floor.

‘Move and you’re dead,’ she said to Chiang, as they blasted away from the piazza.




Chapter 49

Pope slapped a hand against the vending machine in the flight centre corridor. Nothing happened. ‘Piece of bloody shit.’

He rocked the machine back and forward, rattling it when it didn’t respond. Finally, his can of Coke dropped and rumbled. Pope snatched it from the mouth of the machine and pulled on the ring tab. The can fizzed all over his crotch. ‘Bastard—’

As Pope wiped the Coke from his jeans, Baptiste leaned against the wall and smiled.

‘Here’s the flight schedule you asked for, sir,’ said Lieutenant Guthrie. She handed them to Baptiste, stood to attention and stared straight ahead.

‘You don’t have to call me sir, just salute,’ Baptiste replied in his adopted southern drawl.

The diminutive redhead snapped to attention.

‘It was a joke,’ Baptiste said. ‘And don’t worry, it’s just an inspection.’

‘For General Woodruff, sir,’ Lieutenant Guthrie said, unblinking.

Baptiste leafed through stapled sheets of office paper. ‘He a hard-ass, huh?’

Guthrie stood rod-straight in fear. ‘I’m not at liberty to say, sir.’

Baptiste scanned the list of planned flights over a twenty-four-hour window.

‘Got anything?’ Pope asked, sipping on his can.

‘Not yet,’ Baptiste said, running a finger down the list. ‘Hold on. I think I might have them.’

‘Who, sir?’ Guthrie asked.

‘That’s classified, Lieutenant,’ Pope said. ‘Go and stand over there.’

‘Over there?’ Guthrie asked, pointing a little way down the corridor.

‘Yeah,’ Pope said.

Guthrie turned and marched ten steps down the corridor.

‘Further,’ Pope nodded.

Guthrie marched a couple more. ‘Here?’

‘Keep going.’

‘Here?’ Guthrie asked.

‘Yeah,’ Pope replied. ‘Don’t listen and don’t say anything. Remember, you’re being assessed.’

Baptiste raised an eyebrow at Pope and returned his attention to the list. ‘Here we are, container seventeen. They’re assigned to pilot a Predator. But all we’ve got is a flight number.’ Baptiste looked down the corridor. ‘Lieutenant Guthrie, is it procedure for an aircrew to lock the door to the flight deck before a mission?’

Guthrie ignored him.

‘Lieutenant Guthrie!’

‘He said not to speak, sir,’ Guthrie replied, pointing at Pope. ‘He said it was a test.’

‘That’s because he’s an asshole,’ Baptiste said. ‘Now answer the question.’

‘Uh, negative, sir. That would not be standard procedure.’

‘So let me get this straight,’ Pope conferred with Baptiste. ‘They cross paths with McNeil twice in the last six months while making a flight connection. They box up all their shit and have it picked up in the dead of night for destruction. Then they head out for a romantic meal and spend an hour staring into each other’s eyes. All before going Vanishing Point on our arses and locking the door to that metal coffin out there.’ Pope met Baptiste’s eye. ‘What does this look like to you?’

Baptiste shrugged. ‘Like they’re going away for good.’

‘Like they’re gonna pull some messed-up shit,’ Pope said.

Baptiste looked along the corridor. ‘Lieutenant Guthrie, where’s the ops centre for the UAVs?’

‘It depends, sir,’ Guthrie replied.

‘Depends on what?’ Pope asked.

‘On whether it’s Langley or US Air Force.’

Baptiste returned to the list. ‘It says Squadron Forty-Two.’

‘That would be Langley, sir. They have a dedicated unit. They run their own missions, with their own handpicked units operating out of the base.’

Baptiste looked again at the list. ‘You’re telling me those pilots are flying missions without any US Air Force involvement?’

‘They keep themselves to themselves,’ Guthrie said. ‘They don’t mix with the other aircrews. If you ask me, they think they’re a little, you know, superior.’

‘Do you at least have the flight plans?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ Guthrie replied. ‘Those we do have.’

‘Show us,’ Baptiste said.

‘This way, sir.’ Guthrie marched ahead down the corridor. She turned right into a large room with a conference table and a giant touchscreen along one wall. It showed a map of the world. ‘What’s the flight number on that list, sir?’ she asked.

Baptiste ran a finger under the number. ‘LGY7650.’

Guthrie called up a search box on the screen and typed in the flight number. It zoomed in on a flashing red dot over southern Europe. Guthrie expanded the image. The flight was taking off from Sardinia, a curving red line heading for Creech Air Force Base.

‘Looks like they’re bringing the UAV home, sir.’

‘Is that normal?’ Pope asked.

Guthrie nodded. ‘For repairs and upgrades? Sure. There’s a good chance they’ll sell the old one and send a new one back out there. It’s likely to be the new stealth drone,’ she continued. ‘You should see it, it kicks ass… sir.’

‘Why would a trip to the garage be listed as a CIA op?’ Pope asked.

Guthrie seemed at a loss for ideas. ‘Technically, it shouldn’t.’

Baptiste took a closer look at the map. He traced a finger along the arc of the flight path, across the Mediterranean. His finger stopped, the truth dawning on him. It was worse than he could have imagined and required no words of explanation.

As Baptiste turned to Pope, the Australian turned to Guthrie. ‘We need to inspect your cutting tools.’

‘Cutting tools?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ Pope said, taking her by the elbow. ‘We need to inspect them right now.’

Hurrying out of the room behind them, Baptiste took out his phone and called Gilmore’s number. ‘We’ve got a problem,’ he said. ‘A big, big problem.’




Chapter 50

‘Cornerstone, are you seeing this?’ Rios asked, zooming in on Chiang’s entourage. There was a scramble of bodies and shots fired as the minister was bundled towards a waiting car.

‘Running facial,’ Mo replied over the comms. ‘It’s Lim.’

‘No shit,’ said Wells. ‘I’m on my way down.’

‘She’ll be gone by the time you get there,’ Gilmore said. ‘Jackdaw, do you have a shot?’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘Take the shot,’ Gilmore ordered. ‘Eliminate the target.’

‘Negative,’ Rios said.

‘What?’

‘I’m not gonna do it,’ she replied.

‘Take the damn shot,’ Gilmore yelled.

Rios cursed to herself in her native tongue. She squeezed the trigger. A .51 hollow-point sped through the air. It hit one of Chiang’s bodyguards as he raised his weapon at an unsighted Lim – a glancing blow to the shoulder, but enough to put him down.

‘Lim is out of here,’ Mo said in Rios’ ear.

‘Jackdaw, what the hell?’ Gilmore yelled.

‘I’m not shooting Lim,’ Rios answered. ‘Give her a chance.’

‘To do what?’ Wells said. ‘Kill the minister? Start a war?’

Rios knew it was a potentially stupid thing to do. In her mind she rationalised that Gilmore was ordering the kill on the assumption of guilt, which wasn’t enough for an execution. In reality, she’d gone with her gut. Lim was an outsider, like her. And when it came to split-second decisions, she wasn’t about to spill the woman’s brains on the say-so of some ex-CIA asshole.

‘Watchdog, get after her,’ Gilmore continued over the comms.

‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Wells panted, as Lim took off in one of the security team’s cars.’

Rios spied the remaining security team jumping into the other two BMWs. They sped off in pursuit, past Wells, who burst out of a door on street level.

‘Watchdog, Red Alfa,’ Rios said, zooming in with her rifle sight. ‘Nine o’clock.’

‘Got it,’ Wells replied, a finger to his ear, sprinting to a newly parked Alfa Romeo hatchback.

As Rios watched on through her crosshairs, Wells pulled the young female driver from the car, jumped in the Alfa and drove.



