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Chapter 1

London, England

Bathed in the warm sun of an early August evening, Sam Driver moved through the oak trees which cast long shadows over the clipped, dry grass. She’d been jogging slow and in circles for thirty minutes to the soundtrack of birdsong and the dampened hum of the capital.

Tracking her target through Hyde Park, it wasn’t the run itself that troubled her, but the pink jogging top exposing her midriff and the figure-hugging shorts that hugged a little too tight in the most uncomfortable areas.

It was Anna Patel, the team Operations Liaison who’d sourced most of the outfits for the mission. She obviously thought the ex-CIA operative a size smaller than she was. Flattering, but chafing nonetheless. Yet perhaps it was the top itself that bothered her the most, leaving her feeling exposed.

Driver breathed in the earthy scent of the park, Spandex sticking to her skin. A wipe of her brow brought the skin on her wrist away damp with sweat. She flicked off the beads and cut across the grass, joining a narrow pathway snaking through the park.

After a hundred yards, it widened and curved around a shallow miniature lake where ducks glided over the calm surface and small birds gathered and preened by the water’s edge.

Hyde Park was populated but far from busy. Most people were emptying out of the city in the mad scramble home for the weekend, massing in pubs and bars for after-work drinks.

Perhaps that explained why Ukrainian oil billionaire, Denys Kravchenko, mid-forties and lean with dark stubble, liked to stroll alone through the park of a Friday evening.

Of course, the word ‘alone’ was entirely relative. It didn’t take into account his entourage of security, following behind in two pairs at twenty-metre intervals.

They were hardly inconspicuous, stuffed into dark suits with matching open-neck white shirts, sunglasses and marine-like haircuts. But maybe that was the point, Driver thought, as she followed them down the slope towards an underpass in the distance. A visual deterrent, if nothing else.

‘Jogger Mom in position,’ Driver said over the comms piece concealed in her ear.

‘Everyone’s in place,’ said Wells. ‘Prepare for contact.’

Driver glanced up at the bridge, where Sunny Wells played lookout and amateur photographer with a long-lens camera to his eye. He looked good in a pair of beige chinos and a short-sleeve linen shirt tight against his dark skin and rock-like biceps. She refocused her attention beyond the overpass, where Isobel Lim strolled arm-in-arm with Yuri Baptiste towards them. They made a stylish couple – a slim, suave greying man with his light-blue shirt buttoned low and precision-cut stubble, partnered with Lim, deceptively innocent in an orange cotton summer dress.

‘This is Newlywed One,’ Baptiste said over comms. ‘We have visual on the target.’

‘Copy that, Newlywed One,’ Driver replied. ‘Roller Girl?’

‘Hot on your ass,’ Maria Rios confirmed.

Driver heard the roll of her blades over the path before she saw the diminutive young Latina approaching fast from behind, dressed in denim cut-offs and a black vest with a small blue backpack over her shoulders.

‘Anyone think Newlywed Two looks too young for Newlywed One?’ Rios asked, as she made up the ground.

‘You’re just jealous,’ Baptiste replied, putting an arm around Lim’s slender waist and drawing her in.

‘At least you’re not dressed as a bloody blue whale,’ Russell Pope grumbled in his thick Australian tones. He hung around beyond the underpass, holding a sign for a London aquarium, but looking very much the fish out of water. ‘I’m sweating like a lamb in a kebab shop.’

‘You wanna swap for denim hot pants and roller blades?’ Rios asked.

‘Nah,’ Pope said. ‘I reckon you’re doing a good job in ’em already.’

‘Manioso,’ Rios groaned, a word Driver recognised as Spanish slang for pervert.

‘What’s that mean?’ Pope asked.

‘It means save the small talk for later,’ Driver said between light, rapid breaths, ‘Kravchenko’s almost at the underpass. Paparazzi, are we clear?’



While pretending to line up a shot of the park, Wells surveyed the scene through his long-lens camera. There were only a few civilians in the vicinity. And none close enough to take note of their actions. Kravchenko paid no attention to the two bodyguards behind him, just as they paid no attention to the second pair of security men behind them.

Zooming in on Driver, he watched her position herself for the first attack. It would be a lie to say he was blind to her toned figure, blonde hair, high cheekbones or dazzling blue eyes. Or for that matter, the way her mouth creased in the corners when she smiled. Yet there were more pressing concerns than Driver’s physical appearance, and it felt wrong staring down the camera lens at her. He’d seen her naked in Rome, of course, but only for a split-second before she’d covered up and he’d looked away, apologising for bursting in on her in the bathroom.

A little ashamed, he pressed a finger on the zoom button and pulled back, only to stop as something caught his eye. He increased the magnification again and focused into her ribcage, where her running vest rode up an inch as she swung her arms.

It was only a second or two before the vest returned to its natural position. But he snapped a picture of it, just to be sure. He zoomed out, took the camera from his eye and checked the photograph on the HD screen.

There was no mistaking it. Driver had a small tattoo on the upper left of her abdomen, of a red flag, with a white fist contained in a black star in the centre. It was a tattoo he recognised from his days at MI5 and MI6. It was the symbol of a right-wing extremist group led by self-proclaimed philosopher and revolutionary, Sergei Molevchek. The group had long since disbanded following raids by the FSB, with Molevchek reduced to publishing inflammatory texts from an unspecified prison cell.

Wells found himself robbed of breath, losing track of the chatter over the comms. What was Driver thinking? Had she been brainwashed during her time in Siberia, or had she always held those opinions?

Driver had admitted to him before that she’d been obsessive in her pursuit of Jihadi terrorists, but could there be more to it than simply doing her job as a CIA officer?

Sure, they hadn’t known each other for long – a few missions at most, but Wells thought he knew her better than that. He thought they had something. So how could she joke and flirt and have his back when she bore the mark of neo-Nazi racists?

Perhaps Driver was keeping her real views hidden from sight, for the sake of her own place on the team. But how could he possibly work with her now that he knew the truth?

The betrayal hit Wells like a punch to the gut. Maybe he had presumed too much, thinking the attraction was mutual. Yet this wasn’t delusion on his part, it was Driver faking interest to get him onside.

The British agent’s head spun with scenarios as he peered through the lens with a brand new filter on reality. Every quirk of her movement and character taking on an air of falsehood, only fanning the flames of resentment.

‘Are we clear?’ Driver snapped over the comms.

Wells switched on and swept the area again. ‘Clear. No witnesses.’

‘Executing now,’ the American said with a cold look in her eye.



Driver ran up fast on the left of the path, where one of two bodyguards strolled either side. She gripped the tiny needle in her left hand between the knuckles and flew beyond the man. A single prick to the back of his hand was all it took. So fast he would have barely felt it – a scratch at most. She turned and smiled. The bodyguard smiled back, then staggered to his left, onto the grass. A hand to his throat, he fell and disappeared into a dense clutch of shrubs.

Right on cue, Rios flew into the picture and did the same with the man on the opposite side of the path.

‘Two down, two to go,’ Driver whispered, slowing to a jog behind her next target.

‘Ready when you are,’ Rios said, appearing by her side.

Driver gave the nod. They split and went in for the kill. This time it was a knife. A small, razor-sharp blade pulled from the money belt around her waist.

‘Good to go,’ Wells confirmed from his elevated position.

‘Executing’, Driver said, speeding towards her next target. Before he could turn, she rammed the blade deep into the bodyguard’s thick neck. He was almost dead, but not dead enough, so Driver shoved him sideways into a line of bushes where he could convulse in peace.

The man pulled the knife out, which she was hoping he would. Leaving him to bleed, unable to speak.

‘Target’s none the wiser,’ said Lim of the oil billionaire, walking ahead, blissfully unaware in a light-grey business suit. ‘Move to Phase Two.’

As Driver re-joined the path. Rios had the remaining bodyguard eating grass, his leg kicking out as he too bled a fast death.

The former Mexican sicario rolled his body down a gentle incline into a bed of pink begonias. She unzipped a side pocket on her backpack and tossed Driver a Glock 9mm with a silencer attached.

‘Time’s almost up,’ Baptiste said.

‘I’m on it,’ Driver replied, gaining fast on Kravchenko.

The Ukrainian was no more than a few feet from the underpass. Baptiste and Lim strolled the opposite way, past a tiny funfair for the tiniest of children – a couple of old-fashioned carousels, a candy floss stall and an ice cream van parked off to the right.

Pope lurked nearby in his giant blue suit, having drawn the shortest straw on who would wear the damn thing, he acted as an extra pair of eyes with a Beretta hidden somewhere under his costume.

Mercifully, Kravchenko didn’t pause to look behind him. A man like him had to be shadowed wherever he went. And no one ever stopped to check their shadow.

Little did he know he’d been marked for death by world powers desperate to solve an ongoing fuel crisis. It had been sparked by the oligarch’s premeditated hampering of the supply line from Siberia, all in a bid to stop the UN negotiating a new deal that would prevent his companies from rigging oil prices.

Driver was about as comfortable with the mission as she was with the sportswear biting into her lower regions. The man should have been extradited and put on trial. Not killed illegally in cold blood on foreign soil.

‘We all sure we want to do this?’ Driver asked over comms.

‘We’re the bullet, not the gun,’ Baptiste replied.

‘Besides, I thought we’d had this conversation,’ Lim sighed.

Driver held the pistol tight to her thigh as she ran. ‘I know, but this is the last chance.’

‘I agree with blondie,’ Rios said. ‘This isn’t what we signed up for.’

‘We signed up for whatever they give us,’ Wells snapped. ‘And I didn’t picture you for the moral kind, Rios.’

‘Just feels kinda off,’ Rios muttered under her breath.

‘You want me to do it?’ Pope asked.

‘No, I’m good. I’m just saying,’ Driver replied, her finger on the trigger.

As he dropped down into the underpass, Kravchenko picked up his stride, disappearing into the shadows beneath the bridge. Driver lost sight of him momentarily before entering the tunnel behind him.

She expected the Ukrainian to turn at the sound of her footsteps beating a path towards him. But instead he clapped his hands and shuttled forward into a run.

Driver had the weapon raised, but she’d lost her chance to plant the barrel in his back and fire through his heart.

She would settle for a bullet through the skull at distance. Yet as Driver took aim, Kravchenko dropped to the balls of his feet, his arms wide open.

Two small children with hair the colour of straw came running his way, overtaking Baptiste and Lim and rushing into the billionaire’s arms.

‘Daddy, daddy!’ the boy and girl yelled in Russian as he drew them in tight.

‘Where’s mummy?’ Kravchenko asked them.

‘Getting ice cream!’ came the reply.

‘Shit, he was supposed to be alone this weekend,’ Wells said over comms.

‘That’s what the intel said,’ Baptiste replied. ‘Do it anyway.’

‘Now?’ Driver whispered. ‘Are you kidding?’

‘It’s now or never,’ said Lim, as she and Baptiste approached.

Driver hung back in the shadows of the underpass, the gun held behind the small of her back. ‘Not in front of the kids.’

As the children broke from the hug with their father, Pope lumbered into the picture and waved them over. ‘Hey kids, over here! I want a hug too.’

‘Go on,’ Kravchenko said, laughing.

His children sprinted over to Pope as he crouched to the ground. They flew into his arms, the six-four Australian burying their faces in his chest.

Driver had her window. She raised her weapon.

But Kravchenko seemed to sense her presence. He whirled around and saw her in the darkness, the barrel of the gun catching the evening sun. Driver hesitated. She couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. Not like this.

In a split second, the decision was stolen from her. Baptiste appeared behind Kravchenko. He put him in a headlock, arm around his windpipe and dragged him into the underpass. Lim was right by his side, a pistol drawn from her handbag and a compressed double-tap fired into his heart.

Baptiste let Kravchenko fall to the ground. Lim put a third bullet between the billionaire’s eyes and hurried on through the underpass, arm-in-arm with Baptiste, her pistol returned to her handbag.

Further up the path, Pope let the children run to their mother, a statuesque blonde carrying two ice creams in either hand. He backed out of the picture, ditching the sign for the aquarium in a nearby bin.

‘Meet back at the rendezvous,’ Wells said over comms.

‘I’m already gone,’ Rios replied.

‘Jogger Mom!’ Wells snapped. ‘Get out of there.’

Shaken out of a daze, Driver ran back the way she came. She passed by Baptiste and Lim, handing the ex-Russian agent the weapon. She glanced over a shoulder as he took out a handkerchief, wiped it down in a flash and tossed it into the bushes.

Driver skirted around the miniature lake, Rios speed-skating in low-slung strides into the distance.

They all knew their exit routes. Driver took hers out through the trees.




Chapter 2

New York, USA. Three p.m.

In spite of it being a hot summer’s day, Times Square was lit up like a Christmas tree. Alive with energy and massing with tourists of a hundred different tongues. Giant adverts of fashion models, Coke bottles and dunking basketball players flashed big and bright on the sides of buildings as yellow cabs honked out a tune to the sizzle and smell of frying onions.

Being an aspiring young architect, Rich Browning was besotted with the city. He’d been a hundred times or more. But for his new girlfriend, Nancy, it was her first time. With the taste of a devoured hot dog fresh on his palate, Rich lined up a shot of Nancy on his iPhone. She struck a playful pose with the square in the background. One hand on a hip, the other in the air, pointing to the sky.

In that moment, Rich thought he might love Nancy even more than he adored the Manhattan skyline. Yet as he pressed the button to take the shot, everything went dead.

Absolutely everything. The huge digital billboards, the store fronts – even the traffic lights, causing instant gridlock.

Rich lowered the iPhone as Nancy turned to look around her. She appeared as confused as he was. And they weren’t the only ones staring open-mouthed, all the magic of the world-famous tourist spot lost in an instant. The entire block fell quiet. Even the yellow cabs stopped their honking.

A pair of punk-ish young skateboarders rode to a stop besides Rich, smelling of heavy pot.

‘What did I tell you, bro?’ one said to the other. ‘Aliens. They’re finally here.’

Moscow, Russia. Eleven p.m.

The Kremlin was a thing of wonder at night. It never failed to stir something in Minister Vladimir Egorov. Strolling along the banks of the Moskva River, he often took a walk to smoke and think and stare at the Kremlin buildings, walls and towers built by fifteenth century Italian masters, illuminated against the night sky. His favourite had to be St Basil’s Cathedral. He turned to face the river and watch the reflection of the structure shimmer in purples, blues and oranges in the slow-drifting, pitch-dark waters.

Finishing his cigarette, Egorov blew out the last breath of smoke, only to see the lights in the water vanish. He turned and craned his neck upward to the walls of the Kremlin behind him. They were indistinct from the buildings behind, the entire complex nothing more than a looming shadow in the dark.

There must have been a power cut to the building, he thought. Yet casting an eye across the river, he found an entire area of the city shutting down, lost to darkness. The only light remaining, the glowing stub of the Minister for Health’s cigarette.

As he dropped it to the stone floor and ground it under heel, that was gone too.

French Airspace. Nine p.m.

The Gulfstream jet cruised at 41,000 feet, the horizon a pale blue line as the sky turned dark overhead. As usual, post-mission, Driver felt tired, but too wired to sleep. She felt tense, the air pressurised but not all the pressure courtesy of the plane. The cold glances from Wells and the silence from the rest of her team said it all. She’d screwed up, royally. And had to rely on the others to bail her out.

Driver felt ashamed of herself, and yet justified at the same time. As the jet neared Parisian airspace, she awaited the inquest, relieved to be back in jeans and a grey sweatshirt.

Pope was the first to break the silence, out of the whale costume and filling out a black muscle T-shirt. ‘Is no one gonna mention the elephant in the room?’ he asked, sitting in the seat across the aisle.

‘What elephant would that be?’ Driver replied, opting to tackle it head on.

‘The bloody nuts,’ Pope said, holding up a thumb-sized bag of pretzels. ‘Or the lack of ’em.’

‘You think that’s the elephant?’ Lim said from the seat behind.

‘Yeah,’ continued Pope. ‘We get all this new slush funding – new base, new gadgets, new guns. And then they go and scrimp on the in-flight snacks.’ He struggled to prize open the bag with his over-sized fingers. ‘Can’t even get in the bloody things.’

Rios sat facing Pope with a leg draped over the seat next to her. She leaned forward and snatched the bag from his hand. Prizing the pretzels open, she viewed the pack with suspicion. ‘Sasquatch is right. What the fuck is cheese and chive?’

As Rios tossed him the pretzels, Pope sniffed the bag. ‘It’s like my granddad went to the dunny on a bag of twigs.’ He paused and turned towards Lim. ‘What elephant were you talking about?’

‘The one where our team leader gets stage fright.’

It was Wells, speaking from the rear of the cabin.

On the outbound flight to London, the former MI6 man had taken the seat across from her. They’d laughed and joked. He’d seemed relaxed as usual, wearing his trademark smile. But the return journey was different. Day and night, and not just outside the plane.

Driver turned and peered down the aisle. Wells sat low in his seat on an aisle seat, a navy hoodie and matching baseball cap pulled low over his forehead.

‘I didn’t get stage fright,’ she replied.

‘Looked like it to me,’ he continued, not bothering to meet her eye.

Driver leaned out into the aisle. ‘Blowing the guy away in front of his kids? Come on.’

‘It’s not the only chance you had,’ Wells said.

Driver huffed to herself. ‘Maybe I’m the only one who wonders why we’re executing a guy on the whim of a few politicians.’

‘During the mission, we have to follow through,’ Baptiste said, standing and stretching at the front of the plane in caramel chinos and a white, short-sleeve shirt. ‘But otherwise, I’m with Driver. Who and what are we fighting for anyway?’

‘Don’t pretend it’s anything new,’ Lim muttered. ‘This is why it’s better to work alone. We almost missed our window.’

Driver glared at her Chinese teammate between the seats. ‘Is that all that matters? Hitting our window?’

Pope threw a pretzel in his mouth. ‘It pays the same, doesn’t it?’

‘Kravchenko must have known he was playing with fire,’ Rios added, running a hand through her long, dark hair. ‘So long as no one’s hunting me…’

‘Nice change of tune,’ Driver replied.

‘Look,’ the Latina continued, sitting up in her seat. ‘the minute we stop being useful, we’ll be the ones with bullets in the heads. You can’t trust those UN motherfuckers.’

Thanks to the support of Baptiste, Driver felt relieved she wasn’t the only one with reservations.

Still, she was troubled by the rest of the team. How could they be so callous? Sure, she half-expected it from Pope, a born mercenary, Rios a convicted killer and Lim a former freelance assassin. But not from Wells. He was supposed to be different. Had she figured him wrong?

‘I thought we were here to make the world better,’ Driver continued, ‘not worse.’

‘Sometimes that means getting a little dark,’ Rios said. ‘Or have you forgotten your days in the CIA?’

‘It’s those days I don’t want to repeat,’ Driver continued, seeing her unquestioning loyalty to the agency in a harsh new light.

Wells laughed to himself from the back of the plane. ‘If only we could all be so selective with our morals.’

Feeling the pinch of a nerve, Driver turned in her seat. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

As the British operative shrugged and pulled his cap over his eyes, Rios waved for the team’s attention. ‘Hey, check this out. Did someone pull the plug or what?’

Driver launched out of her seat across the aisle. She peered through a window on the opposite side. At this height, the populated area below was no more than a mass of orange pins of light. Block by block it shut down, as if part of a chain reaction.

‘That’s the whole of Paris,’ Baptiste said, peering over Driver’s shoulder.

Texas, USA. Two a.m.

The sound of the alarms was deafening, a panel of lights flashing wild and pressure gauges in the red, threatening to snap. Minutes earlier, Coleen Mathis had sat behind a computer screen, playing Solitaire and taking the first bite of her ham and mustard mayo on rye. With all systems stable and one eye on the clock, she could never have foreseen the mad scramble of the last few minutes as the entire system went haywire.

Mathis was as dumbfounded as the rest. The well-flow data had looked A-okay. She’d checked it only ten minutes prior. Now out of blue the whole plant was at risk? It didn’t stack up. And whatever she and her fellow engineers tried didn’t work. The entire plant was in danger of going up. The latest readings on the bank of monitors in front of them showed everything was fine. Yet the control panel and the frantic calls they were getting from engineers out in the field were telling Mathis and her team the blowout preventers were down.

‘The whole damn shit-show’s gonna go up,’ gasped Bob Hennessy, her hangdog boss in his deep southern drawl.

He wasn’t wrong. Mathis heard a deep rumble. It rose through the foundations of the building and shook the office hard, spilling her coffee over her keyboard.

On the screens in front of her, she watched as one well shut down after another. Mathis grabbed her dark-blue work jacket off the back of her chair and raced with the others out of the door. They ran along the corridor of the Red Star Energy offices, feet thumping over cheap brown carpet. Mathis snatched her white hardhat off a peg and, with the push of an exit button, the group piled out of the door onto a steel gantry looking over vast swathe of pancake-flat oilfields.

‘Hold onto your assholes,’ Hennessy said as he stared wide-eyed into the darkness.

Mathis’ jacket rippled open in the warm early morning wind, just like the loose strands of hair breaking free of their clip. The rumble sounded like an earthquake coming from the ground up. The gantry was half a mile from the nearest well, yet it shook under her work boots, loose rivets rattling their way out of the handrail.

Then the first of the wells blew – dazzling orange jet, soaring into the sky, crowned by a billowing cloud of tar-like smoke blending with the dark sky.

Like falling dominoes, the remaining wells erupted and caught fire, Mathis hit by a wave of heat from the one nearest her station.

Within minutes, the entire oilfield was ablaze, the air barely breathable and stinging the eyes.

‘Holy fucking hell,’ Hennessy murmured.

Paris, France. Nine p.m.

‘This is your fault,’ yelled Maxine, peering around the taxi driver’s seat, trying to get a better view of the traffic.

‘How is this my fault?’ her husband, Marc, replied, waving his arms from the backseat of the cab.

Maxine tugged on the necklace. The one that went perfectly with the pink dress she’d bought especially for the journey. ‘You’re the one who forgot to book the taxi in advance.’

‘We had to wait ten minutes,’ Marc said, neck veins tensing under the collar of his black Armani shirt. ‘This has got nothing to do with me.’

The elderly male taxi driver pointed at the nose-to-tail traffic ahead. ‘He’s right, it’s never this busy.’

Maxine leaned forward between the front seats of the Renault saloon. She pushed her wavy brown hair out of her face. ‘Unusual or not, we’d have been there by now if my husband didn’t have a sieve for a brain.’

Marc wound down his window and stuck his head out for a better look. ‘Maybe we can get out here and run.’