Wells sat hunched over the wheel, his legs somewhere around his ears with ‘Hot n Cold’ by Katy Perry blasting through the car stereo. With no time to adjust the seat or fiddle with the controls to turn off the music, he gunned the Alfa through the tight streets of Rome. The chasing cars ahead made a sharp right, with Lim out of sight at the front of the pack.

Wells stuck behind the rear BMW as they slalomed left and right at ridiculous speeds. He quick-changed through the gears, trying to stay in contention. Yet the car ahead slammed on its brakes and turned into a side street in tight formation with the others. Wells swerved round the rear of the car, too late to make the corner. The skinny tyres didn’t have it in them, so he pulled a sliding handbrake turn into a parallel street, which was little more than a narrow alleyway lined with shops and backstreet cafes. Wells hammered the horn as the Alfa bumped off the uneven road. Milling pedestrians dove out of the way as he crashed through a table and chairs, red wine and spaghetti splattering all over the windscreen.

Wells turned on the wipers and fired the water jets, the windscreen painted red with bolognese sauce, yet he saw enough to make a sudden turn back onto a main road. Sliding into place between the two chasing cars, Wells was only one BMW short of Lim’s tail. He shifted up through the gears, squeezing every last drop out of the Alfa.

‘You’re not getting away,’ he growled. ‘Not this time.’




Chapter 51

Driver stood watching from the church rooftop as Lim sped away with Chiang. ‘Was that part of your plan too?’ she asked Tom.

He shook his head in reply. ‘Whoever she is, she’s not with me. A public execution would have been better. But I guess we can still link it to the Agency.’

‘So that was the plan,’ Driver said. ‘You assassinate the minister, pin it on the CIA and draw the Chinese into direct conflict with the US.’

‘Every war needs a push,’ Tom said. ‘A bombing would have been a tidier fit with Washington and Moscow. Same MO, easier to string together… But always have a backup plan.’

Driver was getting sick of Tom’s vague rhetoric. ‘How long were you lying to me?’ she asked. ‘When did you turn?’

‘Oh, before I met you,’ Tom said. ‘You just couldn’t see it.’ He took a step towards her with the pistol. ‘Serik wanted you dead, you know. I wouldn’t sanction it.’

‘So that’s why you drew the X on the pair of us. To mark us out.’

Tom nodded. ‘So they wouldn’t target us, yes.’

‘You should have let them shoot me,’ Driver said. ‘It would have been kinder.’

Tom let out a sigh, as if she was ungrateful. She wanted to grab that gun and ram it up his – No, it wasn’t the time for that.

‘So you going to tell me who you work for?’ Driver asked.

Tom laughed. ‘No one – it stops with me, honey.’

‘Bullshit. You may as well tell me. You’re going to kill me anyway, right?’

‘Let’s just say they’re people with deep pockets,’ Tom said, ‘and the desire to get things done. When they found me I was in a dark place. They showed me the light.’

‘You mean they brainwashed you.’

‘No, Sam, they woke me up.’

Driver shook her head. ‘Man, you really drank the Kool-Aid, didn’t you?’

She couldn’t believe a man like Tom – a decorated SEAL team commander – could be so easily duped. Yet wasn’t that the way it always happened? Terrorists didn’t pluck suicide bombers from the emotionally nourished. And Tom had admitted in the past to bouts of depression as a teen. Driver felt she should have picked up on the signs. But love was blinding. Now she almost felt pity for him, and perhaps he could still be saved. ‘It’s not too late, Tom. There’s still time to come back over.’

‘And there’s still time for you to join us,’ Tom replied, dashing her hopes.

Driver couldn’t help but laugh. ‘My God, to think I was going to marry you.’

‘Look at you,’ Tom said. ‘Clearly you’ve been railroaded into some crackpot, clandestine scheme. Probably by the same agency who abandoned and betrayed you in the first place. Am I right?’

‘Oh, you want to talk about betrayal?’ Driver said.

‘I did it for a higher cause. That’s what brought us together in the first place.’

‘And tore us apart,’ Driver said.

‘I just finally figured out whose side I should be on,’ McNeil said.

‘Whose side are you on, Tom? Vesuvius?’

Tom wore a look of surprise. ‘How do you know that name?’

‘Your guy, Fuller,’ Driver replied. ‘What is that, some kind of secret cabal? Powerful old men who want to take over?’

‘Men and women who want to leave a legacy,’ Tom interjected.

‘I expect they’ll be tucked up in their bunkers while you and the rest of the world burns.’

Tom’s face flashed with anger. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

From the look in his eye, Driver figured she was hitting close to the truth, as well as touching a raw nerve. ‘Are we talking people in government?’ she probed. ‘On the Hill? In the corporate sector?’

‘We’re talking everywhere,’ Tom said with a smug air. ‘We could do with someone like you, Sam. A woman with your profile, you’d be welcomed with open arms. And appreciated, too. It’s not like back home.’

Driver snorted. ‘You make it sound like a job at Google.’

‘Come on, Sam. You know in your heart I’m right.’

‘I know you’re fucking insane.’

Tom tightened his grip on the gun, wrestling with himself. ‘Damn you for making me do this.’ He dropped his arm to his side, as if he couldn’t do it, then shook his head. ‘Goodbye, Sam.’

Tom raised the weapon and squeezed off a round.



Driver flinched at the pop of the gun. She couldn’t help it, even though she knew that it could do her no harm.

Tom stared at the barrel of the smoking pistol.

‘Darn it,’ Driver said, a hand to her mouth. ‘I forgot to take out the blanks.’ She put a finger to her ear. ‘Cornerstone, you get all that?’

‘Got the whole thing,’ Anna said.

Driver looked up to the sky over her shoulder. The Black Hornet drone buzzed over her head. Tom watched, slack-jawed, as it flew across the rooftop and over the piazza, returning to the surveillance van.

‘Like you said, always have a backup plan,’ Driver said.

Tom’s face darkened. He threw away the pistol.

‘Take him down,’ Gilmore said.

‘With pleasure,’ Driver said.

Tom launched into an attack. She ducked the first punch, struck him in the ribs and followed through with the same fist into his jaw. He staggered as Driver kicked him backwards, but regained his balance, blocked the next two blows and countered with a winding strike to the sternum. A lightning-quick punch to the face came next. Driver hit the floor, dizzied with the taste of copper in her mouth.

Tom moved to finish her off, yet she spun on her back, swiped his legs from under him and leaped to her feet. As Tom picked himself up, they circled each other, took a breath and went in for a second round.




Chapter 52

The wheels rattled and the steel trolley shook over the hard grain of the tarmac. Pope put a hand on the tops of the oxygen and acetylene tanks to stop them from toppling over. Baptiste matched him stride for stride past one container after another.

Lieutenant Guthrie struggled to keep pace. ‘What is this? What are you doing?’

They ignored her and ran as far as container seventeen. Pope brought the trolley to a juddering stop. He unloaded the oxygen tank and set it down by the side of the container. As Baptiste handed him the acetylene, the Australian positioned the tank next to the oxygen and reached for the torch.

Guthrie pulled her service weapon. ‘I can’t let you do that.’

She had Pope in her sights, his hand hovering over the torch handle.

‘I’ll shoot,’ Guthrie insisted.

Pope grabbed the torch and a pair of protective goggles, shaped like wraparound sunglasses. ‘Whatever you need to do.’

‘I mean it,’ Guthrie said. ‘Put down the torch.’

Pope rested the goggles on his head, torch in hand.

Guthrie didn’t seem like the shooting kind to Baptiste. But she was scared and twitchy. And twitchy fingers made for dangerous situations. He took a step forward, hands out in peace. Guthrie switched the gun to him, back to Pope and to Baptiste again. He had no time to draw his weapon. Neither did the Russian want to. He took another step forward. ‘Take it easy, Lieutenant.’

Guthrie was doing anything but. ‘This isn’t an inspection, is it?’

‘No, Lieutenant, this is not an inspection,’ Baptiste said. ‘But it is a matter of national security.’

‘One more time, put down the torch,’ Guthrie said to Pope. ‘I can’t let you in there.’

‘You can’t stop us,’ Pope replied, firing up the blowtorch.

‘Step away from the container,’ Guthrie repeated.

‘Lieutenant,’ Baptiste said, ‘if we don’t get through that door, something terrible is going to happen.’

‘Like what?’ she asked.

‘That’s classified,’ Baptiste continued. ‘But there’s only one question that matters now… Do you want to start a war?’

As Pope loosened the valves on the gas tanks, Guthrie digested the question. ‘No, of course not.’

‘Do you want your family to die?’ Baptiste asked.

‘No,’ Guthrie said.

‘Then I can guarantee you this,’ Baptiste added, inching towards Guthrie. ‘Both of those things will happen if we don’t cut through that door, right now.’

Pope opened the acetylene valve on the torch. ‘Lighter.’

Without taking his eyes off Guthrie, Baptiste took out his cigarette lighter. He tossed it to Pope, who caught it and lit the torch.

‘Don’t do that,’ Guthrie said, reverting her aim to Pope.

Baptiste softened his tone. ‘Lieutenant Guthrie, the biggest threat to your nation is behind that door. If ever you wanted to serve your country, this is your time.’

Guthrie wore the moral struggle on her face. She dithered an agonising amount of time, only to lower her weapon.

Pope turned the valve on the handle of the torch. The yellow flame thinned into a hissing jet of white heat. He dropped his goggles over his eyes. ‘All right, stand clear.’

Baptiste and Guthrie backed away. Pope turned to the door and, starting in the top corner, brought the torch to the steel with a shower of orange sparks. The steel glowed red from the heat of the acetylene. He squeezed the trigger, adding a jet of oxygen into the mix. It cut through the steel and the door began to melt.



Inside the container, Riley and Rose Turner exchanged a nervous glance. They reached out and squeezed each other’s hands. The door would only hold so long, with sparks cascading into the cabin.

‘All the way?’ Riley asked Rose.

Rose nodded. ‘All the way.’

They refocused on their mission. It was bigger than them. And it was over a year in the planning, the brainchild of Vesuvius, led by Tom McNeil. He’d introduced them to the organisation and their vision of change. At last, a real opportunity to serve their country, to finally make a difference. No more sitting in a box flying drones, playing judge, jury and executioner, firing on complete strangers from thousands of miles away at the behest of a glorified office manager. It would mean sacrifice – the ultimate sacrifice. Yet the past two weeks had been the best of their young married life. They’d never laughed so much, talked so much, made love so much.

Now the time was here, neither of them were quite as enamoured by the idea as they’d been a year ago – the afternoon McNeil made his first approach at a friend’s barbecue in Kyle Canyon. They’d been unhappy, jaded, depressed for so long. Rose on the pills, Riley on the booze. Each weighed down by the burdens of the choices they made every day on the flight deck. They were barely eating, talking, sleeping – let alone sleeping together. Then McNeil had mentioned a hypothetical idea over a beer and a hamburger. It was fresh, dangerous, liberating. It had hardened over time into a solid plan. And it would be so easy. Another Squadron Forty-Two flight at Creech, yet a flight with no mission. It would fall between jurisdictions. They would have all the clearance they needed to fly the Predator drone, and none of the external supervision. After all, Langley was only interested in missions, and the US Air Force lacked the authority and inclination to look into CIA affairs. In fact, their paymasters were only too happy to maintain plausible deniability.

For the Turners, it was the perfect plan in a world of imperfect solutions. Better this than the current state of affairs. There was only one way to kill the machine, as McNeil had put it. So they’d deep-cleaned the house they had bought only eighteen months before, and boxed up all their possessions for destruction. It was essential, McNeil said, to ensure they left no trail behind. The people McNeil worked for had paid off all their debts. The Turners had drained their modest bank account and prepared their written goodbyes for loved ones.

Arrest, capture, trial. None of these were options. Neither husband or wife could face a life alone, away from each other behind bars. Better to end it here, together. So Flight Lieutenant Riley Turner, twenty-six years of age, brought the Predator UAV to an altitude of thirty thousand feet. ‘ETA to target, five minutes.’

‘Roger that,’ his wife replied, a worried glance over her shoulder.

The jagged, glowing line of molten steel inched across the top of the door frame to the rear of the flight deck. ‘You think it’ll hold?’

‘Hey,’ Riley said, a squeeze of Rose’s shoulder. ‘We’ve got this.’

Rose took a deep breath and nodded. She turned her attention back to the screen in front of her. At first the deep-blue ocean with tiny white ships making tiny white waves. Then rugged, rocky coastline. Lush green vegetation. Vineyards and olive groves. And finally, roads, villas, factories and towns.

To the hiss and blast and heat of the cutter, Riley wrapped his sticky palm tighter around the stick. He brought the drone down to twenty thousand feet. ‘Throttling back,’ he said, as he and Rose took a collective breath. This was it. Where the gut-wrenching nerves started and the final approach began. For the Turners, it would be the end. For the world, a new beginning.




Chapter 53

Lim arrowed the 7-Series BMW down a cosy side street at speeds that shouldn’t have been possible. The chasing BMWs stuck to her like gum on a school desk, a red Alfa hatchback wedged between the two. Chiang pleaded for his life in the passenger seat, his face a white matte from the dizzying ride. He begged for her to slow down. She did as requested, pulling sharply on the handbrake.

The BMW slid sideways into the next street, kissed the wall and swerved around a Vespa flying the other way. The Vespa rider crashed into a storefront as the chasing pack appeared in her rear-view mirror, the drivers skilful and obviously highly trained.

Lim tore down street after street, looking for a way out, trying to recall a memorised map of Rome city centre. All the while she was fighting the urge to put a bullet through the whimpering Chiang’s skull. Somehow, she had to find her way out of the tourist trap.

‘Who are you?’ Chiang whimpered. ‘What do you want? I can make you rich. Just let me go.’

‘You know who I am,’ Lim said, lifting her sunglasses.

As she shot him a glare, Chiang’s eyes grew like inflating balloons. ‘You.’

‘Yes, me,’ Lim replied, swerving back onto one of the main streets leading out of the ancient city.

‘But you’re in prison,’ Chiang said. ‘How on earth—?’

Lim dropped the sunglasses over her eyes. She ignored the question and swerved round a lumbering bus instead. As the chasing cars fanned out and the roads split into a multiple-lane highway, Lim slalomed between trucks and cars, trying to throw off her pursuers. They stuck with her – the other BMWs to her left and right, the red hatchback latching onto her tail.

Behind the wheel of the Alfa, she saw Wells, a look of grim determination on his face. Lim veered left around a box truck and back inside, cutting up a blue Fiat with an irate driver. Moving through steady, predictable traffic was bad enough during a high-speed pursuit, but in Rome, you could double it. And then out came the semi-automatic rifles, a burst of fire and the passenger window exploding.

Chiang yelped like a chihuahua and cowered low in his seat. The chasing cars converged, barged and jostled Lim’s car. A man leaned out of the car to the right, about to fire. Lim pulled left and hit the brakes. She slowed alongside a truck, hiding from sight. Applying the brakes once more, Lim slid out behind the chasing BMWs.

Only here came Wells. He swung his red Alfa into her from the right. She barged back with interest. They split and weaved as the road snaked to the right.

‘What happened to you…’ Chiang snivelled, as if her capture had been a matter of chance. ‘It wasn’t personal.’

‘You sold me out for a promotion,’ Lim said. ‘How is that not personal?’

‘I was trying to save you,’ Chiang insisted.

‘You were saving your own skin,’ she replied in disbelief at the man’s capacity for lies.