Maxine turned and shot him a look of disbelief. ‘What? Run along the road like a pair of meth-fuelled derelicts?’

‘Oh sorry, you can’t run,’ he continued, motioning to her pastel pink Louboutin heels. ‘Because you insist on travelling in those ridiculous things.’

‘What would you have me wear, a tracksuit and trainers?’ Maxine huffed, shivering at the thought of it.

‘Well, the traffic’s moving now,’ the taxi driver said. ‘We’re only minutes away.’

Maxine checked her Gucci watch. ‘We’re going to miss it.’

‘We’re not going to miss it,’ Marc replied as the taxi rolled at a maddeningly slow place towards the terminal. ‘I have a good feeling.’

‘You and your good feelings,’ Maxine grumbled. ‘I had a good feeling when I married you, and look how that turned out.’

Marc shook his head and cursed under his breath.

Okay, Maxine could admit he wasn’t responsible for the power cut affecting most of the city, but he insisted on leaving everything until the last minute. No matter how long they had to prepare for anything – a dinner party, a wedding, a flight to Italy to celebrate their two-year anniversary – they were always in a rush. Late, flustered and running for the door. It was inelegant and she was sick of it.

Yet perhaps there was hope, after all.

The taxi driver pulled into gap in an outside lane. He followed the faster flow of traffic and squeezed in front of a shuttle bus, just in time to make it through the barrier for pickup and drop-off.

‘At last, a man who’s resourceful,’ Maxine said.

‘Anything to get rid of you two,’ the driver mumbled, pulling up fast in a parking bay.

Maxine wasn’t about to take him to task, instead scrambling out of the backseat as Marc and the driver dumped their cases onto kerb.

Fumbling in her purse. Maxine pulled out a handful of notes. She jammed them in the taxi-driver’s fist, far more than the fare, and grabbed her designer case. Marc ran ahead, swerving around angry travellers storming out of departures as if they’d been turned away.

Maxine ran to catch up. Lucky for her, she wore heels for everything except the gym, and could run in anything.

For a brief moment, her spirits lifted at the thought that they might just make it. She’d been looking forward to the trip for months, and she so desperately wanted their anniversary to be special.

Yet something was wrong. It was chaos in departures. All the desks closing. Were they too late? No, it was bigger than that. A member of airport staff bustled past her in a navy blazer, a radio in hand. He talked of problems with the airport control tower. GPS going haywire. No planes able to land or take off.

Maxine caught up to Marc, breathing heavy as they stared up at the departure screens above, jostled by angry passengers hurrying left and right.

In rapid succession on the giant screen, every single departure turned from delayed to cancelled, their flight to Venice included.

Maxine’s shoulders sank with her heart.

Marc turned to her with a sarcastic sneer. ‘I suppose you’re going to blame this one on me too.’

London, England. Seven p.m.

It was baking hot on the busy platform at Blackfriars tube station. The summer evening heat oppressive in the artificially lit confines of the underground network, especially for Orla Simms, a young woman six months into pregnancy.

The only breeze available was the hot rush of diesel-tinged air as the train sped out of a dark tunnel and rattled to a stop.

Orla couldn’t jostle and push with the rest of the scrum any more. She had to hang back, protecting her bump until her fellow commuters had stepped onto the train before she boarded.

It wasn’t quite rush hour, but neither was it long since the weekend exodus from the city, with standing room only.

People said you were never more than a few feet away from a rat in London. Well, on the tube, that went for armpits too.

As Orla rode backwards gripping a handrail inside the door, a lanky man with long ginger dreads leaned in close, a hand pressed to the roof of the carriage. His foul-smelling pit was only centimetres away, the wild bush of hairs like octopus legs threatening to reach out and crawl up her nostrils.

Mercifully, the man got off at the next stop, along with several more of her fellow passengers. A seat freed up on the end of a row and Orla eased herself into it, no longer able to drop in, cross a carefree leg and open a book to the next chapter without giving a second thought to the heat.

Everything was more difficult and deliberate now, including shopping for outfits that fitted her bohemian style.

Note to self, Orla thought as she took her phone and scrolled through the day’s news: if you have a second child, make sure you get pregnant in late summer and avoid the worst of the heat on the tube.

With the train zipping away from the platform, Orla tucked a dark-brown tussle of hair behind her ear and scrolled through the news. She was met by a series of breaking stories: power grids out in New York, Moscow, Paris and other major cities around the world. Then there were the burning oilfields in China, Canada, Siberia and the US.

The Oxford native tapped on the live news feed, only to find stories coming in of chaos at Charles de Gaulle, JFK, LAX and Heathrow to name a few. What on earth was going on?

Orla’s first and admittedly selfish thought was that she hoped the problems at Heathrow didn’t cause delays on the line. And heaven forbid the power should go down in London. It was her worst nightmare. Being stuck on a train, underground, in between stops. It sent a shiver down her spine, causing the baby to kick in protest.

She willed the tube train on to a safe and swift passage out of the confines of the city towards her commuter belt home to the south. And the wish appeared to be working, the chatter of people discussing the news and the gentle rock and rumble of the train her only distraction from her phone.

Then the first sign of trouble. The lights in the carriage blinking off and on. Orla looked up – the lights held. She felt relieved, put a hand to her bump and checked her social media accounts for more commentary on the events.

But the lights blinked some more. This time, out a few seconds. And was it her, or was the train slowing down? Not braking, but rolling towards a slow, prolonged halt. Disquiet broke out along the carriage. Orla peered out of the window behind her, only to be met with her own reflection.

Maybe the driver had to wait for a signal. Yes, that made sense.

‘Excuse me ladies and gentlemen,’ a confused voice crackled over the speaker system. ‘This is your driver. We seem to be experiencing some power issues. But not to worry, I’m sure we’ll be up and running in no—’

The speaker system cut the driver off mid-flow. This was worse than Orla’s worst nightmare. She was stranded on a tube train with no power, halfway down a long, pitch-dark tunnel. Orla checked her phone and noticed the news stories were no longer refreshing. She was all out of bars. The phone of the woman wedged next to her revealed the same.

That was when the lights went out.

Tokyo. Five a.m.

With an itchy trigger finger and a quickening of the pulse, Hideo Nakamura checked his six. The coast was clear. Few people in the immediate area and none of them within range of his position.

The lighting was artificial. The smell of black coffee strong in the recycled air. He focused again on-screen, moved his mouse over his target and bam, a double-tap on the image of the naked woman cupping her own breasts, beckoning him, daring him to see more.

At first nothing happened. Nothing but a black buffer wheel. It spun over the top of a spreadsheet of logged technical issues from customers up early enough to care whether their PC software was working or not.

There weren’t many calls at this hour. Hence the mostly-empty office. Nakamura worked the graveyard shift. The cons – the ridiculous hours, the lack of a social life. The pros – more pay, fewer complaints and plenty of privacy.

But nothing was happening. Not until a message that read: initialising.

‘Initialising what?’ Nakamura muttered under his breath.

He wished he’d never asked. The wheel stopped spinning and the naked girl appeared, full frontal. Then another girl. And another. Not just images – videos, invading his screen. The sound of a hundred orgasms filling his headset. He threw them off and rattled a finger on the mouse in an attempt to shut the videos and images down.

It was no good – no response. Nakamura hit escape. That didn’t work either, so he tried to shut the computer down. No, this couldn’t be happening.

Nakamura pushed away from his desk, as if trying to flee the scene of the crime. But as he stood up and backed away, he noticed his fellow helpdesk colleagues experiencing the same, with an entire floor of monitors filled with porn.

The head of a snake came on the screen – a red outline on a black background with glowing yellow eyes. The snake cackled with laughter on a loop. They’d been hacked, infected, by one little email. And it was all Nakamura’s fault.




Chapter 3

Somewhere Over Switzerland

Driver hovered on Baptiste’s shoulder as he scrolled through a deluge of stories on the major news sites from around the world.

Le Monde, CNN, the BBC, Pravda and China Daily were all reporting catastrophes, yet none of them made sense. According to the French news site, aliens had taken out power grids in Paris, London and New York. China Daily claimed Beijing had vanished into thin air. And according to CNN, Syrian troops had invaded Texas, setting fire to its oilfields.

‘Nothing but fake news,’ said Baptiste, shaking his head.

‘It would help if my signal didn’t keep cutting out,’ Lim added, joining the party towards the front of the plane.

‘Mine too,’ Rios sighed, slapping her phone in frustration.

‘Must be a glitch in the networks,’ Driver said, staring at her own grey bars.

Baptiste cursed in French as his laptop screen buffered and froze.

Driver left the others to wrestle with the devices, making her way to the cockpit.

The jet course-corrected, throwing her off-balance as the Gulfstream banked right and lost altitude.

Funny, the jet would have still been operating under its autopilot at this point in the journey. Yet being an ex-Navy pilot, she knew a manual turn when she felt one.

For one thing, they were never as smooth. With the jet levelling its wings, Driver knocked on the cockpit door. The co-pilot pushed it open, a slip of a guy in his thirties with ginger hair and freckles. The captain was older, greyer and broader, hands working the stick and throttle as he communicated with a control tower.

‘You guys hear of anything strange on the ground?’ Driver asked.

‘I’ll say,’ the English captain replied. ‘Charles de Gaulle is a car park and our airfield is out of lights.’

‘We’ve found somewhere else to land,’ added the co-pilot in apologetic Swiss tones.

‘Could be a bit of a drive home,’ warned the captain.

‘Anywhere on the ground will do,’ said Driver. ‘You not flying autopilot?’

The captain shook his head. ‘Problems with the GPS. Keeps throwing us off-course.’

Driver smiled. ‘Almost like flying for real, huh?’

The captain laughed. ‘I’d forgotten how fun it was.’

Patting him on the shoulder, Driver closed the cockpit door and returned to the cabin. She peered again out of the window. ‘What the hell’s going on down there. Any real news?’

‘Yeah,’ said Pope, screwing up a demolished bag of mini pretzels. ‘We’re out of those twig things now too.’

The White House, Washington D.C.

Tyler Williams, America’s second black President, strode along the marble corridors of the White House with his Chief of Staff, Bill Ross by his side. A half-dozen secret service agents swarmed around him. Only months into his term, the Democrat leader was facing yet another global crisis. President Williams had promised peace and stability to the American people. And he was still restoring international relations following his predecessor’s combustible personality.

After the bombings in Washington and Moscow and the events in Rome, he thought it couldn’t get any worse. But now this?

‘We’re getting reports of power outages across the country,’ Ross said, light on breath and heavy on lines in his tired, pained face. ‘JFK and LAX are inoperable and then there are the oilfields in Texas.’

‘Is it just us?’ Williams asked, hurried along by his security.

‘No, Mr President. We’re hearing the rest of the world, the same, though it’s hard to tell through all the fake news.’

Williams turned left, following a pair of broad-shouldered secret service agents.

‘We’re also getting wind that there are problems with weather reporting systems,’ added Ross.

‘Getting wind? During hurricane season? Nice choice of words, Bill.’

Ross shrugged in apology.

‘Right, well let’s find out what the hell’s going on,’ Williams said.

‘Everyone’s waiting, sir,’ Ross confirmed.

As a man who’d forgotten what it was like to open a door, Williams didn’t break stride as he entered the room. The entire table rose as one at his arrival. He waved them back into their large black leather swing chairs as he took his own seat at the head of the room.

The table was awash with laptops and papers, the room bland with the Presidential seal the only touch of flair.

A large projection at the far end featured multiple screens playing news footage from around the world. A further six flats creens either side of the room lay blank and dormant.

With the door closed and Ross taking his place against the inside wall, Williams surveyed the faces around the table. All the usual decision-makers were there, including his Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs and the Director of the CIA.

The President took a breath and straightened his crimson-coloured tie. His senior staff paused in silence, all eyes fixed on his commanding six-foot-three presence. ‘So what are we looking at?’ he asked in his deep, calm Florida accent.

There was silence around the room as the experienced heads looked to each other for an answer.

‘Well, don’t all speak at once,’ Williams continued.

‘We think it’s a terrorist attack, Mr President,’ offered CIA chief Todd Schneider, his fat wedge of raven-black hair gelled to within an inch of its life.

‘Well, I figured that out for myself,’ Williams replied.

Schneider shifted his barrel frame in his seat. ‘More specifically, cyberterrorists.’

‘Any idea who?’ Williams asked.

‘Could be state-sponsored,’ Secretary of Defense, Helen Danbridge, replied, thirty years his senior in a mauve trouser suit.

General Joe Budge, squeezed into his US Army uniform shook his head, ‘Fake news or no, there are reports of attacks all over the place. Even the Kremlin’s been shut down.’

‘So we can rule out the Russians,’ Williams said, rubbing a hand over a square, clean-shaven jaw. ‘Who else would have the power to do this?’

‘Aside from us?’ Schneider replied. ‘Israel, China, but the intel I’m getting is that we’re all suffering, apart from the Saudis. And what reason could they have?’

‘Could be a jihadi group,’ offered Budge.

‘You think they’ve got the resources for this?’ Danbridge asked, appearing far from convinced.

‘Either way, what are we doing to resolve the situation?’ Williams asked Schneider as he stole a sip of water.

The CIA Director set down the glass. ‘We’re working to clarify the exact nature and scope of the attacks.’

‘And we’ve got teams of white hats working on it right now,’ added Danbridge. ‘Plus, we’ve scheduled an emergency call with the French President and British PM.’ Danbridge’s phone buzzed on the conference table. She checked the screen. ‘We’re ready for a call right now, sir.’

‘Tee it up,’ Williams ordered, looking towards the big screen at the end of the room.

Within seconds, the images from CNN were replaced by a split screen video call of the British and French heads of state.

Prime Minister, Judith Chambers, was a grandmotherly figure in a staid blue suit. In contrast, French President Henri Berger appeared in a tuxedo, as if pulled from an event. His tanned, handsome face betrayed a sense of alarm and confusion, his dark mane of hair greying with every week in the job.

Williams knew the feeling and greeted them with his usual warmth.

Prime Minister Chambers was business-like as ever. ‘I’ve just come from a COBRA meeting. We’re convinced it’s not Russia or China. Or any other state for that matter.’

President Berger agreed. ‘Everyone’s suffering.’

‘What’s the picture like over there?’ Williams asked.

‘Bleak,’ Chambers replied in her dour manner. ‘London is without power and all flights remain suspended.’

‘And President Berger?’ Williams asked.

‘The same here,’ Berger replied. ‘We understand the corporate sector has been hit worldwide. Viruses and data leaks. The stock market is going to go – well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘The stock market can wait,’ said Williams. ‘I’m more concerned about the burning oilfields in Texas.’

‘Don’t forget China, Siberia and Canada,’ Chambers muttered. ‘And we thought we had a fuel crisis before…’

Berger shook his head. ‘And right after we remove Kravchenko.’

Williams leaned forward in his seat, itching to take action. ‘So we’re agreed it’s a global terror attack. Can we agree on a course of action?’

‘MI6 are recommending a coordinated response,’ Chambers replied.

‘I agree,’ said Berger.

Williams looked towards Schneider, his head buried in the screen of his laptop. ‘Bill?’

Schneider glanced up. ‘I’m in communication with the head of MI6 now, sir. Our best white hats are already fighting to regain control.’

‘Bring French intelligence into the conversation,’ continued Williams, motioning to General Budge. ‘And tag-team with the military on this one. I want everyone with a computer and a pulse on the job.’

Schneider nodded. ‘Yes, Mr President.’

Berger loosened the bow-tie around his neck. ‘In the meantime, may I suggest we get our friends in the East on a call?’

‘Let’s make it happen,’ Williams agreed. ‘The sooner the better. The last thing we want are any misunderstandings.’

As Williams’ European allies disappeared from the screen, he turned to Danbridge. ‘What can we do to trace the source of the hacks?’

‘You mean other than tracking the ISPs?’ she responded.

Williams nodded.

‘Not much,’ Schneider said, ‘but we’re working with the NSA on monitoring chatter.’

‘I propose we put the National Guard on standby,’ Budge said.

‘What about FEMA?’ Danbridge added.

‘We’re not at that point yet,’ said Schneider.

‘We soon will be,’ Budge replied.

President Williams shook his head. ‘We have two priorities right now,’ he said, tapping a finger on the table. ‘One is stopping further breaches of our national security. And two is establishing the source and scope of the attacks. I can’t reassure the American public if I’m as much in the dark as them.’ Williams slapped the table and stood from his chair. ‘Let’s get to work.’

Langley, Virginia

Deep in the bowels of the CIA headquarters, Jemal Awad typed in a panic, his white cotton shirt damp under the armpits, mouth dry and water bottle empty. The young white hat stopped and stared at the screen, running a hand over his mouth. This couldn’t be happening. This really couldn’t be happening. He pushed his chair away from his desk and swung around, looking for his team supervisor, Duncan. He was new and miles out of his depth.

A micro manager with zero coding knowledge, Duncan had been parachuted in to drive up efficiency – whatever that meant.

Jemal spotted the beanpole forty-year-old with his trademark rectangular glasses. He was lingering close to Amy, a fellow member of Jemal’s cybersecurity team.

Duncan’s face fell all the way to the dark-blue carpet, the glare from the artificial lights reflecting off his glasses.

Jemal sprung from his chair and hurried across the floor. ‘Are you seeing this?’

‘I don’t know what I’m seeing,’ Duncan replied, his eyes glued to Amy’s screen.

The supervisor’s shallow breathing suggested he had every idea.

‘Russian Dolls,’ Jemal said, as Amy nodded in agreement.

Duncan flashed angry. ‘What are you saying? You coders. Plain English, please.’

‘Plain English?’ Jemal replied. ‘They left a trail for us to follow, and set a series of booby traps.’

‘We call them Russian Dolls,’ said Amy.

‘So?’ Duncan flapped.

‘So we walked right into it,’ Jemal continued. ‘And now they’ve got access to our entire network.’

‘When you say our network, you mean—’

‘They’ve got the CIA by the balls,’ Jemal explained. ‘And if they’ve got us…’

Amy rattled the escape key on her keyboard.

‘They’ve got remote access,’ she said, finishing his sentence. Amy pointed at the screen. ‘I told you this was a mistake, going after them like this.’

‘Well maybe you wanna take that up with Schneider,’ snapped Duncan. ‘Or the President.’ He gripped a handful of his own floppy, sandy hair, one piece of bad news from a heart attack. ‘Jesus, what are we gonna do—?’

Jemal knew it was only the start of proceedings, like a car ram raiding a jeweller’s.

As if to back up his theory, the code on the monitors went crazy. Files began downloading themselves to an unknown remote server.

‘What’s happening now?’ Duncan asked as the office lights shut down.

‘My guess would be they cut the lights,’ Amy replied.

‘I can see that,’ Duncan yelled. ‘On the damn screen.’

‘Oh that?’ Jemal said. ‘That’s just a bot swarm. They’re hunting down every file on record and stealing the whole damn lot.’

‘Shit, the whole department. They’ll know everything about our work.’

‘I don’t think you understand,’ said Amy, jabbing at her keyboard in vain. ‘All the files. They’re stealing all of them.’

As Duncan dropped into an empty office chair, Jemal broke away and rushed back to his own station. He was just in time to see his screen turn to black – on it appeared the head of a snake.




Chapter 4

Washington D.C.

Violetta Hill knew she shouldn’t have worn the new shoes. Every hurrying step along the White House corridor was another vice-like pinch in her heels and ankles. Yet as she struggled to keep up with Morris Ross, the President’s Chief of Staff, blisters were the least of her problems.

Ross was jabbering at the speed of light, filling her in on everything they knew so far. As they rounded the corner and entered the situation room, the faces of the Joint Chiefs told the story. Joe Budge sat with his overfed face in his hands. Todd Schneider yammered into a phone in the far corner of the room. And everyone else clutched one of the white emergency landline receivers in their hand, desperately seeking an update from their senior staff.

President Williams paced the floor to Hill’s right. After the impeachment of his predecessor and Vice President, Williams had stepped up the food chain from Speaker of the House.

Hill had played a major role in his election to the post as Speaker, campaigning on his behalf in her home state of Georgia, where she’d held office as Senator for back-to-back terms. And after sharing a song sheet in one of Washington’s pre-eminent gospel choirs, she was used to calling him a friend. Now Hill addressed Williams as Mr President. It was a strange feeling, yet she couldn’t think of anyone better suited for the job, especially after the previous car crash of an administration.

She hoped that when he came to the end of his term in office, he would be so generous as to recommend her to the nation’s voters – if there was a nation left to run.

‘Violetta, good to have you here,’ Williams said, appearing relieved to have a sure-fire ally in the room. ‘Did Morris bring you up to speed?’

‘Yes, Mr President.’

‘Then you’ll know how grave the situation is,’ Williams said, waving her into a chair. He took his own at the head of the table, a cue for everyone else to end their calls and take their places.

Ross cupped his phone and leaned over the President’s shoulder. ‘We’ve had confirmation it’s the same all over.’

‘The other intelligence agencies?’ Williams asked.

Ross nodded. ‘Russia, China, Israel, they’re all under the hackers’ control now.’

‘I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing,’ said Schneider.

Hill had to agree. If the CIA, NSA, FBI and US militaries had all been hacked, it was better their enemies were incapacitated too, if only to nullify the threat of them preying on their weak defences.

‘So what we’re saying here,’ Williams continued, ‘is that these hackers have taken control of any means we have of counteracting their attacks.’

‘In a nutshell…’ Secretary of Defense Danbridge shrugged.

General Budge smacked a hand on the table. ‘How the hell does something like this happen?’

‘It happens because we consistently underestimate the threat of cyberterrorism,’ remarked Danbridge.

‘No, it happens because we have these little things called budgets,’ Williams replied.

‘Plus the deep web moves faster than we do,’ Schneider added. ‘In the past, a cyberattacker who wanted to launch an assault would have had to write all the code themselves. Now there’s a whole service industry of solutions. Either that or they can up their game by hiring nation state hackers – people who’ve been radicalised, or folks who simply want a payday.’

‘Which means they’re highly-professional, highly motivated and hard to stop,’ added Danbridge.

Williams broke from his chair and paced the room. ‘Surely we’ve got systems in place to counteract this.’

‘My incident response teams are telling me it’s likely to be a long-term hack,’ Schneider replied. ‘They could have been inside our systems undetected for years, probing for weak spots, building a plan of attack. We’ve done plenty of it ourselves.’

‘All right, all right,’ Williams said. ‘Let’s skip the how – what the hell we’re going to do about it?’