Lim pulled hard on the wheel to the right, knocking Wells out of the picture. They flew through a red light, the road curving left, beyond the Colosseum. Steering through a cross-stream of traffic, Lim thought she was clear, but a rattle of gunfire killed that idea. One of the chasers gained ground to her left. The car took another round of bullets in the side, the driver-side mirror destroyed. Chiang screamed and curled up in a ball.

‘Don’t be such a baby,’ Lim said, as she changed gears and got ahead of the car.

It slid in behind, but the other BMW had got ahead of her. From in front and behind, they boxed her in, with Wells lurching into view on the right. As all three cars tried to slow her down and force her off the road, a shooter leaned out of the passenger window of the lead BMW. He prepped his assault rifle. Chiang cowered anew. Lim waited for the last fraction of a second and yanked the wheel to the left. As the man opened fire, she pulled clear of the onslaught and scythed into oncoming traffic.

A fish against the shoal, they were inches from death. Lim kept the car on the road, playing chicken with oncoming cars. Yet it didn’t solve the problem, the chasing cars keeping pace on the other side of the road. One by one, they cut in behind her. Lim cut back onto the correct side of the road. Her pursuers followed. Deciding to try something different, Lim wrapped her fingers round the top of the wheel and spun it all the way to the right. The car slid one-eighty. Lim shifted into reverse mid-spin, her foot to the floor. Gunfire punctured the windscreen, the rear-view mirror blasted to pieces. She put a hand on the back of the passenger seat, looked over a shoulder and steered one-handed around the flow of cars and across a busy intersection.

An articulated truck ploughed straight into one of the BMWs. The other two cars made it through. But Lim had all the gap she needed. She braked to an emergency stop, tyres screeching and car juddering. Lim rammed the gear stick into first and wheel-spun the BMW on a diagonal, drifting clear of the remaining two cars in a cloud of white tyre smoke.

Joining the flow of traffic heading back the opposite way, Lim handbrake-turned again to her left. She checked behind her. Wells and the remaining BMW were caught going the wrong way in the lunchtime rush. Lim drove at speed, looking left and right. She saw an opening down into the basement garage of an office tower. Lim slowed and steered down the ramp, into the quiet dark seclusion of the garage. She drove to the end of the car park and screeched to a stop at an angle, an inch from hitting the wall.

A hyperventilating Chiang lowered his trembling hands from his bloodshot eyes. Lim removed her sunglasses and regarded the minister with the disdain he deserved.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked.

Lim checked the clip on her pistol and jammed it back in place. ‘What needs to be done.’




Chapter 54

‘Give it up, Sam,’ Tom said, as Driver hit the floor. ‘Give it up and come with me.’

She rolled onto her side, spat out a mouthful of blood. ‘I dunno. I’m not sure this relationship is healthy.’

Tom grabbed her by the collar of her jacket, dragging her towards the edge of the roof. Driver kicked and struggled. She couldn’t get traction, so she wriggled out of her sleeves. Her jacket came free in his hands. Driver flew again at Tom, yet he blocked every attack – too fast, too strong and with greater reach. He delivered a one-two rabbit punch, fast as lightning, into the sternum. Driver staggered back, gasped for breath, doubled over.

‘Bravo Team, this is Alpha Leader. What’s the status on Chiang?’ Tom asked, a finger to his ear. As she dropped to a knee, he continued his conversation. ‘Good, I’m almost done here,’ he said. ‘I’ll meet you at the extraction point.’

Driver breathed the dagger-like pain from her chest, put a hand to a rib. It was broken, fractured – cracked at least.

‘My team just found Chiang,’ Tom said, approaching. ‘He’s dead. And you can’t stop what’s in process. So final chance, Sam. Let it go and we both walk away.’

Driver looked up as Tom walked towards her. She pretended to struggle long enough for him to get in range. Then she moved, fast, across the rooftop. Tom swung a fist. She dropped to the deck, slid low and drove an elbow into the inside of his left knee. He buckled in agony, the meniscus cartilage in his knee dislodged.

Tom collapsed to the ground, but pushed back up on his feet with a trailing leg. Driver was up too. Tom no longer had the speed or the solid base from which to fight. He tried anyway, stubborn as always. Driver grabbed his arm and the scruff of his neck. She rolled him over her shoulder. He hit the roof. Keeping hold of the arm, Driver wrapped a leg around it and pulled. Tom beat the ground in pain. She rested a foot on his throat. He struggled, but couldn’t break the hold.

‘You’re not walking away from anything,’ Driver said.



Wells spun the wheel and stepped on the accelerator. The Alfa tyres screeched as he turned the car around. Before she’d disappeared, he’d seen Lim take a left at the crossroads. Wells did the same.

‘Tell me you tracked her,’ he asked over the comms, turning down Katy Perry on the stereo.

‘She took a right 300 yards from your position,’ Mo responded. ‘After that, she vanished.’

As Wells sped along the road, he noticed the entrance to an underground car park. Skidding to a stop thirty feet past the entrance, Wells reversed into angry traffic. He changed gear and pulled down the ramp. Fumbling for the headlights, Wells followed the in-road to the left. He drove at pace along the central aisle between parked cars. The stolen BMW lay dead ahead, abandoned at the end of the car park.

But no. Not abandoned.

Wells ducked at a flash of gunfire. His front left tyre exploded, the steering wheel pulling out of his hands. The nose of the Alfa ploughed straight into a concrete pillar. Wells rocked forward against the wheel. He sat dazed and in pain, but lucid and able to move. He opened the door, drew his pistol and slipped out of the crumpled, steaming Alfa. He raised his weapon to fire. Yet Lim was in position, elbows resting on the boot of the car and an assault rifle pointed his way.

Wells dropped the pistol. The only chance he had. But Lim wasn’t letting go of that rifle. She was about to finish her business from Singapore. And he didn’t need to ask what had become of Chiang.

‘On your knees,’ Lim said.

‘Fuck you,’ Wells spat back.

‘On your knees.’

‘If I’m gonna die, I’m gonna die standing up.’

Lim sighed. ‘Then at least move to your left.’

Wells heard the squeal of tyres. He turned as the remaining BMW entered the car park. It slammed to a stop. Wells bolted to the left, an automatic response as the last of Chiang’s security jumped out of the car firing. Lim unloaded in reply. Chiang’s two remaining bodyguards took cover behind open doors. Wells’ next instinct was to come out of hiding, go for his pistol and join in the fight against Lim. But the crossfire was too intense, the thunder of MP5 machine guns magnified by the bare confines of the car park.

The first of Chiang’s security to go down was a bald man caught as his weapon jammed. The passenger window of the car shattered, his body jerking as a round cut him apart. He slapped against the floor, spilling his gun. That left a woman – tall and raven-haired. She responded with an automatic burst from behind the driver-side door, but Lim took cover and switched to manual fire. As the woman rose for a second bite, Lim beat her to the punch. The woman took a double-tap shot to the head and collapsed to the ground, missing half a brain.

With the BMW still running, gunfire still reverberating and the smell of petrol fumes in the air, Lim emerged from her position. It was now or never for Wells – he went for his pistol. A single shot from Lim’s rifle spun the weapon away under a parked car. He could only stand and watch as she approached with her rifle in hands. Yet she strode by him as if he wasn’t there.

Lim walked around the passenger side of the car, found the stricken bodyguard moving and flashed a bullet into his skull. She strolled around the front of the BMW and kicked the woman’s corpse to check for life. Lim stooped and reached into the woman’s ear, prising out an earpiece attached to a wire and a microphone.

What the hell was Lim doing?

She walked towards Wells and tossed him the earpiece.

As Lim stood waiting, Wells looked at the earpiece in his hand. He slipped it in his spare ear. There were voices talking, American and European. And one he recognised from the day before.