‘“Do about it”, sir?’ Schneider asked.

‘How do we get these guys?’ grunted Budge.

Schneider looked around the room as though the answer was obvious. Hill knew and feared what he was about to say.

‘We don’t,’ Schneider replied. ‘Not unless we can trace the source of the attacks. And the only people we have capable of responding—’

‘The CIA have had their asses handed to them,’ Budge said, only too happy to stick the knife into an organisation Hill knew he wanted folded into US Army intelligence.

Yet the General’s own cybersecurity measures had been proved just as vulnerable.

‘There’s got to be a military solution,’ said Admiral John Benson of the US Navy, a white-haired old man who seemed to shrink every time Hill saw him.

‘You can’t torpedo the internet, Admiral,’ Hill replied.

‘Well what does the Ambassador suggest?’ Benson grumbled. ‘And what’s she doing here, anyway?’ he continued, as if the Ambassador didn’t exist.

Williams returned to his seat. ‘Because I asked her to be, Admiral… For one, Violetta’s one of the few people I know who talks sense. For another, she’s our backchannel in with the other permanent members.’

Danbridge turned in her chair to face Hill. ‘What are you hearing?’

‘The same conversation we’re having now,’ the Ambassador replied, motioning to the CNN footage of global power cuts, transport chaos and blazing oilfields on the big screen at the end of the room.

As Hill and the others in the room stared helplessly at the bad news, the footage broke up with static. Suddenly, another image filled the screen – a man, judging by his wide shoulders, behind a black snake mask with demonic yellow eyes and the red outlines of features, tongue and teeth.

The man stared at them on the other side of a camera. Hill shifted uncomfortably in her chair and exchanged a nervous glance with Danbridge.

President Williams was the first to break the silence. ‘Who are you?’

‘We are Viper Nine,’ the man replied, his voice masked by a deep vocal distorter.

‘What do you want?’ Williams asked, meeting with silence. ‘How did you access our communications?’ the President continued.

Still the man didn’t speak. He merely laughed behind the mask. It was sinister and gave Ambassador Hill the chills.

‘Answer me,’ Williams bellowed, banging a fist on the polished oak. ‘I’m the President of the United—’

‘I don’t care,’ the man in the mask said, with apparent glee.

Hill wondered if it was a juvenile they were dealing with. Behind the mask and with the figure on the screen dressed in black in a dimly-lit room, it was hard to tell much of anything.

‘You must want something,’ Williams said. ‘Otherwise, why hijack our communications?’

‘That’s a nice tie,’ replied the masked man.

Damn, thought Hill, he could see into the room – they were on a two-way video call and didn’t even know it. The rest of the room shifted in their seats, as if uncomfortable at the thought of being watched.

If they had access to the White House internet, what else were they tapped into? Hill’s phone? Her laptop?

‘I am here with a message, for you and the other so-called superpowers,’ the man continued. ‘Pay one trillion US dollars and this stops. Don’t pay, and it gets worse.’

A trillion? Did they even have that kind of money? Even shared between nations, it was a staggering sum.

President Williams leaned forward in his chair. ‘And when do you want this money by?’

‘We’re reasonable people,’ the hacker replied. ‘You have seventy-two hours.’

Williams confirmed the shaking heads around the table. ‘We haven’t got that kind of money. Especially in that kind of time.’

‘A trillion US in three days’ time,’ the Viper Nine leader repeated. ‘And throw in the tie.’

Before Williams could speak, the transmission was cut and the screen returned to CNN. The Joint Chiefs dropped their heads in their hands and grumbled about the ransom – the amount, the deadline, each ridiculous and impossible.

‘Especially without global buy-in,’ Danbridge said. ‘What does “Viper Nine” mean anyway?’

‘Who knows?’ replied Schneider. ‘These hacking groups usually go for mysterious or menacing.’

‘It’s certainly menacing,’ Ambassador Hill added, checking her watch. ‘I think we should take this to the UN. There’s an emergency session already scheduled.’

‘I thought we didn’t negotiate with terrorists,’ said Benson.

‘We don’t,’ replied Williams. ‘But we have to appear to be. Who knows what they’re monitoring.’

Ross re-entered the room. He was such a stealth presence in the corridors of the White House, Hill hadn’t even noticed him leave.

The Chief of Staff approached the President with a gaggle of secret service agents at his heel.

‘Has the White House been compromised?’ Williams asked.

‘We don’t think so, sir,’ Ross replied. ‘But we can’t take any chances. We’re moving you to a more secure location.’

Everyone knew what that meant, including Hill. President Williams rose from his chair. ‘We’ll continue this discussion in the basement.’ He looked towards Hill. ‘Violetta, take this to the Security Council, but don’t wait for the meeting. Backchannel it through the other Permanent Members.’

‘I’ll start making calls,’ Hill said, pulling her phone from her handbag.

‘Keep me informed,’ Williams said, as his security detail ushered him out of the door with the Joint Chiefs in tow.

‘Likewise, Mr President,’ Hill replied, heading the opposite way along the corridor. She dialled the Russian Ambassador’s number as her work heels clapped over marble tiles, the pinch all but forgotten. ‘Anton?’ she said as he picked up. ‘The five of us need to talk, right now.’

UN Headquarters, New York

In a quiet corner of the building, Ambassador Hill met with her fellow delegates from Russia, China, France and the UK.

They huddled around a circular, shin-high table in a breakout area far from the Security Council Chambers. The kind of place they could talk without their voices echoing along the corridors of shared power. Yet each leaned forward conspiratorially on an oversized grey armchair as Hill laid out the ransom demands made by Viper Nine.

Anton Popov, the wiry Russian delegate looked tired from his flight. He scratched his bald head, shaved down to a sheen. ‘He demanded the same of our President.’

‘The guy in the snake mask?’ Hill asked.

‘Sounds like we all made his acquaintance,’ replied the stocky Zhao Chunian, the Chinese Ambassador.

‘So what are we going to do?’ Dominique Blanc asked, as pristine as ever with her demure charcoal dress and platinum-blonde bob.

‘We don’t negotiate with terrorists,’ Trevor Longstaff grunted, a hand to his side where he’d recently had a hip replacement. ‘The Prime Minister has made it quite clear.’

‘They’ve got control of our intelligence systems and command of some of our communications,’ Hill said. ‘We’re not in a position to negotiate.’

‘So is this conversation about what I think it’s about?’ Zhao asked.

Popov was as wary as ever. ‘There were complications with the last mission.’

‘Still, they got the job done,’ Longstaff remarked.

‘Not that it did us any good,’ Zhao replied. ‘We finally get the oil agreement back on track and this happens… When the markets reopen, it will be chaos.’

‘At the fuel pumps before long, too,’ added Blanc. ‘As if hospitals running off emergency generators isn’t enough.’

‘FEMA’s already in full swing and we’re a couple of hacks away from the dark ages,’ Hill said.

‘Not to mention the political fallout,’ added Zhao. ‘My government cannot appear weak for too long.’

Hill massaged a finger against her temple. ‘If this situation continues south, we’re all going to be for the chop. Presidents. Ministers. Ambassadors…’

Blanc sat back in her seat and shook her head. ‘If this gets any worse, your career will be the least of your worries.’

‘Then what do we say?’ Hill asked the group. ‘Shall I activate Wildcard?’

‘Seems like we’ve got little option,’ Longstaff sighed.

‘Not long until that deadline,’ Zhao said. ‘If we do pay up, it’ll crash the markets for sure.’

‘And if we don’t, who knows what will happen,’ Blanc remarked.

Popov tugged at his shirt collar like it was choking him. ‘What about the voting process?’

Hill checked her watch. ‘We’re in session in five minutes.’

Popov sagged in the shoulders and nodded. ‘Make the call.’




Chapter 5

Geneva, Switzerland

With her face buried in a pillow, Driver reached out a hand and felt around on the bedside table. Even in the midst of her deepest sleep, she was easily woken by the smallest sudden noise. So the buzz of her phone had dragged her kicking and screaming out of slumber.

Driver felt the cool, flat glass of the screen of her phone under her palm. She pulled it into bed with her and rolled onto her side. The screen lit up bright under the duvet. It was five-ten am. and she’d enjoyed a whole four hours of sleep since the long drive home to Geneva.

With sticky, squinting eyes, Driver read the text message on her phone. It was from a contact listed as Work. The text read: Can you come into the office?

It meant one thing. She had to get up. Then and there. Driver dropped the phone and planted her face back in the pillow. She groaned and contemplated drifting off for another ten minutes. There was a chill in the room, her apartment hidden from the sun behind thick wooden blinds for the previous three days. And when Driver did climb out of bed, who knew if she’d make it back into it again? Ever?

Hell, Driver didn’t even know if she wanted in on the team any more. She cursed herself for signing the contract and closed her eyes, mind and body starting to drift.

But the world couldn’t wait another ten minutes.

Driver rolled onto her side again, flung the covers aside and hauled herself out of bed. The dark laminate flooring was chilly under her soles. She got to her feet and left the phone on the bedside table.

Padding across the room, the matte-white walls were bare of any sign of life and seemed to glow in the dark. Driver sleepwalked her way through her tiny one-bedroom home into the living area. She opened the fridge and peered into the harsh light, grabbed a carton of orange juice and a cup off the blender, setting both down on the worktop. Next came a jar of coffee off a shelf. A spoon dug in and a heap of ground beans tipped into the blender. Working in the light of the almost-bare fridge, Driver took the last couple of eggs from the inside of the door. She cracked them in the blender and reached inside again to a lonely jar of peanut butter. A large spoonful completed the mound of ingredients in the blender, to which Driver added a dash of water.

The high-speed churn of the blender was offensively loud. Driver pulled the cup from the machine. ‘Down the hatch,’ she said to herself before necking the whole lot in one. She slammed the cup down on the worktop and grimaced.

Driver shuddered at the foul taste as a loud belch took her by surprise. Flinging the cup in the sink and rubbing an eye with the base of her palm, she looked around her apartment.

It was a rental, furnished, serviced and paid for. But there was little sign anyone lived there other than dishes in the sink, a sparse wardrobe of clothing and her own zombified moans as she trudged her way to the shower.

Twenty minutes later, Driver was out of the door, exiting onto a quiet city street, the birds singing and a bin truck beeping as it backed out of a side alley.

With Geneva being a small, historical city in the shadow of the snow-capped Mont Blanc, it was only a five-minute stride on foot to the office. Access was gained through an unassuming steel door without a window with the number twenty-four.

Driver held her fob to a panel and the door clicked open. She pushed through and let it swing shut behind her. At the end of a narrow, dim hallway with a hard grey floor waited another doorway. This one came with a metal key-code panel. Driver punched in her code and moved through the door into a musty foyer where a service elevator waited with a blue concertina door.

She rolled the heavy door to her right and stepped inside the elevator. With the door closed, Driver inserted a key in a lock on a control panel, turned it and pushed a button for minus two.

The elevator juddered into life. It descended slowly, exposed brickwork charting its descent.

The elevator came to a stop and she pulled the door open. Next came an empty foyer with a nondescript white door and a small black panel to the right.

Driver wrapped a hand around the grab handle on the door and lined her face up with the panel. A horizontal beam of green light scanned up and down. There was a beep. A click. She pulled on the door and strode through into the office.

Except it was no ordinary office. It was a hi-tech command and control centre for Wildcard. Not only did the team have its own base now, they finally had a vending machine too.

Okay, so the place was small, sparse and industrial. The ceilings were low with steel fans spinning slow and no natural light – a claustrophobe’s nightmare. Yet there were dedicated desks for tech genius Mo and team liaison Anna, their go-to woman for everything.

Both were busy at their stations, not bothering to look up as she entered.

Gilmore, meanwhile, had his own office at the far end. To the right sat the situation room behind a soundproof glass wall. And against the left wall, a small breakout area with a pair of brown leather sofas, a TV on the wall, a water cooler, single-counter kitchenette and that vending machine, as pestered for by Pope.

The rest of the team waited in the situation room, gathered round a conference table with a giant touchscreen in the centre. There were further screens fixed to the outer brick wall, each playing news reports from around the world.

It was cold in the office. Driver entered the situation room with Mo and Anna following close behind. She nodded at the team, all still half-asleep.

Heading for a seat next to Wells, Driver thought better of it. There was a permafrost between them still – unexplained, unaddressed. Perhaps that was the source of the sub-zero temperature.

Driver was in no mood for that conversation anyway. Sure as hell not in front of the others. So she slumped into a chair towards the head of the table.

Bryan Gilmore, in his trademark white shirt and loose black tie, entered the room. The spotlights above accentuated the deep grooves in his face and danced on his short silver hair. He stood at the head of the table as Anna and Mo took their places – Anna rubbing her thick-rimmed glasses with the sleeve of a green wool sweater and Mo zipping up a black hoodie and hugging himself tight.

‘Why’s it always so cold in here?’ he complained.

‘To keep you awake,’ Gilmore replied to a bleary-eyed room dressed discreetly casual as any clandestine operative was in the habit of doing.

Even Pope was quiet, sipping on a takeout coffee and threatening to swallow the room with a silent yawn.

‘Okay, I’m not gonna stand here and go back over the situation,’ Gilmore said, resting his weight on the desk. ‘Only to say that things have got worse since the opening attacks.’

‘What kind of worse?’ Wells asked, reclining in his chair.

‘Intelligence agencies being hacked kind of worse,’ Anna replied, returning her glasses to her eyes.

‘It’s happened across the board,’ Gilmore continued.

‘Anyone take credit yet?’ Wells asked.

Gilmore dug his hands in his pockets. ‘They’re calling themselves Viper Nine. And they’re demanding a trillion US dollars in three days from now.’

Baptiste, wearing his version of casual – a tweed blazer and a white Armani shirt – whistled through his teeth.

‘Has anyone got that kind of money?’ Driver asked, shivering and hugging herself with her arms.

‘The money’s not an issue,’ Gilmore replied. ‘Wanting to part with it is.’

‘So what are we saying?’ Rios asked, the sole of a Converse trainer on the edge of the table, ‘the CIA, MI6, they’re all lame ducks?’

‘Hence the rude awakening,’ Gilmore continued.

‘What can we do that our governments can’t?’ Lim asked from the far end of the table.

‘Well for one, no one knows about us,’ Gilmore replied in his gravelled Virginian tone. ‘And we can’t be hacked, tracked or tapped by these cyberterrorists if they don’t know we exist.’

Pope stretched and yawned some more. ‘That’s all bloody good in theory. But where do we start?’

‘Pope’s right, this super-geek shit isn’t our thing,’ Rios added.

‘We need a way in,’ Driver said, turning to Mo.

The young techie’s head lolled forward, snoring gently in his chair.

Anna elbowed him awake. ‘Tell them about the recruiter.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Mo said, snapping awake. ‘I’ve been hitting the deep, dark web. Trying to find out more.’

‘You not heard of these guys?’ Wells asked.

‘Viper Nine? No, but what they’ve done is incredible. I mean, the sheer audacity of the hacks. It’s technically brilliant—’ Mo caught Gilmore’s glare and stopped himself in the act of fan worship. ‘I mean, it’s terrible, obviously…’

Gilmore sighed. ‘The point, Mo, get to the point.’

‘The point, okay, so I made some enquiries under my old Black Hat tag, Super-Fly.’

Pope burst out laughing.

In spite of the hour and the situation, Driver couldn’t help but smile. She wasn’t the only one.

Mo shook off the ridicule. ‘I got in touch with a contact called Necromancer. I’m pretty sure they’re a recruiter for these Viper Nine guys.’

‘How do you know they’re legit?’ Rios asked.

‘Because hackers like to brag. And bringing me on board? Coup de grȃce, my friends, coup de grȃce.’

Gilmore stood up from the table and scratched a wiry eyebrow. ‘Translate this into next steps for me. Can we trace this recruiter?’

Mo shook his head. ‘Not a good idea. If they’re sophisticated enough to bring down the CIA and Pentagon, they’ll have Russian-dolled any attempts to mess with their shit.’

Driver shared a shrug with Baptiste – no, her neither.

‘And even if I did get into their systems undetected,’ Mo continued, ‘they’ll have me chasing fake ISPs until Christmas.’

‘How can you know?’ Baptiste asked.

Mo regarded the Russian as if he was stupid. ‘You don’t know much about computers, do you?’

‘Then that leaves us where?’ Driver asked.

‘They want to meet me,’ Mo replied.

Wells raised an eyebrow. ‘A physical meeting? Is that normal?’

‘No,’ Mo continued. ‘It’s very not normal. But it’s the cost of entry.’

‘Where does this Necromancer want to meet?’ Gilmore asked.

‘Berlin,’ Mo replied. ‘Tonight.’

Driver shook her head. ‘You can’t make it any sooner?’

‘I pushed for the afternoon,’ Mo replied. ‘How do you say it? No dice.’

‘Tonight will have to do,’ Gilmore muttered.

Driver planted her elbows on the table. ‘You’re not sending him in?’

‘Why not?’ Wells countered with an irritated glare.

‘We’re up against a band of cyberterrorists,’ Driver replied, holding his stare. ‘Mo’s too important.’

‘Well that’s true,’ Mo said to himself.

‘Send me instead,’ Driver suggested, sensing resistance within the room. After Hyde Park, she didn’t need to ask why.

‘Actually, that could work out pretty well,’ Mo said. ‘How’s your Russian?’

‘I spent two years in Siberia, what do you think?’

‘And your German?’

‘My mother’s German,’ Driver replied.

‘That explains a lot,’ Wells muttered.

She cooled her growing frustration with him and asked Mo why it mattered.

‘To throw the authorities off my scent, I pretended I was Eastern European.’

‘Then it’s better if Driver goes,’ agreed Lim. ‘She looks the part.’

‘Thanks, I think,’ Driver replied, checking her attire.

‘I could pass for a hacker,’ Baptiste remarked.

Rios, chewing on gum, flashed him an incredulous grin. ‘No offence pops, but—’

As Baptiste sulked in his chair, Wells leaned forward in his. ‘What about me?’

‘You’re more jock than geek,’ Anna replied.

Mo agreed. ‘You don’t get muscles like those by punching keys.’

‘And you can rule me out,’ Pope said. ‘Computers make my brain hurt.’

‘What doesn’t?’ Lim said.

Pope listed them out on fingers. ‘Beer, chips, cricket—’

‘All right, all right,’ Gilmore interrupted. ‘Driver meets with the recruiter tonight. The rest of you stay close. First chance we get, we grab Necromancer and get some answers.’

‘So long as you stick to the plan this time,’ Wells said.

‘So long as the plan is worth sticking to,’ Driver snapped back, sick of the flak she’d taken since London.

Lack of sleep didn’t help, and Gilmore sensed it. ‘Kravchenko was necessary, this is an emergency. Go home, get some more rest before the flight out. We might only get one shot at this.’




Chapter 6

Berlin, Germany

Under a clear night sky, an unseasonable cold chill permeated the air. Driver moved through the grungier end of the city, past graffiti-adorned walls and a strip of bars housed in a converted warehouse.

The neon lights of Berlin drinking holes shimmered in a sheen of fresh-fallen rain. She heard a shriek of steel over tram lines in the distance as a yellow U-Bahn tram rumbled by in the distance. Metal, punk and hard-core dance spilled out of each bar in pockets as Driver checked her GPS location on her phone.

In a thin black hoodie, ripped jeans and beaten black tennis shoes, she wore her blonde hair messy and her eyeliner thick.

The lead Wildcard agent walked with a stoop, glancing over either shoulder, her hood pulled over and a black laptop bag over her shoulders. Always one for detail, Anna had slapped a small anarchy sticker on the side for extra effect.

As Driver checked her phone again, the navigation app told her she was close.

Driver stopped and glanced above. A train rattled overhead on a railway crossing. She looked across the street and saw Lim waiting in a parked Audi saloon on the far side of a four-way crossing. A check over her shoulder told her Wells and Baptiste were in attendance, following a hundred yards behind.

Rios and Pope, meanwhile, waited nearby in a van. They were the grab team, waiting to sweep in when the time was right.

With only a direct line into Mo at their Geneva base, Driver wasn’t in verbal communication with the rest of the team, so visual cues would have to do.

Connecting with Mo via satellite ruled out the rest of the team. But the way Driver saw it, she’d have enough to do once the introductions were made. And the lack of contact would eliminate cross-talk and confusion when it came to infiltrating the cell.

Besides, six agents versus one lone hacker meant verbal contact was far from necessary.

Out on the Berlin streets, it was quiet, as were the bars – many staying home in a climate of fear and uncertainty.

Partying wasn’t foremost on the world’s mind, and who knew where or how the hackers would strike next? Feeling a restlessness in her gut, Driver checked her watch and took a sharp right through an open archway.

An immediate left followed, down a sloping path through a brick tunnel cast dim.

Driver noticed a young woman leaning against a wall on the right. She was midway along, clothed in black skinnies and a denim jacket worn over a baggy, faded-black vest top. They could almost be twins, except for the chasm in age. And, on closer inspection, the girl was a redhead. Red as in blood-red, dyed into the locks peeping out from under her hood.

Driver checked her six. Wells and Baptiste were close by, sure, but hanging back out of sight, so as not to spook the contact.

She kept walking, the thin, flat soles of her tennis shoes slapping hard and loud over concrete.

Driver felt the tension bite. It was healthy to have a little. It kept the mind sharp and the awareness tuned into the nuances of a situation. Not that she expected much trouble from a punk-ish young woman who knew how to code.

The recruiter kept her head down as Driver stopped.

‘Got a cigarette?’ she asked the girl in German.

The redhead looked up, her face pale and her neck sporting the top of a large chest tattoo. ‘I don’t smoke,’ she replied in Russian – a surly expression and a pierced tongue.

‘I was trying to quit anyway,’ Driver said, matching the girl’s language but sticking to the passphrases Necromancer had provided before the meet.

The redhead straightened up and looked both ways along the tunnel.

‘You Necromancer?’ Driver asked, reverting back to German.

The girl paused, sizing Driver up. ‘You’re not what I expected,’ switching to the local dialect as easy as breathing.

‘What were you expecting?’ Driver asked, keeping her cool.

‘Aren’t you a little… old?’

‘I prefer experienced,’ Driver replied. ‘But if age is a problem—’ She turned and walked on, hoping she hadn’t blown it. Grabbing the recruiter here would be messy.

‘Wait!’ her contact said, a break in her cool exterior.

Driver stopped in her tracks.

‘What do I care?’ Necromancer continued, catching up. ‘So long as you are who you say.’

The recruiter beckoned Driver further down the sloping walkway. She followed on the girl’s shoulder, checking over her own and seeing Baptiste and Wells entering the tunnel.

They strolled like friends, Baptiste chattering low in German on his phone to avoid suspicion.

Necromancer walked fast towards the end of the tunnel. She grabbed Driver by the arm and directed her into a sharp right turn under railway arches. They led to a quiet side street on the other side – junkies slumped against walls on piles of loose cardboard.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Driver asked.

‘Relax, we’re almost there,’ Necromancer replied, her tone as cold as the bones of the homeless.

Driver no longer saw Baptiste and Wells, yet she heard the echo of their footsteps.

As they came out of the arches into the night air, the recruiter tugged on her sleeve and nodded towards a dingy rock bar.

‘Let’s talk in there,’ she said. ‘Away from prying eyes.’

Driver nodded and they walked towards the bar, passing by a parked black van.

She thought nothing of it. Yet the rear door rolled open. Two burly figures in black jumped out and grabbed her and forced a hood over her head.

Driver struggled, but not too much. Breaking cover by employing her own self-defence skills wasn’t an option. Within seconds, she was in the van, face-down on a hardwood floor.

Driver heard doors slamming shut and the engine starting, followed by the sound and motion of the van pulling away fast. Gears crunched and the engine revved as the van hopped over speed bumps and out onto the smoother main roads.

Driver didn’t dare whisper into her comms – and even if she could, she had no information for Mo to pass onto the team. With a firm hand pressing her head to the floor of the van, she did her best to remain calm, to listen and remember everything she heard along the way.



Wells tapped Baptiste on the arm. Driver was a short distance ahead. She’d appeared to have made contact with Necromancer and the pair were within range for a snatch and grab.

The British agent made eye contact with Driver as she turned. Things weren’t exactly warm and fuzzy between them, but regardless of what he’d seen in London, he couldn’t help but feel protective of her. It bothered Wells that he still felt that way. And it bothered him that the whole tattoo thing was bothering him in the first place. He wasn’t the angry or resentful type. He was the laid-back guy. A joker in the pack. Or at least he used to be. Had his time in prison changed him?

Perhaps it was the fact that Lim had killed two of the people closest to him. Sure, they still weren’t what anyone would call friendly. But they’d moved on a little after events in Rome. Enough to work together, at least.

Yet there was something eating away inside him. Wells didn’t trust people the same. He found himself making snide remarks and character assassinations on the spot.

He was becoming far too emotional for his own liking. And there was no room for emotion in this game.

But then again, that tattoo – there were some things you couldn’t let slide.

As Baptiste ended his dummy call, Driver followed the girl down the walkway. They took a right turn. Wells nodded at the Russian and they quickened their step to close the gap.

The tunnel was dim, with dark, pungent urine stains against the walls. Wells fought the urge to run to catch up as they strode towards the turn.

‘I don’t think the girl saw us,’ Baptiste said. ‘What do you think?’

‘Let’s follow them in,’ Wells whispered.

The two men turned into a dark, dank archway with rainwater dripping slow from a leaky brick roof and vagrants scattered all around.

Wells expected to see Driver ahead. But there was no sign. ‘You see her?’

‘Negative,’ Baptiste replied.

They exchanged a glance and broke into a run through the arches, sidestepping hungry-eyed addicts and out into a dark side street.

Driver was gone. Baptiste tapped Wells on the shoulder and nodded to a small bar with rock music creeping out of the door.

They hurried towards it and stepped inside. The bar was tiny with stripped wooden floorboards and low-hanging beams.

Bottles and taps all fought for space in the orange glow of the beer house. Wells looked around and found only a handful of tables and a smattering of patrons in metal T-shirts and leather. He scanned along the bar, but not a trace.

‘Toilets,’ Baptiste said, taking the lead and pushing through a chipped pale green door.

There was only one cubicle, and it was empty.

‘Manor House, this is Fox Team,’ Wells said over comms, following Baptiste out onto the street. ‘Red Rabbit is gone.’

‘What do you mean, gone?’ Gilmore growled over comms.

‘We lost visual,’ Baptiste replied.

Wells searched the streets in confusion. ‘We had her, then she just… Shit.’

Minutes in and already the operation was up in smoke. He kicked himself for not sticking closer by.

Baptiste appeared equally baffled. ‘Something tells me this isn’t kids in a bedroom.’



The bad news came through on the comms. Driver was gone. Wells and Baptiste left high and dry. Gilmore gave the order to pull out. To return to the safe house and await word from Driver.

It sounded to Lim like a grab team had got her. With Wells and Baptiste heading back to the van intended to transport Necromancer to the safe house, her gut instinct told her to wait around awhile. Driver may have been snatched, but that didn’t mean the recruiter had joined her for the ride.

She was only the recruiter, after all.

So the Chinese operative waited, dressed in tight-fitting black in the quiet of the Audi, only a new-car smell and an earpiece for company.

She kept a constant eye on her mirrors, thinking about Berlin. The city was one of her favourites. It was a shame the Chinese agent never got the chance to see the sights. Well, other than tailing a mark or dispatching a target.

Lim tapped on the wheel. She really ought to find more time to live life. To actually enjoy it and experience it. But with all these missions, who had the time?

If they didn’t take these hackers down, there might not be much of anything to enjoy. This latest operation seemed to be a dud from a start. Yet a glimmer of hope emerged across the street in the form of a slim, hooded figure. She popped out of an archway in Lim’s mirror.

It was the way the girl moved that gave her away. The wad of euro notes in her hand strengthened Lim’s suspicions, the girl in the hoodie counting the cash in a dark corner.

Folding the money inside a jeans pocket, the girl skulked away with a nervous glance every twenty yards.

Lim had seen enough. Pushing the ignition, the Audi let out a low growl as the engine fired. She pulled away from the kerb, dipped the headlights and followed.




Chapter 7

Driver felt the sweat on her face as she breathed warm air into the black cotton bag. Her steps echoed in pace with her abductors’ over a solid concrete floor. The journey hadn’t taken long. No more than five minutes before they’d stopped and hauled her out of the van. Driver had heard the screech of a rising metal shutter, felt the motion of the van rolling downwards and the chill on her palms as they marched her along.

Her captors added up to no more than two. They conversed in German, but couldn’t disguise their Russian accents. Whatever this was, the operation was international – spanning two European countries, at least.

As for Mo’s deep web contact, her involvement seemed to stop with the initial introduction, sourcing would-be hackers off forums on the deep web.

The two men who’d stolen her off the street held an arm each in a tight grip. They brought her to a stop and sat her down hard in an uncomfortable chair. One yanked the hood off, LED strip lights appearing a hundred times brighter.

Driver blinked and focused. She was in an underground space. An old war bunker? The arching ceilings and traditional brickwork suggested so.

Across from her sat a young woman at a desk – a ghoulish brunette with short, spiky hair in a leather biker jacket. She dabbled with a wireless laptop open on a desk. Driver looked around the space. Nothing but a steel door at one end and the same at the other.

Both were a five-second dash away. Her abductors stood close, the bulge of sidearms under their T-shirts. Worse still, her comms were next to useless, only a crackle in her ear.

The woman turned to face Driver. ‘You’re not what I expected.’

‘So everyone keeps saying,’ Driver replied. ‘Is this how you treat all your new recruits?’

‘Yes,’ the woman replied.

‘What’s your name?’ Driver asked.

‘Melissa.’

No doubt a fake, but Driver could use it to build familiarity. ‘Well Melissa, I don’t appreciate it.’

The pale-faced woman sighed and turned to her laptop. ‘I don’t care what you do or don’t appreciate. What I care about is have you got the required skills?’

Driver laughed with incredulity. ‘You know who I am?’

‘I know who you claim to be,’ Melissa replied, typing on her laptop.

‘You know what?’ Driver said, rising from the chair. ‘I think I’ve changed my mind.’ She looked at the two men, for the first time, getting a good look at their faces. They were Slavic in appearance. Athletic and rangy. Experienced, by the lines on their faces and the mean in their stares. ‘Take me back,’ she continued.

The men looked on, impassive.

‘Take me back, now,’ Driver demanded. ‘And none of this hood shit.’

‘Sit down,’ Melissa said with an icy calm. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

Driver rubbed her ear in attempt to get a signal.

Melissa eyed her with suspicion.

‘I’ve got an ear infection,’ Driver said, sticking a finger in her ear. ‘Thing’s been bugging me for ages.’

Still, she could get no signal from the comms. It must have been the room.

Melissa looked towards the men. ‘You search her?’

‘What do you think?’ one of them replied.

‘Okay then,’ Melissa stood out of her chair and beckoned Driver over. ‘I’ve got to put you through a few tests.’

Driver felt alarmed at the prospect. She was sure to be exposed.

‘I don’t do tests,’ Driver replied, as surly as she could muster.

Melissa was insistent. ‘We do it for all our new recruits.’

Driver huffed in reply. ‘I’m no ordinary recruit, and you know it.’

She felt a crushing grip on each shoulder as the men pulled her up out of her chair. They nodded towards the table as Driver thought fast through an exit plan. She could disarm the men. Fight and shoot her way out of the room. But then what? Her cover would be blown. The entire operation a crashing failure. And who knew what damage Viper Nine would inflict in return?

Driver trudged to Melissa’s chair and dropped down in front of her sleek black laptop. She was faced with a black screen full of code in white script.

‘You know what to do?’ Melissa asked.

In her ear, Driver heard only the faint, scratchy mutterings of Mo. There was no way to explain what she was seeing on-screen and zero way for him to help her from his desk in Geneva.

Driver shook her head and laughed. ‘What the hell is this?’

‘What’s the matter,’ Melissa sneered. ‘You can’t read code?’

Driver pushed the laptop away. ‘This is baby stuff. It’s demeaning.’

Melissa took offence. ‘It’s high-level programming. I designed the test myself.’

‘Then you wasted your time,’ Driver said. ‘I’d rather die.’

Melissa snorted with rage. ‘Who do you think you are?’

‘Oh no one, just the person who hacked the Reichstag and breached the Pentagon, to name a few.’

‘You want in on with us, this is the cover price,’ Melissa said.

‘You want me on board? Find something better for me to do.’ Driver folded her arms and muttered. ‘It’s like asking Michelangelo to paint by numbers. Fucking unbelievable.’

She continued to grumble as Melissa took out her phone and held it to her ear. ‘Yeah, it’s definitely Super-Fly… As egotistical as her reputation.’

She ended the call and turned to Driver. ‘You want real? I’ll give you real. Follow me.’

Melissa waved away the men with guns. They turned and walked away as she motioned for Driver to follow, guiding her to the door at the far left of the room.

She thumped on the large, sheet-metal door. It opened, another armed man on the inside.

Driver followed Melissa through a network of underground passageways to an open-plan office. It sat behind a glass wall, under a twenty-foot high ceiling supported by a web of riveted girders.

A warm gust of air greeted them from above as the climate shifted to room temperature.

The office itself buzzed with activity – fifty or more programmers in casual clothing, glued to their monitors. A persistent murmur broke into individual conversations as Melissa led Driver through the office.

The hackers talked in riddles – coder terminology completely alien to Driver’s untrained ear.

Inside her ear, however, she finally heard a clear signal from Mo. He was repeating the same request. Cough twice if she could hear him.

Driver put a hand to mouth and let out two gentle coughs.

‘It’s the dust,’ Melissa remarked as they crossed the office floor. ‘Sticks in your throat.’

She stopped at an empty desk in the middle of the office, with a computer tower and monitor set up on a desk.

‘Take a seat,’ Melissa said. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

As her new supervisor strode off across the office floor, Driver took in more of her surroundings. There were two possible exits. The one she’d come through and another at the rear of the office on the far side. Armed men patrolled the far walls of the vast underground expanse. She couldn’t see their weapons, but it was obvious – they were hardened individuals. A level of stone-faced professionalism in the way they watched over the assembled programmers.

With miles of cable taped to the concrete floor, this was far bigger than she had expected. Yet they looked ready to pack up and leave at a moment’s notice.

Driver looked over her the top of her monitor. A series of giant projector screens played news reports from a half dozen locations around the world. The cyberterrorists had the resources to employ armed security and a room full of elite-level hackers.

They must have had some serious funding, which meant a state-sponsored cell couldn’t be ruled out. Yet it was hard to imagine any country of note wanting to throw the world into economic turmoil.

No, that didn’t make sense. The more likely scenario was private finance – or cash reserves obtained by way of fraud.

‘Mo, can you hear me?’ Driver whispered.

‘I’m hearing you,’ Mo replied. ‘What are we looking at?’

‘They want to put me through a test,’ Driver said, her heart racing at the prospect of her impending initiation.

‘We knew this might happen,’ Mo replied. ‘Have you got access to a USB port?’

Driver checked the slim silver tower whirring quietly to her left. Beneath the green power light were a column of USB slots. ‘I’ve got three.’

‘And you remembered the flash drive?’ Mo asked.

‘No, I forgot it,’ Driver replied, noticing Melissa pacing towards her from the far side of the office.

‘No need to get antsy,’ Mo said.

‘Oh yeah? You try sitting here.’

‘Well, for me it would be a breeze,’ Mo replied.

‘Not if you knew shit about code.’

‘Stay calm, my little puppet,’ Mo continued. ‘Let the master work through you.’

‘I’ll work through you if I get out of this.’

As Melissa approached, Driver calmed herself and awaited her first assignment.




Chapter 8

The contact known as Necromancer hurried along the street, drawn to the shadows like a filing to a magnet.

Yet Lim already had the jump on her, pulling in and out at regular intervals. She waited on the opposite side of the street in the Audi, watching the girl approach in the passenger mirror.

Lim widened the angle using the remote button on the arm of her door. The mirror opened out to reveal more of the street. Necromancer passed under a light, a hand dug in a jeans pocket. Out came a set of keys.

The girl stopped outside the entrance to a shabby apartment block six floors high. She wrestled with the door and pushed her way in. Lim watched the building for activity. A light went on in a top floor apartment. The young recruiter appeared, pushed the sash window up a few inches and disappeared.

Pulling on the door handle, Lim slipped out of the car. She let a taxi shush by over the still-wet surface of the road and jogged across the street. To the right of the building lay a dark alleyway. Lim found a rickety fire escape ladder up the side, leading to the roof. She jumped, grabbed hold of the bottom rung and pulled it down to thigh-level. The ladder was rusty, the bolts holding it in place rattling loose with each step. Lim trod light and fast up to the top, hopped onto the roof and crept low to the front of the building.

The Chinese operative stopped and surveyed the street. There was something thrilling about sneaking around somewhere she shouldn’t.

It was the same buzz she felt as a young kid, slipping in through the windows and doors of neighbours’ homes. She and her brother, Bao, would dare each other, seeing who could last the longest. As the big sister, Lim would always win – Bao fleeing in panic at the first creak of a floorboard.

Lim cast an eye left and right. The apartment block sat across from a small city park, deserted. The street itself was quiet. The only sound a dog barking.

Perfect.

Crouching on the edge of the roof, Lim didn’t bother to tell the others about her solo mission. She felt relieved to get away from the apron strings of Gilmore and the team.

Working alone was like mountain air in her lungs. All those years of operating solo had instilled a fierce independence within her. She was used to executing her own missions, without the need to check in, fall in line or follow anyone else’s plan.

This new state of affairs made her claustrophobic, so being up on the sixth floor without anyone’s say-so was liberating.

Lim lowered herself down, grabbing hold of a steel drainpipe. It held firm, her forty-eight kilo weight no problem as she shimmied down to the small, iron-barred balcony outside Necromancer’s apartment.

Hopping down onto the balcony, Lim’s soft black pumps made no sound. She hid in the shadows by the window and watched as the recruiter moved around the apartment. It was a small place with a messy living area full of cheap, worn furniture and comic book posters on the walls. There was a kitchenette littered with takeaway boxes and squashed beer cans. And what constituted an office to the right of the room.

The workspace featured a table buried under laptops, gadgets and a monitor with a screensaver of ones and zeroes. In fleeting glimpses, Lim saw the girl move across the hallway between rooms, peeling out of her clothes.

The sound of a shower head bursting into life saw Necromancer appear stripped to her underwear – skinny, pale and covered in tattoos. She opened a fridge and drank juice from a carton. Ditching the carton in an overflowing bin, the woman padded back into the hallway, removing the clip on her bra.

Lim put both palms under the sash window and pushed upwards as quiet as she could. It was heavy and stiff, but an extra foot was all she needed to stoop inside.

Moving through the living area lit dim by a single floor lamp, Lim reached inside her thin black jacket. She drew a Glock 17 from her shoulder holster, took a suppressor from an inside pocket and screwed it in place.

Lim darted to the nearest wall and peeped into the short, narrow hallway. On the right was a bedroom. At the end, a door left ajar with steam billowing out and dissolving in the cooler air.

The shower ran fast and loud, offering her plenty of cover. Still, she crept over the ragged brown carpet, wary of noisy floorboards.

Raising her gun, Lim eased the bathroom door open and moved across the lino, feeling the warm, thick steam on her face. The shower ran hot behind a mint-green plastic curtain pulled across a yellowing bathtub. She put a hand on the curtain and whipped it aside on the rail.

But the shower was empty.

Lim felt a cold, hard barrel to the back of her skull. She glanced sideways in the misting bathroom mirror and saw the recruiter with a Beretta 9mm in hand. The Viper Nine recruiter wore her black hoodie over her underwear, half-zipped to protect her modesty.

‘Give it up,’ Necromancer said, her tone as nervous as her movements, which was far from reassuring.

Lim slid her pistol in the basin of the sink.

‘Who are you?’ The girl asked.

‘Lower your weapon and I’ll tell you,’ Lim replied in German.

Necromancer pushed the barrel deeper into the Chinese agent’s skull.

‘What model of gun is that?’ Lim asked.

‘A thirty-eight Colt, why?’

‘Because when the inside of the barrel gets wet, they backfire.’

The girl hesitated, appearing unsure whether to believe the Chinese agent.

‘If you pull the trigger you’ll blow your own hand off,’ Lim continued, watching the young hacker’s reaction in the mirror. ‘Go ahead, try it,’ Lim said.

Necromancer shook her head. ‘You’re lying.’

Lim was lying. But it distracted the girl long enough. She spun and disarmed the young hacker in a flash, the girl’s wrist twisted to send a shock of pain up her arm.

Lim pushed Necromancer’s face to the wall, both the girl’s gun and her question reversed. ‘Who are you?’ she asked in the girl’s ear.

The woman gritted her teeth, unwilling to answer.

‘Fine, then who are you recruiting for?’ Lim asked.

An increase in grip brought a tear to the girl’s eye and the first meaningful words out of her lips. ‘I don’t know much. I’m just a hacker, small-time.’

Lim applied more pressure to the girl’s wrist. ‘Small-time hacker with a gun? I don’t think so.’

‘I don’t know who they are,’ Necromancer cried. ‘They approached me online. We communicate by text. I find the hacker, make the offer and set up a meet. A man pays me in cash.’

‘What man?’

‘A man, that’s all I know.’

‘You don’t question any of it?’ Lim asked.

The recruiter shook her head. ‘The money’s too good to ask.’

Lim pulled her away from the wall and marched her through the hallway, into the living area. ‘Where’s your phone?’ she asked.

The young recruiter nodded towards the kitchen worktop. Lim threw the girl on to the sofa and kept the gun on her. She snatched the phone from the worktop and asked for the PIN. Gaining access to Necromancer’s contacts list, she thumbed her way through the list. ‘What’s your contact’s name?’

‘It’s down as Marvin,’ the hacker replied, wrapping herself tight in her own arms. ‘I guess it’s fake or something.’

Lim found the so-called Marvin and memorised the number attached to his name. Pocketing the phone, she stepped forward with the girl’s Beretta. The woman cowered in response.

‘Do you have tape?’ Lim asked.

‘What?’

‘Tape? Duct tape?’

Necromancer motioned to the kitchen. ‘Behind you. Top drawer.’

Lim took a step backwards. Keeping the gun on the girl, she reached behind the small of her back and felt a drawer grip in her hand. She rolled it open and fumbled inside. Her hand stopped on a fat roll of tape. Lim set it down on the counter and took her own phone from her jacket pocket. She made a call to headquarters. Anna answered.

‘I need a live trace on a number,’ Lim said, reeling off Marvin’s digits.

Anna was quick to respond. ‘Sending it to you now.’

‘Share it with the others,’ Lim replied, as a map of Berlin with a flashing red pin appeared on the screen of her phone.

She ended the call and tucked her phone away.

‘What happens now?’ The recruiter asked, shivering in the chill sneaking in through the open window.

Lim picked up the roll of tape. She moved towards the girl and pulled out a length with her teeth.




Chapter 9

‘So…’ Melissa said, hovering over Driver.

‘So?’ she replied.

‘So get started,’ Melissa continued. ‘The job is eighty per cent done. You already have access to their systems. Your task is to instigate denial of service.’

Driver turned to face a screen full of code. ‘Piece of cake.’ As Melissa lingered, she swung back around in her chair. ‘Do you mind? I can’t work when people are watching. Hacking and peeing the same.’

Melissa shrugged and sighed. ‘Sure. You’ve got ten minutes to complete the test.’

Melissa stomped off, muttering to herself about Black Hats and their precious idiosyncrasies. Driver checked her space for prying eyes and slid a rubber link aside on the chunky strap on her watch. She prised out a small USB stick, replaced the link and plugged the stick into one of the USB ports.

A small grey dialogue box appeared in the bottom right-hand corner of the computer screen. Remote user connected, it said, as the cursor arrow moved without the touch of Driver’s hand on the mouse. Mo was in control now. All she could do was pretend.

Driver watched as he minimised the black screen with the mountain of code and double-clicked on the desktop icon for the USB.

Mo opened a file, with a second dialogue box expanding. After typing a string of code at the speed of light, a stream of data flowed down the screen. He minimised the window and repeated the trick with a second box. In seconds, there were two progress bars onscreen in front of Driver. One labelled upload, the other, download.

‘What are you doing?’ Driver whispered.

‘I’m uploading a virus and running a bot swarm on all the data they’ve got on their servers.’

‘Bot swarm?’ she asked.

‘The bots will swarm through their systems and automatically detect any data files,’ Mo explained. ‘They’ll download it direct to our servers.’

‘Won’t they know?’ Driver asked.

‘No, the programme’s a Duck Fuck.’

‘A what?’

‘It’s a term I came up with,’ Mo continued. ‘You don’t see a duck’s feet when it’s swimming – only the duck on the surface.’