It was McNeil. ‘Bravo Team, this is Alpha Leader. What’s the status on Chiang?’

Lim pressed a button on the key fob of the stolen 7-Series. The boot jerked open. Chiang clambered out, pale and shaken, but alive.

Wells feigned an American accent, a finger to his ear. ‘We just found Chiang,’ he said. ‘He’s dead.’

‘Good,’ McNeil said. ‘I’m almost done here. I’ll meet you at the extraction point.’

Wells removed the earpiece and looked at Lim. ‘How did you know?’

She dropped the spent rifle and took a handgun from inside her jacket.

‘Private security don’t carry customised silencers,’ Lim said, ejecting the clip. She tossed the weapon away and picked up Wells’ discarded pistol.

He raised his hands. ‘You kill me and they’ll hunt you down.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ Lim said, throwing over the pistol and leaving herself unarmed.

Wells caught the gun. He paused a moment and looked at Lim – vulnerable, exposed. He holstered the weapon. Lim inclined her head and Wells nodded in return.

Chiang, meanwhile, shuffled into view, staring in horror at the dead security team. At Lim and Wells. Bewildered. Lim bundled him back into the boot and slammed the lid. Wells joined her in the car. She reversed the bullet-ridden BMW and steered around the bodies, out into the midday sun.




Chapter 55

‘Cornerstone, this is Watchdog,’ Wells reported. ‘The minister’s safe.’

‘Thank Christ,’ Gilmore said in exhausted relief. ‘And Lim?’

‘Driving the car,’ Wells replied.

‘Say again, Watchdog?’ Gilmore said. ‘It sounded like you said Lim is driving the car.’

‘Chiang’s bodyguards were with McNeil. Lim infiltrated them – she saved the minister.’

Gilmore sighed. ‘Ah, what the hell, a win’s a win. Get Chiang to the extraction point.’

Driver stood over Tom, listening to the conversation on comms. She considered how best to get him down the stairs. Dragging him by his bad leg seemed the way to go.

‘What do you want me to do with McNeil?’ she asked.

‘Who cares, just get out of there,’ Gilmore said. ‘You too, Jackdaw. It’s up to Pope and Baptiste now.’

‘What’s up to Pope and Baptiste?’ Driver asked. ‘And what about McNeil?’

‘Leave McNeil. We’ve got what we came for.’

Gilmore’s voice carried too much urgency for her liking. And he seemed to be missing the bigger picture. ‘There are bigger fish. McNeil’s just the start.’

‘It’s time to leave,’ Gilmore said. ‘Right now.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m gone,’ Rios said.

Driver looked down at a subdued Tom. In spite of Gilmore’s orders, she wasn’t done yet. ‘The minister’s safe,’ she said. ‘Your plan failed. Your only ticket out of this is to give up your employers.’

Tom smiled. ‘Employers? Uh-uh… Believers… And who said the plan failed?’

Driver felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She looked into Tom’s eyes, saw that he wasn’t bluffing. ‘Whatever it is, call it off.’

Tom shook his head. ‘I will not fail, Sam.’

Driver twisted his arm. He growled through gritted teeth, eyes squeezed shut in pain, yet he refused to talk. Driver stamped hard on his busted knee. More howls of agony.

‘It’s too late,’ Tom said, his voice weak but eyes wide with anticipation. ‘It’s happening.’

Driver followed his eyes up to the blue skies of Rome, seeing nothing but white cotton clouds and fading vapour trails. But she could feel it on the wind. Something was coming.



Pope held the cutting torch steady, sparks flying all around him, his face to the flame. The locking mechanism fixed the door in place all the way down the join, meaning the cut had to be the whole way round from top to bottom. As he reached the midway point, he dropped to a knee to finish the bottom section.

‘I think I should call someone,’ Guthrie muttered, foot tapping.

‘No time,’ Baptiste replied.

‘No, I should definitely call someone,’ Guthrie said, taking a phone from her pocket. ‘I’m gonna call the staff sergeant.’

Baptiste relented. ‘Fine, darlin’, do what you have to.’

Guthrie nodded and turned away, phone to one ear and a finger in the other, attempting to block out the blast of the torch. The call didn’t have time to connect. Baptiste had her in a sleeper-hold. She struggled, the phone falling to the floor, crushed under a turn of Baptiste’s heel.

Guthrie passed out in seconds. He dragged her away between containers and laid her down easy. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered, dropping the Texan accent.

Baptiste put his hand on the holster of his weapon and returned to Pope’s side. His own phone rang. Gilmore wanted an update.

‘We’re getting there,’ Baptiste informed him. ‘A foot to go, then we’ll be in.’

‘Do what you can,’ Gilmore said, with the air of a man resigned to events spiralling beyond his control.

Baptiste drew his pistol as Pope neared the base of the door.

‘Ready?’ Pope yelled over the torch.

‘Ready,’ Baptiste said, standing by.



Driver heard the UAV before she saw it. The rush of the jet engines growing louder, a dot on the horizon morphing into a flash of grey. Low over the Rome skyline, it screamed into view, flashed overhead into the distance and climbed.

Tom laughed and punched the air. ‘Yeah!’

But that was just a recce for the Predator drone. It overshot the city by several miles and climbed with its nose to the sky.

As if reaching some invisible ceiling, it banked and looped around for another run, this time at a much higher altitude.

‘I don’t get it,’ Driver said. ‘Chiang is safe. What’s this going to achieve?’

‘Chiang isn’t the only Chinese national in Rome,’ Tom explained.

‘The Chinese aren’t gonna believe it’s anything other than terrorists.’

‘Oh no?’ Tom said. ‘A UAV piloted by the US Air Force and run by the CIA?’ He shook his head as if she was being naïve. ‘Relations are already at breaking point. China will be compelled to act, if only as a show of strength. But I applaud your optimism.’

‘The truth will come out,’ Driver said.

‘The truth,’ Tom laughed. ‘By then, the nukes will be in the air and everything else will be a footnote.’

Driver stepped off him. She looked out over the square. A healthy crowd of Chinese people lingered in the aftermath of Chiang’s abduction.

‘I’m sorry for them, but they won’t die in vain,’ Tom continued, a finger to his ear. ‘Falcon One, this is Alpha Leader.’ Tom paused a breath. ‘Fire at will.’




Chapter 56

The screens on the flight deck showed the target in high definition: a crowd of civilians on the ground, all contained within a triangular piazza with a fountain at its centre. The Predator drone identified its target and asked for a yes or no answer. Riley Turner confirmed the kill.

‘Painting the target,’ his wife said.

‘Master arm hot,’ replied Riley.

‘Flying the laser,’ confirmed Rose. ‘Target painted.’

The men on the outside of the door were almost in. Riley didn’t have a second to hesitate. ‘Three, two, one, rifle,’ he said, launching a 100-pound Hellfire. ‘Missile away.’

‘Time of flight, sixty-three seconds,’ added Rose, as the fizz of the cutting tool stopped.

Husband and wife looked at each other with love in their eyes. They scooped their handguns off the console and rose from their seats.



Pope grabbed the handle and flung the door open. Baptiste darted inside. He fired three times, beating the Turners to the punch. The wife crumpled to the floor in a heap, her husband, a hole between the eyes, dropped his gun, turned and slumped dead on the controls.

Baptiste rushed to the flight deck, Pope at his shoulder. They pulled Riley Turner away from the console, smeared with her blood.

‘We’re too late,’ Baptiste said. ‘Missile away.’

Pope muscled in. ‘Move the stick. Throw it off target.’

‘Wherever it hits, it’ll take out a city block,’ Baptiste replied.

‘At least it won’t start a war,’ Pope said, pushing the stick to one side. Yet thanks to a smouldering bullet hole in the console, the targeting system didn’t respond.

‘What did you tell Gilmore?’ Pope asked.

‘I told him to get out.’ Baptiste called Gilmore’s number for the final time. ‘We’re too late,’ he said. ‘You’ve got forty-seven seconds.’ Before he could wish him good luck, Gilmore hung up.

Baptiste joined Pope in front of the screens. They watched on helplessly as the missile neared its target.



Lying low on her front, Rios unscrewed the silencer from her rifle.

Since incapacitating one of Chiang’s bogus security team, she’d been the talk of the police radio. The snipers at least. They were busy searching for her position, waiting for her to raise her head. Little did they know she’d stolen an earpiece and microphone along with a uniform from the back of their SWAT van, or that she could hear every word they were saying.

Still, she didn’t have long. An armed SWAT unit was going floor by floor through each building on the corner of the square. Rios figured she’d have to make her exit the hard way. That meant crawling backwards on her belly and taking the smoking gun with her. The best she could do was strip the rifle to its essentials. Yet as Rios worked the silencer off the end of the rifle, she heard jet engines in the distance.

In seconds, they arrived, a UAV blowing the cap off her head on its way over Rome. She watched it rise, bank and turn.

‘That can’t be good,’ she muttered, as the news came in from Gilmore. A possible drone attack, he said. Pope and Baptiste were trying to stop it. But her orders were to get out of there. Then seconds later, another update.

‘Missile away. Forty seconds.’

Rios set her mind on running for the door to the building staircase. Yet she hesitated and peered down from her position at the crowded square – a hundred innocent people about to get fried.

It wasn’t on her. And besides, what could she do? An idea flashed across her mind, unwanted, unwelcomed. Chances were it wouldn’t work and she might as well just paint a big red bullseye on her chest.

Rios dropped her head. ‘Fuck it.’

She grabbed the rifle, rose and knelt on the edge of the roof. Switching to semi-automatic, the Mexican took aim and opened fire on the crowd. People screamed and fled in all directions. The security barriers blocking off the square were trampled as they ran for their lives. She continued to unload into the fountain in the square. Then, as expected, a red dot appeared on her chest. A sledgehammer punch knocked her flat on the roof.

Rios coughed. Choked. Couldn’t breathe. Had to. She hauled herself up, a bullet lodged deep in her Kevlar. A broken rib or more. Rios retrieved her rifle and scrambled to the roof’s edge. She let off a burst of fire at the sniper across the way, driving him out of sight. Moving to her left, a volley of fire from a second sniper chased her as far as a ventilation housing.

‘Why always me?’ she asked herself as bullets riddled the metal shaft.

Spinning out of hiding, Rios pinned the shooter down, switched to manual and ran back to the roof’s edge. She slid on the seat of her pants and focused in on the square. A lone Chinese teen remained, wearing a red T-shirt and glasses with a pink manga backpack strapped to her back. She cowered by the fountain, the centrepiece of the square shot half to pieces. The police yelled at her to get out of there, yet they didn’t dare enter the square. Rios fired an inch to the girl’s left, scaring her into a run. She fled the scene into the surrounding streets.

Would it be enough?

Rios dropped the rifle, scrambled to her feet and sprinted across the rooftop. Sniper fire chased her all the way to the stairwell door. It was wide open. She was almost there.

Then a flash. The mother of all booms. A shockwave of raw energy and heat. The wave picked Rios up and propelled her through the door into the stairwell. She bounced off the back wall, came down hard and blacked out cold.




Chapter 57

Rios woke up, coughing herself hoarse. She stripped out of her Kevlar vest and felt her chest. One hell of a bruise, but one of many after being launched like a human missile into the stairwell.

Rios pulled herself up by a handrail and staggered down the first flight of steps, the stairway filling with dust and smoke. She made it down the fire escape, round and round, down and down. Stumbling out amid the shell-shocked, screaming residents of the apartment block.

When she came out at street level it was chaos, with clouds of black smoke rising high in the air. Buildings had their windows blown, streets were lined with shattered glass and there was mass confusion everywhere she looked.

But there she was. The girl by the fountain, with her backpack and glasses. Alive and well.

‘This is Jackdaw. They all made it,’ Rios said over the comms. ‘I think they all made it… Hello?’

Hearing only white noise in her earpiece, she looked above and saw the drone circling the area. It rose and fell, wings swaying left and right as if piloted by a drunk. Suddenly, it straightened out, gained altitude and banked left. The UAV turned all the way around and accelerated away, climbing high above the city.

It seemed as if the pilot had lost interest in another missile strike, so Rios turned to walk along the street. She saw a police roadblock ahead, officers on their radios, looking her way. Plus a SWAT team jumping out of a van. Rios pushed through the crowds and made her way along the nearest side street, looking for a car or scooter to steal. She didn’t find a single one, the roads having been closed for the visit of the minister.

Rios changed plan and walked around a corner into one of the main streets, only to come across plain-clothes police with handguns drawn. They ran towards her. She turned to see another police roadblock, heard shouting from the alleys behind – more carabinieri, with emergency sirens wailing all over the city. This was it, she thought. A public trial. Back to Aliceville and a triple life sentence. That’s if her old enemies from home didn’t catch up with her first. It would be a public trial, after all.

Rios shook her head with a wry smile. She’d got so close to that free pass. Resigned to her fate, she put her hands to her head and dropped to her knees.



Pope and Baptiste watched the missile explode in the Piazza di Spagna.

A flash of brilliant light. A cloud of smoke. The air clearing. A crater made in the square and a deep, long furrow ploughed into the Spanish Steps.

‘What happened?’ Baptiste said. ‘The crowd. They just turned and ran, like they saw it coming.’

‘Who cares?’ Pope replied. ‘So long as they ran.’ He gripped the stick tight in a sweaty palm. ‘Now what do we do with this bloody thing?’

The Australian looked at him for answers, yet Baptiste was as clueless as Pope.

‘What did you do?’ Guthrie asked, wandering into the cabin in a daze. She held a hand to her head. Saw the Turners face down on the floor. ‘Oh my God!’ Guthrie reached for her sidearm and met with fresh air.

‘Looking for this?’ Baptiste asked, holding up her pistol.

‘Um, yeah,’ Guthrie said, hands in the air. ‘Why do you sound French?’

‘It’s just the concussion,’ Baptiste replied. ‘You know how to land a plane?’

‘Uh, I guess, kind of—’

‘Then get over here,’ Baptiste said, beckoning her over with the gun.

Guthrie approached the console. ‘If the aircrew are dead, who’s flying the UAV?’

‘You are,’ Pope said. He kept his hand on the control as Baptiste waved Guthrie into the pilot seat.

She sat down, hesitant. ‘I’ve had a few lessons in a trainer plane. I don’t know how to fly a Predator.’

‘You don’t have to fly, you just have to crash,’ Pope said.

‘Safely,’ Baptiste added.

Pope took hold of her right hand. He wrapped it around the stick and backed away.

Guthrie took a deep breath. ‘Okay, let’s see…’ She familiarised herself with the controls and focused her attention on the screen. ‘Where do you want me to land?’

‘In the Med?’ Baptiste suggested.

‘Yep, the Med’ll be right,’ Pope said.

‘You mean the sea?’ Guthrie asked.

Baptiste pointed at a satellite map image on a screen. ‘It’s not far from Rome.’

Guthrie looked up over a shoulder. ‘But this is a forty-million-dollar plane.’

‘If you’d rather crash-land in the city, be our guest,’ Baptiste replied.

‘Okay,’ Guthrie said. ‘Well first we’ve got to turn around. Banking left…’

She worked the stick to the left. Blue sky filled the screen. The horizon came back into view as the drone performed a one-eighty turn. Guthrie increased thrust and altitude, pulling clear of the historic centre. The drone passed over the outskirts of the city, the suburbs, road networks and olive groves until it neared the coastline to the north of Rome.