‘And the second part?’

‘After this, they’ll be well and truly—’

‘Okay, I get it,’ Driver said, not wanting to stray further into the technicalities.

Something told her even an IT specialist wouldn’t have known what Mo was talking about, such was his level. The best she could do was let him do his thing, and pretend in the meantime to be doing hers. So Driver began typing. With her fingers flying at random over the keys, her gaze roamed the room.

No one seemed to be watching her – the hackers absorbed in their own part of the Viper Nine puzzle and Melissa keeping an eye on the news.

Driver refocused on her screen, but couldn’t tell one wall of code from another.

Mo assured her he was on top of the hack.

‘You’ve only got five minutes,’ Driver said, an eye on the progress bars.

‘Give me three,’ Mo replied, filling the screen with a tidal wave of script. ‘Okay, are you sure you want to do this?’

‘I still don’t know what it is we’re supposed to be doing,’ Driver said.

‘Something illegal,’ Mo replied. ‘And very, very dangerous.’

‘Can you stop it once it starts?’ Driver asked, as quiet and discreet as she could.

‘I think so.’

‘You think so?’

‘Hey, I’ve never hacked a power plant before,’ Mo said, putting the pressure back on Driver.

She held her breath. Time was ticking. And Mo needed an answer. ‘All right, do it,’ she replied.

‘Here we go,’ Mo said, hitting enter.



Alan Winn nodded awake. His head dropped again – and again, he started in his chair.

The room was warm, his belly full of his wife’s pasta, warmed up in the work microwave and sitting heavy in his gut. He considered his waistline a moment, protruding over his belt as he attempted to stay awake at his station.

In fifteen years on the job, little-to-nothing had ever happened in the control room other than a few irregularities in the readings. In that time his hair had fallen out and whitened over at the ears, while the blue cotton shirt he wore had popped a button.

Lost in a sludge of mental fatigue, Winn felt the pull of gravity on his leaden eyelids.

That was until the jarring thud of a soft football struck him on the back of the head.

Winn snapped to attention and spun in his chair. Paul, a fellow engineer with a greying black ponytail and the look of an ex-drug addict fell about with laughter.

Scruffy in a salmon-pink shirt, Paul settled down into a goofy yellow-toothed grin. ‘Wake up, Homer!’ he yelled in a broad Cumbrian accent.

Winn retrieved the ball from the floor and threw it back with interest. ‘Bloody fool.’

Paul tutted and bit into a homemade corned beef sandwich. ‘Falling asleep on the job, Alan. That’s a direct violation of code seven, subsection forty-two.’

‘As if you have a bloody clue,’ Winn replied, looking around the claustrophobic space they shared of an evening. ‘Not like anything ever happens here anyway—’

Suddenly, all six monitors bleeped into life. Winn wheeled his chair into the desk, faced with a vast grey control panel awash with the sea of buttons and dials it was his job to monitor. Several of those buttons were flashing on and off. Many of the dials winging wild left to right.

As Winn checked his readings on his computer screen, Paul dropped his half-eaten sandwich and attended to his own.

‘This can’t be right,’ the senior engineer said, instant perspiration on his brow. ‘Water levels are down.’

‘Temperature’s rising,’ said Paul. ‘Increase the pressure.’

‘I’m trying,’ Winn said, clicking on his mouse. ‘Nothing’s happening. Try from your end.’

‘Same here,’ an anxious Paul replied. He looked across at Winn for guidance.

‘No need for panic,’ Winn said, standing and peering at the readings on the console. ‘Let’s try a manual override,’ he continued, trying to keep his cool, if only for his junior colleague’s sake.

Winn pushed a sequence of buttons on the console and checked the temperature bars on his screen. With insufficient water supply, the reactor was heating up fast.

‘Tell me you can fix this, Al,’ Paul said, sweat rings darkening around the sleeves of his shirt.

‘Maybe it’s a fault with the readouts, not the reactor,’ Winn mumbled to himself.

‘Or maybe we’re goosed, Al.’

Winn looked across at Paul. ‘Call it in – now!’

His junior picked up the phone and initiated emergency protocols. But Winn could only watch as the temperature rose, the fuel rods boiling the in-flow of water faster than it could replenish its levels. With reduced water levels, the fuel rods would melt both the core and the steel containment vessel.

Paul held the phone to his chest with a doomed expression. ‘It’s not the readouts… Danger of critical mass.’

As if to confirm the gravity of the situation, the control room lit red. A low-pitched alarm sounded. Winn pulled the instruction manual from his top draw, as heavy as a concrete slab. He slapped it on his desk and rifled through to the section at the rear: Shutdown Protocol.



‘It’s happening,’ Mo said in Driver’s ear. ‘We’re up against the clock.’

She watched the progress bars move painfully slow. A young man a couple of empty desks to her right wheeled his chair over and offered her a high five. She took it.

‘What was that for?’ Driver asked.

‘Sellafield,’ the man in his red flannel shirt and glasses said. ‘I’m watching their communications; they’re confirming the reactor’s out of control. Impressive work, you beat the time limit for the test.’

Driver checked her watch. She – or Mo, to be more precise – had beaten the deadline set for the task by over a minute. And that including starting late.

Melissa caught Driver’s eye. She nodded and smiled, giving her the thumbs-up.

A reactor was about to meltdown. How could they be so blasé? It’s as if they saw everything in terms of pure data, without any real-world consequences.

The hacker in the flannel shirt leaned in close. Driver turned to face him, blocking his view of her screen.

‘You’re Super-Fly, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Driver replied. ‘Don’t spread it around.’

‘I’m a huge fan,’ the man said. ‘Isn’t this cool?’

‘Oh yeah, cool,’ Driver replied. ‘Now if you don’t mind…’

‘Sure, I’ll leave you to it,’ the man said, wheeling away.

Driver turned her attention back to the screen. The progress bars were eighty per cent there, but slowing down.

‘What’s taking so long?’ Driver muttered.

‘I’m pulling a lot of files from their servers,’ Mo replied over comms. ‘And the virus is designed to infect their systems undetected. But for that to happen it has to bypass their failsafe systems, which takes a little time.’

‘Well can’t it hurry up about it?’

‘This is a custom-written program,’ Mo continued. ‘Have you any idea how complex this shit is?’

‘Spare me the details,’ Driver hissed.

She was close to telling Mo to cancel the hack on the Sellafield plant. If the reactor failed, the nuclear fallout could be devastating – releasing a deadly cloud of radioactive material across the UK and Europe. It was the latest chilling move in the cyberterrorists playbook. Another show of strength, doubtless designed to hasten a ransom payment from America and her allies.

Perhaps Melissa would ask her to cancel the attack at the last minute. A mere warning shot across the bow. But there was no sign of her intervening. And if the worst did happen, it would be on Driver’s own conscience.

But no, she had to hold her nerve. If they cancelled the hack now, worse would surely follow. And any deal with the terrorists could be off the table permanently.

There was also the danger of alerting the room to the malware currently worming its way into their systems. Not to mention the priceless data downloading itself onto Mo’s secure drive in Geneva.

As Driver waited on the edge of her office chair, she went back and forth over the moralities of her actions. It was yet another example of the concerns she’d expressed to Gilmore.

Some ends didn’t justify the means. Just ask Denys Kravchenko.




Chapter 10

Rios rode in the back of the black Mercedes MPV with her black padded rifle bag across her lap. She gripped the door handle as the body of the van rolled to the left, hugging a tight right turn.

Tyres squealed but the van held, Baptiste at the wheel, quick-shifting through the gears.

Anna had forwarded Driver’s location, courtesy of Lim. Or at least, they hoped she would be there. Anna had triangulated the 4G signal of one of the men who’d grabbed her – whether she was alive and in the game was another thing.

Had the hackers smelled a rat and kidnapped her for torture, or worse? No one knew, but Rios was itching to find out as Baptiste followed the navigation system on the Mercedes to the man’s last known location.

She lurched forward as the van skidded to a stop in the middle of the street.

‘This is it?’ Wells asked from the front passenger seat.

‘According to the GPS,’ Baptiste replied.

‘I don’t get it,’ said Pope, broad as a house on the backseat next to Rios. He scratched the heavy brown stubble on his rugged, almost-handsome face.

‘Maybe they tossed the phone,’ suggested Rios, peering out of the window and seeing little other than a strip of bars, clubs and late-night stores.

‘Let’s split up,’ Wells said.

Baptiste nodded. ‘I’ll drive around, see what I can find.’

Rios slid open the rear passenger door. ‘I’ll go for higher ground.’

She jumped out of the van with the others, Pope and Wells hurrying in opposite directions and Baptiste pulling clear.

A quick three-sixty over the rooftops presented the perfect spot across the street. Rios ran to the opposite pavement and a steel gate next to a seven-storey building.

They tended to build low in Europe. So it would be high enough to give her a good view of the surrounding streets and rooftops. She looked around, found no one watching and strapped the rifle bag to her back.

With a short run-up, Rios jumped onto the gate and caught hold of the bars. She scrambled up and over – they didn’t call her ‘Tree Monkey’ for nothing when she was a kid. She could climb just about anything that wasn’t marble or glass.

Rios dropped down on the other side into a narrow driveway. She found a boarded-up doorway, the building derelict. A swift boot and the board snapped inward. The Latina stepped inside over the broken board and jumped as a small flock of bats flew out through the door.

The place stunk of bat shit. But she soon found an old staircase all the way up to the top. A solid shoulder-charge brought her out through a flimsy locked door onto a flat rooftop.

Rios jogged to the edge and dropped to a knee. She surveyed the streets below, where Wells and Pope roamed, searching for any signs of their lost team leader.

‘Find anything yet?’ Rios asked, unzipping her rifle bag.

‘Nothing that looks suspicious,’ Wells sighed. ‘She could be anywhere.’

Rios noticed Pope peering into the window of a local beer house. ‘Here Wells, I heard the Germans brew a good beer, mate,’ he said. ‘You reckon we’ve got time for a quick schooner?’

Wells ignored the suggestion. ‘I’m going to try down here,’ he said, walking towards a block of old warehouse buildings, the source of a beating, pulsing nightclub. ‘You got eyes yet?’

‘I’m in position,’ Rios said, setting up her rifle and screwing on the silencer barrel. ‘Anything moves, I’ll let you know.’

She flattened down on the roof and looked through the sighting, crosshairs sweeping left to right.

Rios slipped a stick of gum in her mouth, watching Baptiste circle the area in the MPV. This was the place she most liked to be. At home, above it all, looking down as opposed to up, thanks to her five-three stature. The Mexican chewed slow on the fresh mint gum and swept the area again, Wells talking to the nightclub bouncers, fishing for leads.

Pope ducked into a late-night convenience store, asking the woman on the counter if she’d seen a blonde woman.

‘Yeah, Sasquatch, it’s Berlin,’ Rios whispered to herself – like asking a narco if he’d seen a bag of dope.

Rios expanded her search radius. The area was rough and industrial. Streetlight in short supply, the air warming up and the night drying out.

Rios chewed and whispered. ‘Come on Blondie, where the hell are you?’

Sellafield, Cumbria, England

Alan Winn shook his head and typed his password again into the system. He clicked on Shut Down. He clicked the big red button again, to no avail.

Paul was on his shoulder. Three other colleagues too, including the chief supervisor for the plant, Bob Thornbury.

‘I don’t understand,’ Winn said.

‘You must have typed it wrong,’ Paul replied.

‘I didn’t bloody type it wrong!’ Winn yelled, a heartbeat away from throttling his younger colleague.

Thornbury, a short, battering-ram of a man, sported more hair on the back of his hands than his head. He grabbed Winn in a super-human grip and pulled him out of the chair. ‘Let me in there, Alan.’

Winn gave him the chair as Thornbury followed the shutdown procedure from the file.

‘Hurry up about it will you?’ Paul said as Thornbury one-finger typed.

‘Shut your sodding mouth,’ Thornbury barked, as the gauges quivered in the red.

All the readings on the control room’s screens indicated an imminent meltdown, the only option was to turn off the reactor. Even then it would take a while for the water to cool the radioactive fuel rods enough to stop them melting and eating their way out into the atmosphere. Contaminated steam would only worsen the disaster. And then there was the ever-present danger of a huge hydrogen gas explosion due to overheating. It was too much for Winn’s blood pressure to bear. He felt his heart pounding against his ribcage as Thornbury typed in his password.

Winn’s direct superior instructed the computer to shut down the reactor. Again it failed to respond.

Thornbury himself, was an old-school taskmaster. Tough as brass tacks and someone you didn’t cross. Yet as he looked up at Winn from behind the desk, he had the eyes of a lost schoolboy. ‘Out,’ he ordered, his voice almost lost under the squawking alarm. He rose from Winn’s chair. ‘Everyone out, now!’

Berlin, Germany

‘Come on, damn it,’ Driver said under her breath as the progress bars edged towards completion.

The upload of Mo’s Duck Fuck virus was at ninety per cent. The download of the hackers’ files at ninety-three.

Meanwhile, Mo’s hold over the systems at the Sellafield nuclear plant were cutting it close to disaster. A breaking news story on one of the giant screens confirmed it. The BBC reporting a potential meltdown of a reactor.

‘This is too much,’ Mo said. ‘I can’t take it any longer. I’m going to undo the hack.’

‘Don’t back out now, we’re almost there,’ Driver said, pretending to work her computer.

‘I’ve done some questionable things,’ Mo continued. ‘But releasing a radioactive cloud?’

‘Welcome to my world,’ Driver whispered into the comms, as the progress bars both hit ninety-eight per cent.

She was perhaps even more edgy than Mo, yet spooking the young techie wasn’t going to help. They’d come this far, there was no sense in pulling out now. Not when they were so close to taking down Viper Nine’s entire operation.

But as the progress bars stalled at ninety-nine per cent, Driver spied a problem. She knew from the body language of Melissa – the floor supervisor in heated discussion with the hacker in the flannel shirt.

Driver pricked her ears to the conversation a good fifteen feet away. He was telling Melissa of a glitch in the system. It had raised his suspicions. He was sure it was an intruder, snooping around the files… Or something even worse.

Melissa’s look of panic mirrored the fist of tension in Driver’s gut. The woman turned and glared. The game was up; Driver was suspect number one.

‘Cancel the hack,’ she said.

‘You sure?’ Mo replied.

‘Do it now!’

Driver looked to her screen. The progress bars hit one-hundred. Both the upload and download complete.

‘We’re done, get out of there,’ Mo urged her.

Driver pulled the USB stick from the machine and sprung from her chair. A nervous glance over her shoulder told her Melissa was on her tail, striding across the floor with an armed guard by her side.

‘I’ve cancelled the hack,’ Mo said. ‘I’ve released control back to the plant.’

‘And what about the virus?’ Driver asked. ‘Is it in the works?’

‘Any second now…’ Mo replied.

Sure enough, as she hurried towards the nearest exit, Driver noticed a commotion in the office.

The giant screens cut to static. The lights shut down soon after – everything appearing controlled by computer.

‘It worked,’ she said, feeling an adrenaline-shot of excitement.

‘Of course it worked,’ Mo huffed, offended by any suggestion to the contrary.

‘Will it disable them permanently?’ Driver asked.

‘It’ll take months to clear the virus. And in the meantime, it’s wiping their hard drives clean.’

‘Good,’ Driver said, exiting the office.

‘What about you?’ Mo asked, his voice crackling.

‘Just get started on those files,’ Driver replied, rounding the corner into the chill of the surrounding passageways.

‘You’re… breaking… can’t hear—’

Driver put a finger to her ear. ‘Mo?’

Nothing. Only a fuzz of static in reply.

The one thing she could hear were running footsteps from behind and Melissa yelling for her to stop.

Driver broke into a run of her own, but heard a burst of interference on a radio around the next corner. She hung back as Melissa and the bleach-haired guard made up the ground, the man’s weapon raised.

‘Shoot her!’ Melissa ordered.

The guard was only too happy to oblige, planting his feet and taking aim.




Chapter 11

Sellafield, England

Winn, Thornbury and a sweat-soaked Paul breathed heavy and stared at the screens on the monitors. The alarm had stopped. The control room was back to its standard lighting and the cursor onscreen was an inch away from the button that would have shut down the reactor.

All gauges were relaxing out of the red. And every other reading was normalising. Winn and his colleagues had control over the room again and, more important, the reactor.

Paul wasn’t the only one sitting agape in a pool of his own sweat. Winn put a hand to his chest, his heart still having mini palpitations.

‘We’ve got full in-flow of water,’ Paul confirmed, reading off his screen. ‘Back to full pressure.’

‘Fuel rod temperature?’ Thornbury asked.

‘Still high, but stabilising,’ Winn replied. ‘And the core appears to be intact.’

‘Can we confirm no leaks?’ Thornbury asked.

‘No leaks, confirmed,’ replied Paul.

‘We’ll still have to shut down the reactor,’ Thornton continued. ‘Make sure we bring core temperatures back to safe levels.’

Winn nodded and rolled his chair forward. His hand still shaking, he moved the cursor over the necessary button and clicked. He confirmed the act, re-entering his password.

The sound of huge machinery winding down filled the room. Winn never even noticed the persistent electrical hum until it was gone. The control room felt eerie in its absence.

Picking up a clipboard and pen, Winn ran through his procedural checks. All gauges and readings fell into the green, and then to zero. The disco dance of lights on the control panel turned grey and the monitors confirmed shutdown of the reactor.

Winn leaned back in his chair and released the tension from his lungs. He looked across the room at his supervisor and junior colleague. ‘What the hell just happened?’

Thornbury shook his head. ‘Fuck knows. But I need a bloody pint.’

Berlin, Germany

Driver was in the guard’s sights, yet another of the hackers’ private security appeared with his weapon drawn, the source of the crackling radio.

Driver grabbed his wrists as he emerged around the corner and stepped behind him. As the man took two bullets from the bleach-haired guard, Driver wrapped a finger around his and fired in return.

Melissa jumped out of her skin as the guard next to her hit the floor from a headshot.

Driver pushed her human shield aside and raised the commandeered weapon to take another shot.

As Melissa froze in the crosshairs, Driver lowered the gun, turned and ran, the echoes of gunfire dying a slow death along the next passageway. She heard Melissa calling for backup. Not shouting – but instructing, over a radio or phone.

Driver cursed herself for not killing Melissa while she had the chance. Another choking on the trigger. And who knew how many guards they had roaming the tunnels, or even if there was a way out.

All she could do was keep moving, her weapon at the ready, following a deep pulsing thud. Was it machinery? A ventilation system? She pursued the sound around the next corner, right into the path of two more security in plain clothes. They shot on sight. Yet not before Driver ducked back around the corner.

She traded fire with the guards. The wall spitting brick an inch from her face.

Instinct saw her slide down the wall and roll out low. The guards weren’t ready for it. She caught one in the centre of his chest, but clicked empty. The second guard was reloading, a medium-build guy with a sharp face and stubble.

Driver pushed to her feet and sprinted towards him. He dropped the gun and engaged. A swing and a miss. She threw him over a shoulder and kicked him out cold. The remaining guard was a thickset man down to one knee, blood pouring out of his white shirt. But he still had some life left in him, picking up his dropped pistol in an attempt to fire.

Driver zig-zagged as the man fired. She propelled herself with a foot off the wall and drove a knee mid-flight into the man’s nose.

Whatever fight he had left was gone. But there was no time to re-arm herself as the cavalry made up ground behind her.

Driver counted three at a glance. More shots fired as she darted around the next corner and along a dark passageway.

Bullets chased her down one tunnel and another in a breathless sprint where an exit eluded her.

Yet the thud was growing, turning to a beat, and into electronic music. The hard, driving, eardrum splintering kind she hated. But today, it was her only friend.

As the light in the passageway dropped into near-darkness, Driver stumbled up an unseen incline. She regained her balance and found a door ahead, a violet glow breaking out around the edges.

She sprinted for it and threw herself against the red-painted wood. It was locked, but thin. She took a step back and drove a shoulder through the door. It swung open with a crack of splintering wood. Driver ran straight into a seething mass of dancing, sweating bodies. A hard-core industrial rave packed with drugged-up Berliners.

Driver pushed through the bouncing wall, strobe lighting turning every face demonic. Every movement jagged.

She caught flashes of security following her in, scanning the room and shoving club-goers out of their way.

Searching for an exit, Driver pushed deeper into the pogoing, shape-throwing mass, the guards, greater in number, closing the net.

And something told her they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot given the chance, civilian casualties the least of their concern.

They were the least of hers, too. But at this rate, Driver would be shot in the back, with more than a few club-goers caught in the crossfire. She glanced over a shoulder. Saw a guard lining up a shot, only for a flailing, bare-chested dancer to obscure his view.

Driver dodged left and cut a line through a circle of spaced-out girls. She spied a way out up ahead – the entrance to the rave.

But the guards had split up. One of them appeared across her path. Another to the right, fighting to reach her.

Driver engaged the man in her path – a hard kick with her heel to his shin. He staggered, raised his weapon. Driver directed the shot into the man’s own foot.

The flash and bang was lost in the din of the club and no one seemed to notice as she reversed the gun into the man’s midriff. She fired twice, the man collapsing to the dance floor.

Coming away with the gun, a surge in the crowd almost floored Driver from behind. A flailing elbow from a nearby speed-freak sent the pistol spinning from her hand.

With the pistol lost between a hundred stomping feet, the guard to her right broke through the crowd ready to take her down.

Driver looked for an alternative exit, only to be hemmed in by two more of Viper Nine’s private security.

They closed the net, weapons held discreet by their sides. They’d gun her down on the spot, the execution hidden by the dazzling strobe.

Driver could only watch as the first of the men took aim.

But in a blur, Wells appeared in staggered motion between flashes of light. He forearmed the shooter and took him down, gun and all. A second guard stepped forward to shoot, yet he took a knife in the neck from an unseen assailant. Lim appeared behind him as he fell.

Seconds later, Wells had disarmed the remaining guard – a snap of the arm and a sledgehammer left to the man’s jaw.

‘What took you so long?’ Driver shouted as they came together in the middle of the dance floor.

How they’d found her, she didn’t know, but she was glad to see them – even Wells. With a stern expression still welded to his face, he took the lead, clearing them a path to the entrance of the venue.

As they pushed through two sets of double doors, the music dropped enough to hold a conversation. Yet they weren’t clear yet. Another of Viper Nine’s security team waited by the door to the club, a radio in hand and an assault rifle strapped over his shoulder. His eyes widened as he caught sight of Driver. He dropped his radio and pulled his rifle around front, only for a glass tankard of beer to smash over the man’s head.