‘That’s good. Now bring it in low,’ Baptiste said, ‘Take it out a few miles and then ditch it.’

Guthrie dropped altitude as the drone passed over the small seaside resort of Marinella. She banked right and brought the Predator down 100 metres from the water. ‘I’m going to regret this,’ she muttered, pushing the stick forward.

Seventy feet, fifty feet, thirty, twenty… The screen went blank, all readings dead. The altimeter fixed at zero.

‘There, it’s done,’ Guthrie said, turning in her seat. She was speaking to thin air, the flight deck empty except for the Turners lying dead on the floor.

Guthrie got out of her seat and walked to the open doorway. Only the cutting torch remained. The night was silent, the tarmac deserted. The two men had vanished.




Chapter 58

Driver’s path along the main streets was blocked so she cut down an alley Tom’s maintenance van had no right fitting down. The wing mirrors sparked off the stonework either side of her as Driver squeezed her way through at pace. She slammed to a stop at the end of the road.

‘Take a left,’ Mo said in her ear.

Driver wrestled the heavy steering wheel and entered another narrow backstreet.

‘Next right,’ Mo continued, relaying instructions from the back of the surveillance van en route to the extraction point. He was guiding her via satellite imagery, against Gilmore’s will. But Driver had told Gilmore straight – she was doing this with or without their help. Gilmore had backed down. And now Mo was guiding her through the labyrinth of backstreets – her only way around the gridlock surrounding the site of the attack.

‘Next left and you’re there,’ Mo said. ‘But you haven’t got long. Police are everywhere. They’re closing in.’

‘Just stay on the comms,’ Driver replied, braking heavily. She lost a front headlight as the nose of the van crunched into a wall. Bounced like a bowling ball bumping against rails, Driver straightened the van out and accelerated through a pile of stacked-up tables and chairs. The van broke out across the main street and skidded to a stop. The police running towards the scene from her left. Rios was on her knees to the right. The van acting as a shield.

The police opened fire, bullets thunking into the bodywork. Driver flung open the passenger door. ‘Get in!’

Rios leaped to her feet and into the van.

Driver found reverse and backed up at speed, the windscreen fractured by a rat-a-tat of bullets. The passenger door snapped clean off as they flew backwards into the alley, smashing through street furniture all over again. Driver hit the brakes and rammed the gear stick into first.

‘Next turn on your right,’ Mo said.

She made the turn and took another right, only to find a police car on her tail. With its blue beacon flashing and siren whooping, it was the lead vehicle of three.

Rios turned to Driver in relief. ‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t thank me yet,’ Driver said.

‘You got a spare piece?’ Rios asked.

Driver swerved to avoid a man stepping out of a doorway. ‘Try the glove compartment.’

Rios popped open the glove box. Finding a spare handgun and magazine, she jammed in the clip and removed the safety. The young Latina leaned out of the open doorway and took aim, letting off a single round. Driver checked in the driver mirror. She saw the lead police car swerve and crash behind them, a front tyre blown out. The car behind it slammed into its rear, and vehicle number three, unable to brake or pull round the pileup, crashed into them both.

Rios returned to her seat and held the gun on her lap. She looked over her shoulder, to the back of the van, where Tom lay bound with zip ties and gagged with duct tape.

‘Holy shit, we did it,’ Rios laughed, as they cleared the congestion of the city.

Her features lightened momentarily into those of an innocent young girl, a side of Rios Driver didn’t think existed. She gave a smile in return, yet not too wide. First they had to make it to the extraction point. Lucky for them, the roads surrounding the centre were empty. People were staying away from the terror attacks reported on the van radio, which meant Driver and Rios made quick progress to the rendezvous, an airfield out of town.

By the time they arrived, their ride was already warming up, its rotors spinning. Gilmore, Anna and Mo appeared ahead to the left, climbing out of the silver surveillance van. As Driver pulled up close by next to a bruised and dented black BMW, Gilmore tossed a grenade into the van. It blew and engulfed the van in flames. He and the support team ran towards the chopper.

Rios hopped down onto the tarmac and Driver climbed into the back of the van. She flung the rear doors open and dragged a protesting Tom to the edge. She ripped the duct tape from his mouth, leaving a stinging red mark.

‘Sorry, honey,’ she said over the sound of the helicopter rotors. ‘But this whole you-and-me thing. It’s just not working.’

‘What… what are you doing?’ Tom asked, squirming in his ties.

‘I’m dumping you,’ Driver said, kicking Tom’s body off the edge of the van.

He hit the ground and rolled. She jumped down onto the tarmac and strode past him.

‘Wait, Sam,’ Tom pleaded, struggling to his feet. He fell flat on his face as his knee gave way. ‘You’re making a big mistake!’

Driver smiled and walked away a hundred pounds lighter. She jogged the rest of the way to the gun-metal Sikorsky helicopter and climbed on board. Gilmore passed her a headset and she slipped it on. She took her seat next to Rios as Gilmore gave the pilot the thumbs up.

The helicopter rose off the ground. Driver looked across the cabin. Chiang sat blindfolded with his own red tie, Lim and Wells either side of him.

‘One hell of a job out there,’ Wells said to Driver.

‘One hell of a job all round,’ she replied, nodding at Lim.

Lim nodded back.

Driver looked out of the open doorway at the shrinking figure of Tom McNeil. As he attempted to limp away, four black SUVs converged on him from all angles. They were Rome-based CIA agents dispatched by Langley. Gilmore had already leaked the drone recording of Tom’s unwitting confession by way of Violetta Hill, all with the footage edited by Anna to protect Driver’s identity.

Now she watched the agents swarm around Tom and wrestle him into the back of one of the SUVs. As the Agency cars sped off, the helicopter arced away from the extraction point. Driver slid the door to the cabin shut. She rested her head on the back of the seat and breathed. The Sikorsky picked up speed and left the smoking skies of Rome behind.




Chapter 59

UN Headquarters, New York

In the UN Delegates’ Lounge, the five ambassadors sipped on their morning coffees. They watched the images on the TV on the wall. Images of the Rome skyline smoking. A huge crater in the Spanish Steps. The Piazza Di Spagna obliterated. The surrounding buildings were scorched but intact, their very presence having limited the blast radius of the Hellfire.

‘So what’s the official line again?’ Longstaff asked.

‘Disaffected US soldiers steal a drone and attempt to assassinate the Chinese minister,’ Hill replied. ‘Part of the same terror network as Nurian Serik, proved thanks to the video of McNeil we leaked to the CIA.’

‘Did Langley buy your story?’ Blanc asked, sipping on an espresso.

‘That one of its own deep-cover units got the confession and foiled the attack?’ Hill said. ‘They sure didn’t waste time in taking the credit.’

‘And what’s the word from the White House?’ Longstaff asked, returning a cup of Earl Grey to its saucer.

‘Crisis averted,’ Hill replied. ‘America and Russia are the worst of friends again. Isn’t that right, Anton?’

‘Yes, thank God,’ Popov sighed.

‘No one is happier than us,’ said Zhao, adding a sachet of sugar to his coffee. ‘Now we can get back to the business of trade.’

‘And your minister, Chiang?’ asked Blanc.

‘Given a hero’s welcome back home,’ Zhao grunted. ‘No one deserves it less.’

‘You hear any more on McNeil?’ Popov inquired, pouring a drop more milk in his coffee. ‘Did Langley squeeze anything out of him yet?’

‘He’s refusing to talk,’ Hill said. ‘As we expected.’

‘So long as no one’s asking questions about the operation,’ Longstaff said.

Hill shifted in her chair. ‘About that…’

Popov hid his face behind a hand. ‘Here we go.’

‘How would you feel about extending our arrangement?’ Hill continued.

‘I thought this was a one-time deal,’ Longstaff said.

‘That was before it succeeded,’ Hill replied. ‘It would be a dereliction of duty not to exploit its full potential.’

‘I agree.’ Blanc put down her espresso. ‘How many more disasters could we avert?’

‘Not only that, it could give us the edge on the war on terror,’ Hill said. ‘Just think of what this kind of resource sharing could accomplish – no red tape, no conflicts of interest.’ She pointed to the news reports on the TV. ‘I mean, look at that. Look at what would have happened without our intervention. We know McNeil was just a foot soldier. Whatever this Vesuvius is, we need to be able to move fast in countering it. That should be reason enough.’

‘But what if your CIA smells a rat?’ Popov asked. ‘What if they start sniffing around the operation? Around us?’

Hill shook her head. ‘We have safeguards in place against that, remember?’

‘The project certainly shows promise,’ mused Zhao.

Longstaff nodded to himself. ‘And with such dispensable assets…’

‘Come on, Anton,’ Blanc said, tapping him on the knee. ‘Be a good sport.’

Popov sipped on his coffee. ‘I guess if we take it mission to mission…’

‘Think of it like Netflix,’ Hill shrugged. ‘We can cancel at any time.’

Zhao added a second sachet of sugar to his tea. ‘By cancel, you mean—?’

‘Our anonymity remains paramount,’ Hill said, picking up her steaming hot coffee. She brought the mug to her lips. ‘Shall we put it to a vote?’




Chapter 60

Geneva, Switzerland

Driver leaned against the bare white walls of the empty operations room. It was the same disused terminal building where they had all met. They were all there, standing around as if part of a ramshackle police line-up. Yet they were dressed, for once, in clothes of their own choosing. Or at least, chosen from the limited supply the airport stores had to offer.

Driver wore jeans, a plain white vest and a navy-blue hoodie. She yawned and touched her jaw. One of many, many sore points. Wells, in a blue and white check shirt, rolled out his neck. Baptiste, in a crisp white shirt and khaki blazer, examined his fingernails. Pope, in cargo shorts and a T-shirt showing two pandas having intercourse, blew air through his lips like a horse. Lim, all in black, stood with her arms folded, chewing on the zip of her cotton jacket. And Rios, in a Metallica T-shirt and ripped jeans, leaned against the wall next to Driver, listening to her tunes.

‘So what’s the first thing you’re gonna do?’ Pope asked, drumming on the tops of his thighs.

‘With my freedom?’ Baptiste said. ‘I don’t know. How about you?’

‘Dunno,’ Pope replied. ‘Guess I’ll head back home.’

‘Then I’ll head in the opposite direction,’ Baptiste said.

The remark didn’t even register as Pope looked along the line. ‘Wells? What about you?’

‘Think I might take up fishing,’ Wells answered. ‘Driver?’

‘I’m ready for a long lie-down,’ she said, ready to find the nearest hotel in Geneva and spend the next two weeks sleeping under a thick, soft duvet.

Pope looked her way. ‘Y’know, if you wanna share that lie-down with a handsome, charming, eligible—’

‘Why, you know someone?’ Driver asked.

‘I’m just putting it out there,’ Pope said, ‘now we’re no longer work colleagues, we can, you know… and that goes for all of you ladies.’

Rios didn’t hear. Lim rolled her eyes. Driver laughed as the door opened and Gilmore marched in wearing a grey suit. Anna followed him in, a shiny black tablet in each hand. They stopped in front of the assembled group. Rios took out her earphones while Anna set the tablets down on opposite ends of an empty table behind Gilmore.

‘Well, no one’s more surprised than me,’ Gilmore said, looking from eye to eye, ‘but congratulations. You fulfilled your end of your deal. I just came from a meeting with our generous sponsors and you’re free to go.’

Wells seemed surprised. ‘Just like that?’

‘Just like that,’ Gilmore replied.

‘All we need is a fingerprint,’ Anna said, motioning to the tablet on the left.

‘But…’ added Gilmore.

‘I knew it,’ Baptiste muttered.

Gilmore held up a hand, appealing for time. ‘The delegates can see potential in our work. And they’d like us to continue.’ He dug his hands in his pockets. ‘Now, thanks to those contracts you signed, they can’t force any of you to carry on.’ He pointed to the door. ‘You can walk right out of here today and step on a flight to anywhere in the world. Live a normal life… No more running. No more fighting. No more wondering if you’re going home to your momma in a box.’

‘Or?’ Driver asked, her curiosity piqued.

‘Or, you can extend your contracts,’ Gilmore continued.

‘I don’t see why any of us would,’ Baptiste said, looking around the group.

‘I can understand that,’ Gilmore said, pacing the carpet. ‘After all, you’ve been hung out to dry by your superiors, left to rot by your countries…’ He looked at Lim. ‘Misjudged and maligned.’ Gilmore walked the line like a general rallying his troops for battle. ‘You could have run. You could have quit. But instead, you came through. And you might just have pulled off the goddamn impossible. So you know what I see? I see six people who give a fuck. I see six people, who deep down, under a mountain of blood and mud and bullshit, still remember who they are.’

Gilmore let his point linger.

Pope sniffed.

‘Are you crying?’ Baptiste said.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Pope said, his eyes watering. ‘It’s the air con.’

Gilmore stood square of the group, waiting for an answer. ‘So what do you say, folks?’

Wells was the first to step forward. He looked at Anna. ‘What was it again?’

‘Left you go, right you stay,’ she replied.

Wells looked from left to right. He chose right and pressed his finger on the screen. It bleeped. Anna nodded and Wells stepped aside.

Baptiste was next. ‘Not like I’ve got a home to go to,’ he said, pressing his finger on the right-hand tablet.

As he took his place next to Wells, Rios idled across the carpet. ‘Me neither,’ she said, choosing the tablet on the right.

‘Agent Pope?’ Gilmore said.

Driver smiled to herself. Her old boss was one manipulative bastard.

‘We get paid this time, right?’ Pope asked, stepping forward.

‘Spot the mercenary,’ Wells said.

‘Hey, a bloke’s gotta drink,’ Pope replied. ‘And you need money for your tampons.’

Gilmore sighed. ‘Yes, Mr Pope, you will be fairly compensated.’

‘Fairly means barely, then,’ Pope chuntered. ‘But someone’s gotta lead this rabble.’

‘Yes, someone does,’ Gilmore said. ‘Driver?’

She knew the duvet was too good to be true. Still, Driver had to admit to feeling more at home on a mission than anywhere else. And what else was she going to do with her life? Get a job? Get a spiraliser? Settle down? She gave herself a week until she went insane. Whatever had died in Siberia, it was alive and kicking again. Driver couldn’t deny it any more. And besides, Tom was a small part of this organisation. Who was behind it all, and what else did they have planned?

She smiled at Gilmore and pushed her weight off the wall. ‘You always were a good salesman.’ Driver walked to the table and considered the tablet on the right. Her finger hovered in a box by her name. Four other fingerprints were already in place. She hesitated a moment, then pressed. The box lit up green. A confirmation beep. Too late to go back now. Driver didn’t regret it. She turned and stood at the front of the group. Like the others, her attention was on Lim.

Lim walked forward and stopped in the middle of the floor. She turned away from the group and walked to the tablet on the left. Picking it up, Lim glanced at Driver and the others before returning her eyes to the screen. She handed the device to Anna and moved to the tablet on the right. Lim gave her fingerprint signature to the one remaining box and took her place.

Driver gave her a gentle tap on the back. Lim reacted as if it were alien to her, yet seemed to appreciate the gesture. Checking the signatures, Anna gave Gilmore the thumbs up. He looked at the team with a satisfied smile.

‘So,’ Driver said, the twinkle back in her eye. ‘Where to next?’
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