As the last of the guards took a nap on the floor, Pope stepped into view, gripping the handle of the broken tankard. ‘Bloody typical, I was enjoying that.’

Driver laughed in relief as they hurried out of the entrance to the club.

‘Well that was rather complicated,’ she sighed as a trio of sleek, black German saloons sped onto the scene.

They slammed to a stop, blocking the road. Out jumped a half-dozen men. No, make that eight, all armed to the teeth. A rapid response unit with only one intention, signalled by the cocking of their P12 rifles.

Driver froze alongside Pope, Wells and Lim. One of the men spoke into a radio. He nodded at his colleagues. Driver knew the look. They had their orders. Pull the trigger and execute the infiltrators.

‘Please tell me you brought Rios,’ Driver said.

The reply was emphatic – exploding skull emphatic. The group leader down first, his head in pieces as he bounced off one of the cars. The rest happened in seconds. The zip of a .45 round flooring one security operative after another. They scrambled to take cover, but all too late.

One man did succeed, crouching low behind the bonnet of the lead car. Yet returning fire was futile. Rios was a phantom presence on the rooftops above.

‘You know we could take him out,’ Pope said.

‘Why spoil the fun?’ Lim replied, enjoying the moment a little too much.

‘And I thought you’d turned over a new leaf,’ Wells said to the former most-wanted.

Lim shrugged in return as the guard traded fire with Rios. He yammered into his radio for help. None was forthcoming, the tap of criminal muscle running dry.

Rios hid a sharp tactical brain behind her impulsive demeanour. She shot out the front tyre of the BMW first, lowering the car on its suspension by an inch.

An inch was all she needed. A single bullet punched through the remaining man’s skull and landed with a ping in a road sign only feet to Driver’s left.

The last of the hackers’ security fell sideways to the road, a see-through hole in his head. Almost on cue, police sirens howled in the distance. Also on cue was their ride home in the shape of the black Mercedes van driven by Baptiste.

It skidded into view around the corner and drove at pace before braking to a stop. Wells was the first to the rear passenger door, rolling it open for Driver and Lim to hop in.

Pope climbed in the front seat and Wells hopped on-board as Baptiste pulled away.

The Russian checked over a shoulder. ‘We missing one?’

‘There,’ Pope said, pointing to a small, dark figure scaling a steel gate across the street. It was Rios, dropping to the deck, scooping up her rifle bag and sprinting to the MPV.

Wells slid the rear door open and she jumped inside. Baptiste wasted no time in stepping on the gas.

‘Go left,’ Lim said, and moments later, ‘Left again… Stop here.’

‘What are we doing?’ Driver asked. ‘We need to get out of here.’

Lim blanked her and exited the van. The locks on the Audi she’d arrived in flashed and the boot popped open.

The Chinese agent lifted the boot to reveal the contact known as Necromancer, bound and gagged with silver duct tape.

Pope was out fast behind her. He scooped the wriggling, screaming girl out of the boot and threw her into the van onto the back seat of the van.

‘See you at the safe house,’ Lim said, slamming the boot on the Audi.

As Driver subdued the girl. Pope shut the door and hopped inside.

She looked across at Wells. ‘Thanks for earlier.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ Wells muttered, as if words were acid in his mouth.

Rios leaned forward on the seat to the rear of the van. ‘What’s the matter? Lover’s tiff?’ A mischievous smile played on her lips as she looked from face to face.

Driver raised an eyebrow in warning. Rios backed off and slouched into her seat.

‘Whew, that was fun,’ the Mexican said, blowing the fringe off her forehead.

‘Was it a success?’ Baptiste asked as he steered the van at speed from the scene. ‘The operation?’

‘Just about,’ Driver replied, steadying herself as the van careered around a sharp bend. ‘Mo’s malware worked. The whole cell’s down. And we’ve got all their files.’

‘Then it should be on the radio soon,’ Baptiste said, making the next turn.

‘Let’s tune into the bonza news,’ Pope said, reaching for the dial.




Chapter 12

UN Safe House, Berlin

The safe house occupied the third floor of abandoned factory space. The floors, walls and ceilings stripped to their concrete and steel essentials. The entire place was a minimalist’s dream, with giant latticed windows, hanging fluorescent lights and an echo for every word spoken.

Like the others, Driver sat at the table facing the screen of an open laptop. She ran a finger over a deep, smooth groove in the wood, while Necromancer sat to the side, bound to a chair by ties instead of tape.

Not that she was going anywhere. The only thing that dared to move being her eyeballs.

On the other end of a video call, Gilmore sat with a fist wrapped around a mug of coffee with Mo and Anna by his side.

‘I thought that would be it,’ Driver mumbled, refreshing the breaking news feed on her phone.

Yes, the reactor at the Sellafield nuclear power plant was under control, a radioactive leak averted. A backlog of flights were now taking off out of Charles De Gaulle. And the power was back on in Paris and London. Yet at least two thirds of the terrorists’ hacks stayed in place, starting with oil fields in the US, Canada, China and Siberia. They remained in what Mo called ‘denial of service’.

And as for the world’s major intelligence agencies and militaries, they were still prey to Viper Nine’s every whim.

‘It all points to one thing,’ Gilmore said, setting down his mug. ‘There’s more than one cyberterrorist cell.’

‘This is way bigger than we thought,’ Baptiste replied, rubbing his forehead.

‘Any luck with the downloaded data?’ Driver asked.

Mo shook his head. ‘I’m closer, but still working on it.’

‘It’s heavily encrypted, like we expected,’ said Anna.

‘Well, in the meantime,’ Driver continued, rising from her chair. She strolled around the back of the Viper Nine recruiter, tipped her chair back and dragged it around in a circle across the floor, legs scraping over the solid floor.

‘Jeez, give it a rest,’ Pope complained, flinching at the sound.

Driver set Necromancer down in front of the team and in view of Gilmore. She ripped the tape from the young recruiter’s mouth. The girl cried out, a red stripe across her lips.

‘Time to ’fess up,’ Driver said.

‘I told her already,’ the young woman said in English, pointing to Lim.

‘You told me enough to survive,’ Lim replied. ‘Now tell us the rest.’

‘Starting with your name,’ Driver continued, perching herself on the table’s edge.

The girl hesitated to answer.

Lim rose from her chair and drew a flick-knife from an inside jacket pocket. ‘I can cut your face, or your ties.’

The girl squirmed in her restraints, eyes locked onto the blade. ‘Okay, okay. My name is Katya Dobrovnik. I’m a student. I owed a local dealer. The money was to get them off my back, that’s all. I’m not a terrorist.’

‘That’s what all terrorists say,’ Wells muttered.

‘It’s true,’ Katya replied. ‘I know as much as you. Maybe less.’

‘Bullshit,’ Rios said between chews of her gum. ‘She’s lying her ass off.’

Lim stepped in close with the blade.

Katya bucked in the presence of the knife. ‘They’ll kill me if I talk.’

Driver leaned in close. ‘Who will?’

‘I don’t know, but Marvin, my contact, he made it clear.’

‘What do you know about the other cells?’ Gilmore asked onscreen.

‘I don’t – I don’t know,’ Katya replied.

Lim hovered with menace behind the girl. ‘You must have heard something about them.’

‘I’ve heard talk on the forums, sure,’ Katya continued. ‘Other bases of operation. Not in Europe. But that’s all.’

Driver held Katya’s gaze a moment. The recruiter had nothing left to gain by hiding the truth – and everything to lose. She could only conclude the girl was telling the truth. Lim appeared to agree, folding her knife away.

‘So what next?’ Driver asked Gilmore.

‘What next is, I’ve gotta take a call,’ he replied, disappearing off-screen, distracted by his phone.

‘Keep working on the encrypted data,’ Driver said to Mo. She turned to Pope and Baptiste. ‘Fancy running Katya here back to her apartment?’

The Australian got to his feet and stretched. ‘Beats sitting around here waiting for wonder-geek.’

‘I’ll go with you instead,’ Wells said, catching the keys to the van from Baptiste. ‘I need the air.’

As he and Pope cut Katya free and marched her out of the room, Driver wondered if Wells’ offer was an attempt to avoid her. She rolled her neck out and yawned.

‘You guys should get some sleep,’ Anna said over the video call. ‘I’ll work with Mo on the data.’

‘Anna’s right, best to stand down for now,’ Gilmore added, returning to the screen. ‘I’ve been summoned to D.C.’

‘Washington?’

‘By the President, no less.’

The look on her old Langley boss’s face said it all. Had the team been outed? Gilmore was officially retired, after all. Why would the White House summon him to Washington if they didn’t know about Wildcard?

Ending the video call, Driver and the team sat in silence.

‘You think we’ve been exposed?’ Baptiste asked, worry lines deepening on his late-forties face. ‘Maybe there was a leak.’

‘Or a mole,’ Lim added.

‘What would any of us have to gain?’ Driver replied. ‘Same for our friends in the UN.’

Rios took out her gum and stuck it under the table. ‘They come for me, they’d better bring an army.’

‘Let’s not jump to conclusions,’ Driver replied, having already leapt to her own. ‘It could be nothing… Let’s get some sleep.’

Yet between Viper Nine, the threat of arrest and the permafrost between her and Wells, sleep was easier suggested than done.




Chapter 13

Washington D.C.

Having flown in on a government jet, Gilmore was now the recipient of his own personal motorcade. A black, bulletproof SUV travelled fast behind a police bike, its lights flashing silent as they sped along empty four a.m. highways.

The sun was already on the rise, casting the city in a hazy grey. And as the SUV rolled downhill, Gilmore had a clear view of Capitol Hill in the distance. The five-hundred-foot Washington Monument pierced the sky ahead of the iconic White House.

At least this president was known for being more lenient than his predecessor, Gilmore thought, adjusting the knot of his tie.

In the smooth, soundproof confines of the SUV, he wondered how the administration had found out about Wildcard.

From data leaked by the hackers? Gilmore didn’t think so. Violetta Hill and the other UN delegates instructed him verbally. And the US Ambassador had assured him they didn’t keep records of Wildcard missions, or the UN cabal’s clandestine meetings. Yet there had to be some kind of trail back to their slush funding at the very least. From his days as an operations chief in the CIA, Gilmore knew all too well – in today’s world, it was impossible not to leave some form of trace.

And then there was the possibility Hill had lied to him, or framed he and the team as rogue agents. Much as he tried to blank them out, theories and scenarios swamped Gilmore’s mind.

Hastening towards an answer, the police bike led the SUV without delay to the gates of the White House.

After a swift security check, the driver whisked him into an underground parking space. The driver’s colleague in the passenger seat got out and opened the rear door, ushering Gilmore out. They marched him through a discreet doorway into the West Wing of the building.

It was his first time in the White House, and Gilmore had picked out his best suit for the occasion. It was the charcoal one with a dapper blue tie, a change from his usual black.

He tugged at the collar, buttoned up for a change, as tight as a noose. If Gilmore was attending his own funeral, he was doing it in style.

‘This way, sir,’ said one of the stoic, identikit security men.

They led him through a door built into the walls of a marble hallway and down stairwell. It was less fanciful down in the basement, with blast doors and a functional corridor stripped of all pomp and ceremony.

Twenty metres on, they reached a set of grey double doors at the end of the corridor.

Gilmore inhaled deep, a struggle, as if the President’s own weight sat on his chest.

After getting the go-ahead, Gilmore stepped into the situation room. It was full to the brim with uniforms and agency heads.

He spotted Violetta Hill to the left. The look in her eye hardly reassuring. But stood with shirtsleeves rolled up and the knot in his tie pulled loose, President Williams didn’t appear to even notice his presence.

Gilmore was told to stand against the back wall by the secret service man. He did as instructed, glad of the low-key entry. For one thing, it gave him the opportunity to survey the faces in the room.

Aside from Williams, Hill and a posse of analysts and aides, Gilmore spotted Secretary of Defense, Helen Danbridge. Then there were the Joint Chiefs and his old friend and colleague, Todd Schneider.

Gilmore was glad Todd had got the top job. It was a position Gilmore had seemed a cert for, but if he couldn’t be Director, there was no one better than his old buddy.

The room itself was a criss-cross of urgent conversations over telephone and table, with a giant screen broken into squares. Inside each square continued other emergency meetings in situation rooms around the world. They were easy to make out from the faces on camera – America’s fellow NATO powers, including Russia, China, France and the UK. It also appeared that Germany and Japan had dialled in on the world’s largest conference call.

So it was strange. Even if Wildcard had been compromised, it didn’t seem to be the time or place for Gilmore to explain himself.

The more he thought about it, any accusations of treason seemed more like the responsibility of the Oversight Committee.

Had Ambassador Hill told President Williams about their clandestine operation, coming clean with what they knew?

Whatever the case, in Gilmore’s mind, he was there for one thing and one thing only. To fall on his sword, take the rap and spare his team from arrest and trial. He’d cover for Hill too if he had to. Anything to keep the team operational. Their work was bigger than his future. And besides, he’d done plenty of things in his time that deserved a life sentence.

As Gilmore worked through cover stories in his mind, the giant screen at the far end of the room broke into static.

The static cut to a dark room and a man wearing that eerie Viper Nine mask – already selling like hot cakes the world over.

The sight of the man brought instant order to the room. Bodies froze and a hush descended. Williams turned to face the screen, arms folded and legs rooted to the floor in stoic resistance.

‘Hello Mr President,’ said the Viper Nine spokesman. ‘And all the other Mr and Mrs Presidents.’

‘We’re still working on the ransom,’ President Williams replied with the air of a lie.

‘Then why are you trying to shut us down?’ the man behind the mask said, remaining composed.

Williams put his hands on his hips in a show of strength. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Berlin?’ the masked terrorist replied. ‘Are we supposed to think that wasn’t you, or one of your NATO allies?’ The man turned his head from left to right, as if he was a god looking down on an assembled line of mortals.

Gilmore thought it more likely he had a view of the various world leaders assembled for the call.

The Russian President, Valeri Utkin was the first of them to respond. ‘President Williams is correct,’ the grey-bearded, beanpole leader interjected. ‘We have not launched any operations against your organisation. And as for your demands, we still have days until the deadline.’

‘I’m not here to make demands,’ Viper Nine’s spokesperson replied. ‘I’m here to give you a message.’

‘And what’s that?’ President Williams asked.

‘That disobedience will not be tolerated,’ the masked man replied. ‘Take our latest action as a reminder.’

‘What action?’ Williams asked.

Viper Nine ended the video call without another word. The room burst into worried chatter as CNN broke a story on one of the panels on the walls.

It showed footage from the trading floor in Wall Street. Share prices plummeting down all the way to zero. Every single one of them, as if all the data held on the stock market had been wiped. The headlines accompanying the report confirmed it – traders with their hands over mouths.

‘This could set us back decades,’ Hill mumbled, her eyes fixed in an unblinking stare.

‘A goddamn century,’ said General Joe Budge.

Williams held out his hands to the room, appealing for quiet and calm. ‘Let’s focus on what we can do,’ he said, looking into the camera linking him to his fellow leaders. ‘I think we all need to take a break and discuss matters with our staff. Shall we reschedule a call, say, in thirty minutes?’

‘Agreed,’ Utkin replied.

The rest of the leaders concurred and the video call ended.

Williams flopping back into his large leather chair at the head of the table. He fixed Schneider with a glare. ‘Berlin?’

The CIA Director shrugged, as clueless as the rest of the room. ‘It wasn’t us, Mr President. Even if we wanted to, Viper Nine have got us pinned down. Same goes for everyone else.’

‘Then what does he mean?’ Budge asked.

‘My thinking is it could have been a criminal enterprise affected by the hacks,’ Schneider said.

Gilmore exchanged a nervous glance with Ambassador Hill as the conversation continued.

Schneider paused as he noticed Gilmore’s presence in the room. ‘Bryan, you’re here… Any ideas?’

‘Me?’ Gilmore replied from the fringes of the room.

The President turned his attention to Gilmore.

‘Sorry everyone,’ Schneider continued. ‘This is Bryan Gilmore. He remains our most experienced head when it comes to acts of terror. I called him in as a consultant.’

‘You did?’ Gilmore asked.

Schneider nodded at Gilmore. Don’t let me down now, buddy, he was saying. And clearly, it was Schneider’s way of getting Gilmore in the room without giving him the opportunity to refuse.

‘Yes, he did,’ Gilmore said, stepping into the spotlight.

‘What’s your professional opinion on all this?’ Williams asked, everyone at the table turning to Gilmore for an answer.

‘Berlin?’ he replied, registering the panic in Hill’s eyes. ‘My guess would be a rival group of hackers who somehow infiltrated a Viper Nine cell, Mr President. It would seem consistent with the actions of Anonymous, or some other group of ideologically-driven hackers. Maybe they fought back with good intentions; did some damage to this Viper Nine organisation.’

‘But nowhere near enough,’ said Secretary of Defense Danbridge.

‘All they’ve done is yank on a lion’s tail,’ frowned Budge.

‘Thank you, Mr Gilmore,’ Williams said, turning to face his senior members of staff.

‘Todd, who do we have in Berlin?’

‘We have an off-book asset,’ Schneider replied. ‘I can get them to sniff around, under the radar. Try and find out what happened there.’

‘The Germans will already be on it, sir,’ Gilmore said, keen to avoid any attention on Driver and the team. ‘I’d suggest we let them do the work on this one, sir.’

Williams straightened up in his chair. ‘You’re right, Mr Gilmore. We’ve got enough fires to fight.’ He waved towards the images on CNN. ‘I need to put a call into the treasury. Let’s take twenty and reconvene.’

As the room took a collective break, Schneider took Gilmore by the arm and steered him into a corner. ‘Sorry to drop you in it, buddy, this thing’s been moving so fast—’

‘Happy to help,’ Gilmore replied, a hand on Schneider’s padded shoulder.

‘You really think it could be another group of cybercriminals?’

Gilmore shrugged. ‘I had to say something… You got any intel on this Viper Nine group?’

Schneider shook his head. ‘We’re flying completely blind. They could be anyone, anywhere.’

Ardennes Region, Belgium

Radovan Kovac lifted the snake mask from his head, his face moist with a mild sweat from breathing inside the thick rubber. Otto Graf, a man-mountain with impossibly blonde hair, turned off the camera. As his trusted lieutenant closed the viewfinder on the video camera, Kovac dumped the mask on a stack of three large, black munitions cases. He had a small white towel handy and dabbed his grizzled, Slavic features with soft, laundered cotton.

Dumping the towel, he crossed the floor of the bland, rented storage depot.

Jana Novak, stood over her laptop set up on the top of another stack of ammo cases. There was nothing outwardly remarkable about Jana. She was no Lisbeth Salander and, in her jeans and cream top, Kovac’s hacker-in-chief would resemble an ordinary girl fresh out of college.

She did, however, stand out from the Kovac and the rest of the men on the depot floor – men dressed in jeans and matching black T-shirts.

‘You find out who attacked us in Berlin?’ Kovac asked.

‘I’ve got people working on it,’ Jana replied in Serbian.

Kovac frowned. ‘Working on it?’

‘We haven’t got a name,’ Jana replied. ‘It takes time.’

The Serbian stared at Jana, wondering if she had the guts and dedication for this line of work. She certainly had the lust for money.

‘We’ve got a face,’ Jana offered, spinning the laptop around. ‘Taken from the cameras of the Berlin cell.’

Kovac looked at the screen. Moving footage of the woman responsible for taking down the European operation. He watched her at her terminal, pulling a USB from a hard drive and fleeing the scene across the office floor. Jana paused the screen as the mystery blonde passed by a camera.

‘We think she had outside help,’ Jana said. ‘Someone had remote access to her machine. They uploaded a malware virus and carried out a bot swarm on our files.’

Kovac squeezed a fist to dampen his rage. ‘I thought you said we had the best security.’

‘We did,’ Jana replied, her voice faltering, as if seeing the thunderclouds in Kovac’s eyes. ‘But whoever she was working with, his programs were incredible. I mean—’

Kovac glared at the young hacker. It was almost as if she was in awe of the attack.

‘He’d cloaked it somehow,’ Jana continued, curbing her obvious admiration for the assailant. ‘Our defence systems didn’t trigger until it was too late.’

Kovac rubbed a hand over his shaved grey hair. ‘Are we saying they have access to our files?’

‘Just those from Berlin. And they’re encrypted. They should take a while to crack.’

Kovac jabbed a thick, weathered finger at the woman on the screen. ‘Find out who this is. We can’t afford another breach.’

Jana nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘In the meantime, get yourself ready.’

Jana closed her laptop and slipped it into a black carry case. She followed Kovac to a table by a wall with arms laid out ready for the next mission.

Kovac prepped a P12 assault rifle, his weapon of choice, and let out a shrill whistle. It pierced the din of the storage depot and got the men’s attention. Kovac spun a finger in the air. They knew what it meant. It was go-time.

With Graf and Jana by his side, Kovac led the team out of the depot, all dressed in the same black T-shirts and combats. He strode across the yard as far as the first of two long-wheelbase Renault vans. Both with a dark-grey spray job and wrapped in matching JCA Systems branding. He climbed in the front with Graf behind the wheel and Jana taking her place in the rear.

Kovac checked his watch as they pulled out of the depot, splashing through fresh-fallen puddles from a summer rainstorm. He took out a lighter and popped a cigarette out of a pack. Graf, the health freak, couldn’t disguise a disparaging sideways glance as he lit the cigarette.

Kovac sighed and wound down the window. He hung the cigarette out over the door sill as the van picked up speed along the fast dual carriageways.

He raised a happy-now? eyebrow and Graf settled down. ‘All those protein shakes you shovel down your face, tar should be the least of your worries.’

Graf grunted in return. Kovac had seen the big German punch his way through a wall. Beat up a room full of men. And run straight into a gunfight without blinking. But put him in ten feet of a cigarette or a cream doughnut and he ran screaming like a little girl.

Of course, Kovac didn’t need to ask Graf’s permission to do anything. But he required absolute loyalty, from his number two and the rest of his people. And while money and intimidation were great motivators, so was showing a little consideration every now and then.

This was one of those times.

Kovac let out a lungful of smoke and breathed in the August air, not only thick with humidity, but tension too.

The entire operation – it all hung on this. The Serbian took another drag as the vans sped on their way.




Chapter 14

Berlin, Germany

Driver caught what sleep she could, curled in a ball between layers of a folded-over brown blanket.

It wasn’t the worst place she’d slept. Yet it didn’t stop the floor leaving a deep ache in her hip as she threw off the top blanket and got to her feet.

Driver rolled the brown blanket into a ball and threw it on a two-seater sofa, along with a thin red cushion she’d stolen as a pillow.

She’d awoken to a call from Mo, announcing between yawns, that he’d decrypted the Viper Nine files from Berlin. The others had stirred from their own improvised beds on the floor, waking at the ring of her phone.

They joined Driver in shuffling into the main room of the safe house, where the open laptop rang out with a video call tune.

It was daytime outside. White light pouring in, undeterred by the dirty warehouse windows.

‘We’ve got to start booking some hotel rooms,’ Driver said, walking off the pain in her hip.

First to the laptop, she accepted the call request from Geneva.

Anna and Mo awaited them on the other end of the call, the German tech genius sipping bleary-eyed on a can of energy drink.

‘What did you find?’ Wells asked, stretching and flexing a shoulder.

‘We’re still pulling data from the files,’ Anna replied, hugging a cup of takeaway coffee. ‘Most of it’s just code. We found a partial schedule of events… The denial of service on the power grids. The attacks on European control towers…’

‘And?’ Driver asked, perching herself on the edge of the table, impatient for the point.

‘There’s something new on the schedule – real soon,’ said Mo.

‘What and where?’ Baptiste asked, making dishevelment appear like a style statement.

‘We don’t know the “what”, but we’ve got a “when” and a “where”,’ Anna replied.

Mo half-laughed at the name. ‘Something called Operation Gatecrasher.’

‘Sounds more like a military op than a group of cyberattackers,’ Rios replied, flopping into a chair, her hair wild and eyes sleepy.

‘What’s the intent of the operation,’ Driver asked. ‘Do we know?’

Anna shook her head. ‘I pulled up the location on the map. Nothing there but roads and forest.’

‘Maybe they’re going paint-balling,’ Pope yawned, an idle hand scratching inside the crotch of his jeans.

Lim recoiled from the spectacle.

‘What?’ Pope shrugged. ‘It’s my morning routine.’

‘The whole thing seems strange,’ Baptiste muttered, getting back to the point. ‘You sure there’s not a power plant out there or something?’

Anna shook her head. ‘I double-checked… Nothing.’

‘Maybe they’re gonna hack down a few trees,’ Pope quipped, much to his own delight.

Driver sighed as imaginary tumbleweed rolled across the room.

‘Don’t you get it?’ Pope continued. ‘“Hack”, as in… You know, you lot need to grow a sense of humour.’

‘Can you give us the coordinates?’ Lim asked Anna, pulling her long, straight hair over a shoulder.

‘Sending over now,’ she replied, typing off-camera. ‘Fancy a trip to Belgium?’

‘How long have we got?’ Wells asked.

‘Not long,’ Anna replied. ‘I’m texting you the details.’

Driver’s phone pinged. She checked her messages and read the details. ‘Shit, we’ve gotta move.’

‘Shouldn’t we be passing this up the chain?’ Wells asked. ‘If nothing else, they can warn whoever they’re targeting.’

Pope snatched at his thickening stubble. ‘Yeah, why not let the bloody spooks handle it?’

‘Because this is our chance to catch them in the act,’ Driver said, the cobwebs of sleep falling away.

‘And besides,’ Lim added, ‘we know the intelligence agencies are compromised. Viper Nine are bound to be listening.’

Driver leaned into the screen. ‘Great work. Keep going.’

‘I’ve already made arrangements for your flight. Pickup info on its way.’

Driver cut the call and shifted off the table. ‘Belgium it is.’




Chapter 15

Ardennes Forest, Belgium

Ardennes Supply Base North wasn’t on any map, be it ordinance or Google. Neither did it advertise its existence, other than a series of discreet road signs on approach.

Entry to the facility was through a secure steel gate and the check of a permanent guard sentry. Yet there was nothing else to flag up that the base was anywhere worth caring about.

It was the place where nothing ever happened, in a province where outdoor pursuits were the main attraction.

The base itself amounted to little more than a series of six storehouses, three either side with a barracks at the far end. Personnel numbers were skeleton-sized. After all, the fewer people who knew about the base, the better.

Staff Sergeant Mills knew that, as he smoked the end of a cigarette around the back of Storehouse Four. Yet it didn’t make his job any more exciting. Especially when there was real action out there, being fought, or not fought as the case may have been.

Mills didn’t understand why his government and those of his allies didn’t just hit back already. These so-called cyberterrorists can’t have been that hard to track down.

He flicked the end of his cigarette and resigned himself to a long, uneventful shift. Not what he’d had in mind when he’d signed up to the US Army. Though, on second thoughts, it was better than being shot at in the Middle East. And surrounded by lush, dense forest and the smell of pine, the climate was a damn sight cooler too.

As he cast an eye over the surrounding treetops, Mills heard a female voice calling his name.

It was Corporal Jedynak, her butch frame striding into view around the side of the storehouse.

She was breathless, like most of the soldiers on the base, not used to running. ‘We’ve got a problem with the security systems.’

‘What kind of problem?’

‘A big one. The whole base is down.’

‘Shit,’ Mills muttered to himself. His yearning for something to do not so strong now that he had to do it.

He trudged in Jedynak’s wake to the main building. They took the stairs down into the basement, into the server room.

A young soldier, Piper, stood with his hands on hips, chewing on a lip.

‘What’s the problem?’ Mills asked him.

‘Everything’s down, sir. Security, landline and satellite communications…’

‘Do we know the cause?’ Mills asked.

‘Some kind of electrical overload,’ Piper replied. ‘Or at least that’s my best guess.’

‘What if it’s, you know… a hack?’ Jedynak asked, still short on breath.

‘Out here?’ Mills replied with an incredulous sigh. ‘All right, I’ll call the contractors.’ The Staff Sergeant read a number off a sticker on one of the servers. He punched the number into his phone and held for an answer.



Jana gave Kovac the nod as she picked up her phone. In the passenger seat of the parked van, he waited in silence alongside Graf.

‘JCA Systems,’ Jana answered, bright and breezy. ‘How may I help you today?’ She paused a moment. ‘Certainly sir, I’ll have an emergency team come right out.’ The young hacker nodded to Kovac. ‘Their systems are down. We’re on.’

Graf turned the ignition and started the van.

Kovac scooped a radio off the dash. ‘Good to go,’ he said.

As both vans pulled out into the road, the Serb drummed an anxious finger on the sill of the door. He checked the navigation screen on the dash as it guided them to their destination.

They were twenty minutes out – perfect timing. Kovac and his men didn’t want to arrive too early after all. Jana had rerouted the call to the JCA Systems service centre to her own phone.

Now it had to appear as if they’d been despatched from the nearest Ardennes depot in Verviers.

As the van rolled along the quiet, sweeping A-roads through spinach-green forests, Kovac smoked another cigarette and prayed for good fortune.



Driver rode up front in the lead SUV, one of two laid on for them by Anna. How the woman arranged everything so fast, she’d never know. Mo’s programme, Zeus, helped. It allowed almost instant access to systems all over the world. Which meant they could commandeer transport, weapons and supplies at a moment’s notice. All without leaving any trail behind. Yet Anna was still a superwoman in Driver’s book.

Minimum fuss. Maximum efficiency. That was Anna. She’d always been the same, from their time together at Langley, to the present day. If you needed a car, a train, a plane, a satellite re-tasking or a local asset, you went to Anna.

At the wheel of the SUV was Baptiste. He liked to drive. ‘It relaxes me,’ he said, gunning the SUV along the fast, sweeping roads of the Ardennes region.

‘Anyone know what we’re looking for?’ Wells asked from the backseat, an M4 rifle on his lap.

‘No, but whatever’s waiting for us, we’re late,’ Driver replied, checking her watch.

‘This could all be a wild goose chase,’ Wells replied, surveying the landscape. ‘They probably changed their plans after Berlin.’

‘We can’t take that chance,’ Driver countered.

‘Nice to see your head’s back in the game,’ Baptiste said, eyeing Driver from behind the wheel.

She glared back in reply. He noticed it but ignored it, steering the SUV through an S-bend at a cool ninety miles per hour.

‘Can someone tell treacle tyres to speed up?’ Pope interjected over the comms. ‘Any slower and I’m gonna go back in time.’

Driver turned in her seat to see Pope at the wheel of the tailing SUV, frighteningly close to their rear.

Baptiste cursed the Australian in French.

‘I heard that,’ Pope replied.

‘Yes, but you didn’t understand it,’ Baptiste muttered.

‘He said, “Shut your ass up and focus on the road”,’ Rios said, jumping into the conversation from the rear of the second SUV.

‘How far are we out?’ Lim asked from the same car.

‘ETA in five,’ Driver replied, double-checking the magazine in her rifle. ‘Game faces on.’

‘My game face is my only face,’ Pope replied. ‘I haven’t got another.’

‘Shame for the rest of us,’ Lim said, as they sped deeper into the surrounding forest.



The van rolled to a stop outside the gate to the military base. As expected, a pair of sentry guards stepped out of their hut in front of the sliding steel gate to greet Kovac. Also as expected, it wasn’t a warm welcome from the pair in military-green fatigues. These men – both of them young and imposing with dark, shaved hair – were paid to be suspicious.

Kovac leaned out of the window. ‘We got a call. Said you’re having a problem with your security systems?’

‘In the base, yeah,’ one of the guards replied.

The Serb could tell by the look in the soldier’s eye he was the senior of the two.

‘What about the gate?’ Kovac asked. ‘Can we get in?’

‘Perimeter runs off a different system,’ the guard replied. ‘That’s still working, but the rest is down.’

Kovac smiled the friendliest he knew how. ‘Well let’s get that fixed for you.’

‘Right after we inspect your vehicles,’ the senior of the two guards continued.

‘Of course,’ Kovac replied with a smile. ‘Part of the drill, right?’

The guard didn’t engage in his attempts to build rapport. Instead, he stuck to his task. The Serb respected him for it. The guard would have made a good addition to his own team.

‘Open up the van guys,’ Kovac instructed his team in the second van. ‘Routine inspection.’

As the sentry guards moved to the rear of the van, Kovac hopped down onto the concrete. He joined them at the back and opened up the doors for them to inspect the interior.

Inside the van, it looked like one would imagine. Tools, equipment, wiring and diagnostic equipment, with Jana on a rear passenger seat wearing a smile.

‘Hi,’ she said, computer on her lap.

The senior guard nodded in acknowledgement. ‘Okay, next one.’

Kovac accompanied them to the rear of the second van. He took a quiet breath as he pulled on the handle of the first rear door. Throwing the door wide open, Kovac stepped aside.

The guards reacted and reached for their weapons. A volley of fire from inside riddled both guards dead with high-calibre bullets at close to point-blank range.

Kovac opened the second rear door and an eight-strong team of masked men clambered out. He hurried to the lead van and pulled his own ski mask from the glovebox.

Graf was already wearing his and operating the front gate from the security hut. He tossed Kovac a rifle and led the assault team through the gate as it rolled open to the left.

As they ran across the wide-open entrance to the base, it wasn’t long before the cavalry came running.

Soldiers poured out of the barracks and the main building. Yet Kovac and his unit were already in position, taking cover by the walls of the storehouses, left and right. They opened fire, cutting down the first line of defence before they had chance to get organised and repel the invasion.

Kovac fired and moved, leading his troop and advancing through the complex. He’d missed the feel of combat. The adrenaline in the veins. The sound and fury of high-powered rifles. The acrid tinge of propellant lingering in the nasal passages. There was something beautiful about the whole thing.

In fact, the ex-Marine was almost disappointed when it ended so soon. Standing among the dead, with barrels still smoking, Kovac looked across at Graf. ‘Sweep the rest of the base. I don’t want any surprises.’

The German nodded, beckoned a trio of men forward and they jogged onwards in search of stray survivors.

Kovac turned to see both vans pull onto the base, Jana at the wheel of the first. He waved them towards Storehouse Four. It was an unassuming, dark-green building with steel doors built to withstand an RPG.

Jana hopped down from the van with her laptop. She strode to the giant door. In seconds, she had it sliding open with a metallic rumble, power to the base restored. The lights came on and Kovac and his team stood before a vast array of hardware.

Everything was stacked and labelled, as if for their convenience.

The Serb stepped into the storehouse, the air cold and a smell like war. He breathed it in deep and took in the surroundings. To the left were a row of three Humvees. To the right, high-rising stacks of rifles and RPGs. And to the back of the storehouse, rows and rows of miscellaneous equipment. But all this was surface dressing.

The real trophy lay in its own housing in the centre of the warehouse, in a giant cubic vault constructed from titanium steel.

Jana typed one-handed as she carried her laptop between left-hand and elbow.

Kovac looked her way, impatient to get inside the vault.

‘One second,’ she said, hitting enter on her keyboard.

With a heavy clunk, a panel lit with a red LED shifted to green. Kovac spun the chunky wheel on the door to the left. The door opened outwards of its own accord.

Viper Nine’s leader stepped inside and surveyed the bounty before him. He felt a tingle of electricity on the nape of his neck, a rare smile forming in the corner of his mouth. It was the irreplaceable thrill of raw, unadulterated power.




Chapter 16

If the road signs on the approach to the base hadn’t raised an alarm in Driver’s mind, the sight of two dead sentries did.

‘A military base? Why wasn’t it on the map?’ Wells asked from the rear of the SUV.

Checking the navigation screen, Driver saw they were at their destination. Baptiste slowed and made a left turn into the base. He swerved at the sight of the two bullet-torn bodies.

‘Prepare for contact,’ she said, a firm grip on her rifle.

The security gate was wide open at the entrance to the facility. The scene in the near distance one of carnage.

No sooner had they sped through the front gate, they took on a round of fire. The bodywork of the SUV thunked with hot artillery. Baptiste swerved right. Pope went left. It was the smart, instinctive thing to do. Parking the SUVs behind the nearest storehouse wall and jumping out onto their feet. Driver led Wells and Baptiste to the corner of the storehouse.

She laid down the first round of fire as a group of eight masked men in black continued their onslaught.

Driver took one down early. Pope the same from his own covered position behind the opposite storehouse wall.

‘Move, move, move,’ she yelled over the comms, breaking cover in tandem with the Australian. They ran to the next storehouse along and stayed tight to the wall, resisting intense force.

Bullets zinged by, inches away. Driver whirled around the corner and opened up the M4. Soon Wells and Baptiste were on her shoulder, Pope inflicting more damage on the enemy.

Driver counted fast. The intruders were down to six – an even fight. Running dry on ammo, she felt a firm tap on the shoulder.

Wells took her place, laying down fire. As Driver ditched the empty clip, she peered around the corner and saw two vans parked with their rear ends to storehouse number four.

With Pope, Lim and Rios advancing across the way, she took a moment to think. Whoever was in number four, they needed to get in there.

Baptiste took over from Wells and Driver tight to the side of Storehouse Four.

The Russian caught one of the masked men in the chest as he found himself empty. Driver took her chance and sprinted around the next corner, as far as Storehouse Six.

The scene was too hot to get a close-enough look, but a large man appeared with a large warehouse trolley to the rear of one of the vans. The trolley carried just one item, labelled with a model number – MXK52-7.

Driver took aim at the large invader, only for a second man to appear and unleash a torrent of gunfire in her direction. The accuracy of his shot pinned her behind the wall. By the time she thought it safe to peer around the corner, the two men were climbing in the vans, a young woman in a mask hopping up into the back behind them.

Both vans pulled away from the storehouse in a screech of tyres, with shots fired from open passenger windows. As Driver took cover, she saw one of the invading force jump onto the side of the van in a bid to hitch a ride. The man who’d followed the trolley-pusher out of the storehouse delivered an elbow-smash to the hanger-on’s face. His head snapped back as if his neck was broken. He lost his grip and tumbled to the ground, coming to a rest as if dead.

With the vans speeding by, Driver came out of hiding to engage two masked invaders left behind. Lim beat her to the punch with the first and Rios the second.

She whirled around to see the vans disappearing through the gates, the name JCA Systems printed on the side.

Driver memorised the plates. For all the good it would do. These were serious pros. High-level players. No longer was it a case of cyberhackers hiring muscle. It could only be the muscle hiring the hackers to do their bidding.

As she and the team scrambled for the SUVs, Driver wondered if Viper Nine was an invention of Vesuvius. From the limited exposure she’d to the secretive organisation, this seemed right out of their playbook.

But there was no time to debate the issue in her head. Nor to wonder what Viper Nine wanted with a US military supply base in the middle of a Belgian forest.

They had to get to their transport. But as she reached the passenger door, there was a problem. A big one. The security gate to the base was rolled shut in front of them.

‘They locked the gate,’ said Wells.

‘Hang on, I’ve got an idea,’ Pope replied over comms.

Driver turned to see him run for the open storehouse. He appeared moments later with an RPG launcher over a shoulder.

He prepped the weapon, took aim and fired. A grenade shot out of the launcher in a swirl of white smoke, screaming past Driver’s SUV and slamming low into the gate.

The explosion shook whatever birds where left in the trees into the sky. A fireball ripped upwards and black smoke curled into the air. It cleared seconds later to reveal a flaming hole in the gate. Was it big enough? They were about to find out.

As Driver and Wells jumped in the SUV, Baptiste spun the wheel and accelerated towards the gate.

‘You think we’re gonna fit?’ Driver asked.

‘We’ll fit,’ Baptiste replied, his eyes laser-focused on the hole in the gate.

Driver gripped the door handle tight and braced for impact. The SUV caught the charred, jagged steel on either side, but squeezed through, out onto the road.

Driver looked over a shoulder. The second SUV popped out behind with Lim at the wheel.

‘Uh, is Pope with you guys?’ Rios asked.

‘I thought he was with you,’ Wells replied.

‘Shit, we forgot him,’ Rios said. ‘Maybe we should—’

‘No time, keep going,’ said Driver, as Baptiste arrowed the SUV past a hundred. ‘He’ll understand.’



Pope stood with mouth agape and rocket launcher smoking over a shoulder. Unbe-bloody-lievable.

‘They left me behind, the fucking bastards. That’s the second time they’ve done it.’

If Pope didn’t know better, he’d say he was unpopular.

‘Yeah, you’re bloody welcome,’ he grumbled, turning to see the mess they’d left him with. The vans were gone and so was the SUV. Not only was he out of the chase, he was stuck in the arse-end of nowhere with a carpet of bodies.

It wouldn’t be long until some kind of armed response. There had to have been a distress call of some kind put out.

‘Bloody typical,’ Pope continued, dropping the RPG launcher. He trudged back towards the storehouse, wondering if there was a jeep or a military police car he could steal and at least make the flight home.

Or where they going to leave him stranded in Belgium too?

He wouldn’t put it past the bastards, even if he could understand the importance of staying on Viper Nine’s trail.

Sure, the future of the modern world was at stake. But if it meant leaving your mates up shit creek, what kind of world were they fighting for?

As Pope surveyed the human casualties, he glanced to his right. Something caught his eye. He clapped his hands together and smiled. ‘You beauty.’




Chapter 17

‘Who the hell are these guys?’ Wells asked, catching his breath in the backseat of the SUV. ‘Vesuvius?’

‘I was thinking the same,’ replied Baptiste, as he moved through the gears, overtaking two cars and a truck. ‘Any ideas what they were there for?’

‘I saw them loading something onto one of those vans,’ Driver said. ‘A box with a model number.’

‘You remember it?’ Baptiste asked.

‘Yeah, sure,’ Driver replied.

‘Run it by Anna,’ Wells said. ‘She might be able to track something down.’

Driver turned to him with a smile. ‘Good idea.’

Wells nodded, as if he wanted to engage with her, but wouldn’t allow himself to do it. What the hell was eating him?

It was no time for a discussion. Her sole focus was stopping the two vans up ahead in the distance.

Baptiste pulled into the inside of the two-lane highway cutting a long path back out through the surrounding forests.

‘There,’ Driver said, pointing out the first van as it appeared on the horizon.

Both vehicles were moving fast. But the Russian had his foot to the floor, the speedometer reading 120 miles per hour.

Driver glanced in the passenger mirror. Lim and Rios were close behind in the second SUV. Recalling the model number on the box, she typed it out in a text and hit send to Anna.

Driver paired her phone with the Bluetooth system built into the car.

‘What’s happening?’ Anna responded, answering her call.

‘Don’t ask,’ said Driver. ‘You get my text?’

‘Yeah, I’ve got it. Searching now.’

‘Stay on the line,’ Driver replied, reloading her rifle with a clip snatched from the glovebox. She wound down her window on the passenger side of the SUV, Wells doing the same from the rear left of the car.

‘Okay, we’ve got matches for the number,’ Anna said, as they ate up the ground on the two vans. ‘It’s either a hairdryer, a spiralizer or a – oh crap…’



As the roads opened up and Graf steered the van towards civilisation, Kovac slipped into the rear alongside Jana. He crouched next to the large army-green box they’d lifted from the vault at the military base. It was built from titanium and carbon and insulated against impact and shock.

Jana gave him the code, hacked from the onsite databanks. He punched it into the keypad on the box. The lid unlocked and as he opened it up, Kovac couldn’t help but stare in awe of the white, torpedo-shaped device.

‘I thought it would be bigger,’ Jana said, peering over his shoulder at the shell, adorned with the stars-and-stripe logo of the US military.

‘This is just the warhead,’ Kovac replied, running a hand over the cool metal of the B61 nuclear bomb. ‘What were you expecting, a cruise missile?’

‘I don’t know, it just seems a bit…’ Jana shrugged, unimpressed.

Kovac shot her a withering look, her lack of knowledge indicative of the times they lived in. ‘This is a fourth generation thermonuclear device,’ he replied. ‘It carries three-hundred-and-forty kilotons of power.’

Jana leaned away from the warhead, no longer so blasé.

‘Sir, we’ve got a problem,’ Graf said from behind the wheel of the van.

‘What is it?’ Kovac snapped.

‘The force we encountered at the base. They’re in pursuit.’

Kovac hit Jana with an accusing stare. ‘I thought you locked the security gate.’

‘I did,’ she insisted. ‘They must have overridden it somehow.’

Kovac punched the wall of the van. ‘This can’t be happening.’

‘You want me to engage?’ Graf asked.

‘Just the Beta Team,’ Kovac replied.

‘But there are two vehicles in pursuit,’ Graf replied, clearly itching to muscle in on the fight.

Kovac glanced at the two men along for the ride in the rear of the van, their weapons at the ready. ‘With a B61 in the back? I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ He replaced the lid on the box and re-entered the code to lock it in place. As he made his way to the front of the van, one of his men pulled his rifle over his head and set it down on the box.

Kovac paused and stared at the man, a mercenary called Viktor.

The idiot shrugged in reply. ‘What?’

Kovac growled through his teeth. ‘Mind the nuclear fuck-ing weapon.’



As they caught up to the rear of the two vans, Baptiste slowed the SUV to a steady eighty, weaving through light traffic.

‘What’s the plan?’ Wells yelled.

Driver heard him over comms rather than the rooftop of the SUV, as they both leaned out of their respective windows.

‘Stop the vans without blowing up Belgium,’ Driver shouted back.

‘Which van has the weapon in it?’ Wells asked.

Driver paused. Damn, that was a good question. She glanced across the roof as Lim pulled alongside in the second SUV.

Rios appeared out of the passenger window, jamming a fresh clip in her M4.

As they got within range, the doors on the rear van flew open at the back. In a flash, Driver counted only two masked men and no sign of a warhead.

The pair of masked invaders opened fire. Baptiste pulled left onto the hard shoulder, with Lim swerving in behind. As the Russian turned back onto the road, Driver returned fire.

She couldn’t get a clean hit. And had to withdraw as the vans overtook a white saloon car pulling a caravan.

Wells fired from the left side of the SUV, but only grazed one of the masked men in the arm. At this speed and with this much wind and movement, it was hard to score a clean kill.

‘Let me in,’ Rios said over comms.

Driver ducked back inside the SUV and nodded at Baptiste. ‘Give Rios a shot.’

Baptiste swerved onto the hard shoulder and dabbed the brakes. Lim moved into position ahead, the Latina firing three-round clusters from the front passenger window.

‘One down,’ she confirmed, as Baptiste stuck close to Lim’s tail.

‘Get us up ahead,’ Driver said. ‘We’ll work on the lead van.’

‘You mean the one with the nuclear weapon in it?’ Baptiste asked.

Driver shrugged. The Russian pulled out from behind Lim and powered forward in the outside lane. They clawed the lead van in and drew up alongside without resistance.

Doubtless the occupants were as wary of the warhead as they were. Yet Driver had no idea how they would actually stop them escaping.

Ram them off the road? Shoot out one of the tyres? All scenarios were high-risk and her knowledge of WMDs was vague at best. Would it be stable enough to sustain a shunt?

Technically-speaking, they didn’t detonate based on impact, but on a timed or triggered explosion. But it wasn’t a theory Driver was willing to test.

Yet as they drew alongside the van, she saw a different opportunity. Snatching her phone from the dash, Driver tapped on the camera app. Both the big man behind the wheel and the front passenger had removed their ski masks.

She lined up a shot and took a photo of the younger of the two, with his shock of white-blonde hair. As the passenger turned and scowled in her direction, she made eye contact and smiled. ‘Say cheese you piece of shit.’

Driver took a photo. It was a good one. The man into his early fifties with a face hewn of jagged rock and eyes like burning coals. Call it a hunch. Call it years pursuing people just like him. But he had that look. And in that moment, Driver knew they’d found the leader of Viper Nine.

Better still, they had a picture.



Kovac didn’t know what made him more furious. The fact that the mystery woman had a photograph of him, or that he’d allowed it to happen.

They should have kept their masks on, both he and Graf the same. The Serb kicked himself for being so complacent. He didn’t tolerate it with his men, and it certainly wouldn’t be tolerated in himself. But the time for self-flagellation would come later. Now they had more pressing concerns. Like shaking their pursuers off their tail.

He turned to the men in the rear of the van. ‘Permission to engage.’

‘But the weapon…’ Viktor said, with a nervous glance to the warhead.

Kovac pulled a pistol from his hip and aimed it at Viktor. ‘Do your fucking job.’

‘Wait, I’m working on something,’ Jana said, hunched over her laptop.

‘Working on what?’ Kovac snarled.

‘I can make them go away,’ she continued. ‘just give me a few minutes.’

A few minutes? They’d all be dead by then. Or captured. ‘You’ve got one,’ he replied, as Graf took evasive action around a truck plodding up the rising highway.

Jana typed furiously on her keyboard. ‘Give me the registration number on one of those SUVs.’

Kovac looked in the passenger mirror and read out the number plate on the SUV engaging the rear van.

Jana rattled in the number. Kovac watched her eyes dart left and right across the screen as she clicked on the mousepad.

Her dainty, pale fingers flew through another burst of code before hitting the enter button. Her youthful features lit up with mischief. Whatever her latest miracle, it was a success.

‘All right,’ she said to herself. ‘I have control.’

‘Control over what?’ Kovac asked.



Rios steadied herself as Lim swerved left and right behind the trailing van. Enemy fire whistled inches by, narrowly missing the SUV.

A shot tore the black jacket-sleeve of her left arm. Nothing more than a gentle kiss, but enough to sting. ‘Son of a bitch,’ she snarled as Lim brought her back in to fire.

Rios ignored the pain and narrowed an eye, tearing from the wind, behind her rifle sight. She let off a round. Scored a direct hit. The unlucky man fell from the rear of the van and bounced up off the tarmac.

To her annoyance, a third man appeared. He pulled a door shut on the van as Rios fired. A round of bullets plugged the steel of the van door, but not the man behind it.

Just give me one shot, Rios thought. One little peep around the corner. ‘Come on, baby. Come on, baby.’

There.

Rios pulled the trigger. The man’s head snapped back. Now they could go about clearing the second van out of the picture. Yet rather than accelerate, the SUV seemed to be slowing down.

Rios slid back into the front passenger seat, catching her breath. ‘What are you doing? Speed up, speed up!’

‘I am,’ Lim replied, stomping on the pedal and wrestling with the steering. ‘Nothing’s responding.’

Suddenly, the lights on the dash went dead, the engine cut and they were coasting to the side of the road, the high-speed pursuit leaving them for dust.

An onrushing truck flashed its lights and blared its horn as it pulled into the outside lane around them.

‘Hold on,’ Lim said, powerless behind the wheel.

Rios pulled her seatbelt fast across her chest. She clicked with a half-second to spare before the SUV nosedived into a ditch by the side of the carriageway.

The ditch was steep. The SUV tipped and rolled onto its roof, sliding to a stop in the muddy grass, still wet from the earlier rain. Rios looked across at Lim, the pair of them suspended upside-down.

‘What the hell happened?’ she muttered as they detached their belts and fell into the roof of the car.

‘You’re asking me?’ Lim replied as they crawled out of Rios’ open window.

With the chase disappearing over the horizon, the pair scrambled up the ditch to the side of the road.

‘What now?’ Rios asked. ‘Show some leg? Thumb a ride?

‘That might not be necessary,’ Lim replied, staring back along the road.

Rios turned and watched a camouflage-green Humvee appear in the distance. It was moving fast and loud, heavy-duty tyres chewing up the tarmac.

It pulled sharp to the side of the road and braked hard to a stop, engine chugging deep like a hard-breathing beast.

Pope leaned out of the driver-side window. ‘Either of you lovely Sheilas need a lift?’




Chapter 18

Even by Jana’s high standards, this was impressive. As they escaped the confines of the forest and the road widened out into three lanes, Kovac checked in the passenger mirror.

He watched as the trailing SUV slowed and crashed in the far distance.

‘One down, one to go,’ Kovac said. ‘What about the other one?’

‘Going as fast as I can,’ Jana replied, her face a picture of concentration.

‘You can go faster,’ Kovac insisted, as the remaining SUV dropped behind them.

They were in a strange stand-off, neither side wanting to engage in the presence of the warhead. But the Serb couldn’t pass up such an opportunity.

‘Wind down your window,’ Kovac ordered Graf.

His right-hand man obliged and the Serb raised his pistol, aiming for the woman who’d destroyed his Berlin cell and now had his image on her phone.

As expected, the man behind the wheel took fast evasive action, falling back a safe distance behind the van.

Kovac gave the command to Viktor, who wasn’t of a mind or constitution to argue.

Opening one of the doors no more than a foot, Viktor aimed through the gap and shot at the chasing SUV, only to take a bullet to the head.

Kovac cursed his luck. Whoever they were up against, they were good. No run­of­the­mill agents, that was for sure.

Jurgen, Viktor’s fellow mercenary, took the fallen man’s place and repelled the pursuers. All he had to do was not die for the next couple of minutes.

‘Come on, Jana,’ Kovac said, the van speeding towards a suspension bridge over a yawning stretch of dark-blue water.

‘Almost got it,’ Jana replied. ‘Almost there.’



The Humvee was fast over the open road. Far quicker than the desert scrub and mine-infested highways Pope had driven one on before. Yet they were still catching slower than he would have liked. As he gripped the wheel of the stripped-down, combat-ready vehicle, the Australian continued to fume over the girls’ lack of apology.

At first, he’d been glad to see them. And had to confess, had been more than happy to see them stood helpless by the side of the road. It was welcome proof they needed him. That they couldn’t cope without his presence on the team. But now the moment had faded, the sweet taste of victory was turning sour.

‘Can’t believe you ditched me like that,’ he grumbled to Rios and Lim, riding in the front alongside him.

‘We’re in a high-speed chase and you’re bringing this up now?’ Lim asked, wedged up next to him.

‘First Rome, now here,’ Pope continued, unable to let it go. ‘I’m starting to think you don’t like me.’

‘What gave you that impression?’ Lim replied, drier than a dead dingo’s donger.

‘Quit bitching,’ Rios snapped. ‘Get us back in the chase.’

‘Anyone ever tell you you’re a bad passenger?’ Pope asked the young Latina.

‘It’s only ’cause no one lets me drive,’ Rios complained, drawing a 9mm Glock from her holster.



The fact they were being fired on said it all to Driver. Viper Nine’s desperation to escape was increasing. That made the chase all the more dangerous, and the need for accuracy all the more important considering the payload on-board the van.

The first man went down easy. The stars aligning in her sights and the man falling away into the rear of the van. Yet his replacement was stubborn, dug in like a tick in the narrow gap between the van doors. The only sight of him was the bright flash of his assault rifle as he replied with interest.

Emptying another clip, Driver dropped inside the SUV and let Wells take over.

She glanced over a shoulder to find the second SUV was gone. ‘What happened to Rios and Lim?’

‘Didn’t you hear over comms?’ Baptiste replied.

‘Can’t hear shit out there,’ Driver complained, dumping the spent rifle on the backseat.

‘Problem with the car,’ Baptiste continued. ‘The engine went dead.’

Driver pulled a backup pistol from the glovebox and checked the chamber. ‘Of all the times.’ She pointed towards the far end of the bridge. ‘What about getting ahead of them? Cut them off on the other side.’

‘And then what?’ Baptiste asked.

‘We’ve got to do something.’

‘What if I can get in front and slow them down,’ Baptiste continued, as they arced around a sweeping bend on the approach to the bridge.

‘Enough for me to take a shot?’

‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘A slow-speed crash at most.’

Driver visualised the scene in her mind. Baptiste forcing the van to a steady thirty. A well-aimed kill-shot to the temple of the man behind the wheel. The van bumping into the barrier and rolling to a stop. ‘Could work,’ Driver said, only allowing the best-case scenario to occupy space in her head. ‘Okay,’ she confirmed. ‘Let’s do it.’

‘Wells, get back in here,’ Driver yelled, hoping he’d hear over the comms. ‘We’ve got an idea.’

Indeed he did hear, sliding into the backseat and ditching an empty clip. Driver outlined the plan. He nodded. Baptiste stepped on the accelerator as she got in position to take the shot.

As they sped onto the empty bridge, Baptiste accelerated alongside the van. Driver raised her pistol. She had the shot. The big man at the wheel in her line of sight. But as she pulled the trigger, the SUV braked hard and fell back.

Driver looked at Baptiste for explanation. He had none. ‘What the—?’ he said, working the pedals.

Without warning, the wheel spun to the right out of his hands.

The SUV flipped mid-air and tumbled across the bridge.

The whole thing was a dizzying blur. Driver bounced off the roof and landed in the backseat, glass flying and metal crunching with bone-shuddering force.

Wells ended up on top of her, pinning her to the roof of the car. It landed heavy one last time before coming to a stop on its roof.

Driver lost all feeling. A hand to her head came away bloody. She forced the air in and out of her lungs, pushing the shock out of her system.

As her senses sharpened, Driver felt the sting of the cut to her head.

She looked around and saw movement. Wells attempting to crawl over the broken shards lining the ceiling of the SUV. She checked herself over. Felt relief as her limbs moved as normal, with no obvious wounds to her body.

Baptiste was a different story, fastened into his seat and upside down with his head against the wheel.

The deflated airbags had only done so much. He was in trouble. Driver crawled forward on her hands and knees. She felt for a pulse on the Russian’s neck. It was there, but faint. And much as she called his name, there was no waking him up.

Wells put a hand on Driver’s arm. He had his pistol in hand and a keen eye on the view out of the upturned SUV. Driver peered through the window and saw the second van appear on the scene. It pulled up ahead of them, reversed in their direction and came to a stop.

‘This way,’ Wells coughed, tugging on Driver’s trouser leg.

She turned to see him backing out through the window on the other side of the SUV.

‘But Baptiste,’ she replied, her own voice weak, still struggling to breathe.

‘No time,’ Wells replied, dragging her by the foot.

Driver turned and crawled across the crumpled roof, but as she squeezed through the far window, two masked men jumped out of the front of the parked van.

With P12 rifles cocked, they took aim at the rear of the SUV.

Driver scrambled for cover, heavy-duty flak missing by a whisker.

She hid on the other side of the SUV, realising she’d lost her gun in the crash. Wells was unarmed too. And Baptiste was a sitting duck, if he wasn’t fading into death already.

With surrender their only hope, Driver picked herself up and helped Wells to his feet. They rose from behind the upturned SUV, their hands in the air. She saw the lead van parked in the distance, as if watching the execution.

The masked pair paused, waiting for the signal to fire. Driver shared a last look with Wells as one of the men put a finger to his ear.

That was it. Permission granted. He nodded to the other and they stepped forward to fire.




Chapter 19

A rumble of tyres, the thunder of a V8 turbo-diesel and a flash of solid green steel. It all happened so fast. An armour-clad Humvee appearing out of nowhere, an act of divine intervention.

The two-tonne beast drove straight through the firing squad and into the van, smashing it sideways through the barrier of the bridge. The Humvee slammed to a stop an inch from doom, as the van and broken bodies disappeared over the edge.

Driver moved to the broken barrier and saw circular white swells where the men and their transport had hit the water.

The Humvee backed up, its front grill painted in blood.

As Pope, Lim and Rios climbed out, Driver felt her heart resume beating. She went to thank Pope, yet he seemed more interested in the welfare of Baptiste.

Of course, Baptiste.

Driver joined Pope and Wells in attending to the Russian. But his door was stuck, a dark gash to the top of his forehead dripping blood as he hung upside-down.

Wells yanked at the door, giving it his all. Pope grabbed a handful of mangled steel and together they prised open the door.

Driver thought on her feet and ran around the other side of the wrecked SUV. She crawled in over broken glass and reached for her phone, lying loose on the crumpled roof.

She put a call into Geneva. ‘Baptiste is hurt bad.’

‘How bad?’ Anna asked.

‘Bad enough,’ Driver replied. ‘We need an air ambulance. You got my coordinates?’

‘Mo’s on it,’ Anna replied. ‘Who should I say you are?’

‘Tell them an almost-truth. We’re Europol agents, pursuing terrorists.’

‘Hang tight,’ Anna replied.

As she ended the call, Driver watched Wells and Pope lay Baptiste flat on the ground, Lim folding her jacket and tucking it under his head as a pillow. She felt his pulse. The concern in her eye said touch and go.

Driver looked into the distance, where the lead van sped away with the stolen warhead on-board. It disappeared into the surrounding green hills, dotted with tiny white houses. She tapped on the camera on her phone and brought up the image of the older man with the hateful eyes.

Was he really Viper Nine’s leader or just another henchman doing their bidding? Whatever his involvement, the look in his eye was chilling. ‘Who are you?’ she whispered to the image staring back at her.



Kovac leaned out of his open window and watched as the chaos on the bridge shrunk into the distance. The chase was over. Their pursuers out of the game, but the woman and her team still alive. As the van left the bridge and climbed the winding road into the surrounding hills, he returned to the inside of the van and wound up his window.

Kovac turned in his seat, only one of his foot soldiers from the operation left alive and daylight punching its way in through a string of bullet holes.

Not that it mattered. They had what they came for and he had plenty of other men at his disposal. His key people were alive, including his hacker-in-chief, Jana.

‘Good work back there,’ Kovac said.

Jana started in her seat, as if taken by surprise by the praise.

‘You find anything on the woman yet?’ he asked.

‘The blonde? Still working on it.’

‘What’s taking so long?’ Graf asked in his baritone Bavarian.

Jana shook her head as she worked on her laptop. ‘There’s no record of her. It’s like she doesn’t exist – never existed. Same goes for the others.’

‘Well, now they know who I am,’ Kovac said, squeezing the headrest with a large, wrinkled hand until the anger passed.

He regained his composure and resisted the temptation to fly into one of his rages. Taking it out on his remaining disciples wouldn’t help his cause. Yet this was not part of the plan. The Serb was convinced he’d covered every angle in his long, meticulous preparations. The operation was months in the planning and years in the execution. The thought that he’d made a mistake, that he had a blind spot – it was a tough pill to swallow.

For a control freak like Kovac, an unknown entity was the worst thing that could have happened.

He consoled himself with the sight of the warhead. The authorities would soon know his identity. But that’s all they would know. He was still the one in control. Still the one in power. And if the plan worked… No, when it worked, all the world, all of history, would know his name.




Chapter 20

Rios and Lim joined Pope in the Humvee. They couldn’t be there when the air ambulance arrived. It was too much to explain. Too incriminating, considering a few miles back there was a military base full of fallen soldiers.

Driver felt sure the Viper Nine assault team would have cut the CCTV feeds. Or at least she hoped so, her focus drawn to the muggy skies over the vast stretch of lake where a pinprick appeared on the far horizon.

The chop of the rotors announced its arrival before the bright-red air ambulance came into view.

It circled overhead, blowing Driver’s hair into her face. The helicopter lowered with care in the middle of the road as police cars arrived on the scene to block traffic either side of the bridge.

Wells crouched low to Baptiste, his broad back acting as a buffer to the wind. Driver stepped forward and met a pair of paramedics halfway to the chopper. She announced herself as an undercover Europol officer. She adopted the same Germanic English her mother used to speak in and Driver would mimic as a child.

Being British, Wells didn’t have the problem of an American accent and the paramedics bought the story. It wasn’t their place to ask, their only concern attending to the wounded Russian.

The paramedics, a fifty-something brunette woman and a diminutive, bearded man, had Baptiste on a stretcher in minutes. As they strapped him into a gurney in the rear of the idling helicopter, Driver and Wells hitched a ride.

The pilot lifted high off the deck, the rotors making white spiral patterns on the surface of the deep-blue water.

As they left the wreckage of the SUV behind, Driver felt an unease in the pit of her stomach. They hadn’t wiped down the SUV. Had they left something behind? Wouldn’t it be better to lay low for a while?

No, it was selfish to think that way. Baptiste was in bad shape and Viper Nine were still at large – only now with a nuclear weapon in their possession.

The helicopter pulled clear of the bridge and accelerated through a valley walled by green hilltops.

Driver felt the back of her neck. Jarringly stiff. The shock of the crash was wearing off. In its place, the pain. She looked again at Baptiste, then Wells, seated opposite her by the window. ‘You think he’ll make it?’

Wells shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ He glanced back at her. They held eye contact a moment, the two of them at least talking again. At least that was something.



‘We’re his partners,’ Driver said, answering the doctor’s questions. ‘Undercover, so no badges.’

‘You need to get checked out yourselves,’ said the doctor, a lanky six-five with a brush of white hair.

‘We’ll be okay,’ said Wells. ‘What can you tell us about his condition?’

Driver joined Wells and the doctor in staring through the open blinds covering the window of the recovery room.

‘It’s hard to tell until he wakes up,’ the doctor replied. ‘He’s lucky there were no broken bones.’

‘What do you mean, wake up?’ Driver asked. ‘Is he in a coma?’

‘Self-induced,’ the doctor replied, with hands in pockets. ‘It’s the body’s way of protecting the brain following trauma. It can be a result of injury, increased pressure, or while it flushes out toxins caused by the stress.’

‘You’re saying he could have brain damage?’ Wells asked.

‘It’s too early to tell,’ the doctor continued. ‘But let’s be hopeful, yes?’

He put a hand to Driver’s back and left them with a sympathetic half-smile that suggested he wasn’t. ‘Speak to the triage nurse and get yourselves checked out.’

The doctor loped off along the corridor, leaving Driver and Wells to re-enter the room. As they stood by the bed, she wondered how to broach the subject of the animosity between them.

Driver still didn’t understand the problem. Could Wells have been so upset with him over the Kravchenko hit? No, it wasn’t like him.

She opened her mouth to speak, only to hear a knock on the door. It was Rios, followed into the room by Pope and Lim. The Mexican had picked up tulips and a cheap box of chocolates somewhere along the way.

‘You ditch the Humvee?’

‘In a supermarket car park,’ replied Pope, a worried look on his face. ‘Is he gonna be okay?’

‘They don’t know yet,’ Driver replied. ‘Doctors can’t say.’

The Australian moved to Baptiste’s side. ‘Come on, you Russian bastard. Who else am I gonna take the piss out of?’

Driver smiled to herself, almost touched by Pope’s concern. The buzz of her phone in her jacket pocket interrupted the moment, drawing her out of the room and into the privacy of the hospital corridor.

It was Gilmore. ‘I heard from Anna. Is he okay?’

‘He’s alive, for now.’

‘And the weapon?’

‘We lost them.’

‘Goddamn it,’ Gilmore said, as Pope attempted to read a French newspaper to the comatose Baptiste. It was a horror show, the man tripping over every mispronounced word in a broad antipodean accent. The two dialects mixed like oil and water.

Driver turned and listened to Gilmore’s instructions. ‘Return home and lay low,’ he said, ‘until further orders.’

‘Lay low? You should have seen the guys we were up against. These are high-level operators. We’re talking serious tradecraft. This whole thing could be another Vesuvius op.’

‘And so what if it is?’ Gilmore replied. ‘Our only source of intel would be McNeil who, may I remind you, is being held in a secret location, if he’s not already dead.’

‘You’ve got contacts inside the agency,’ Driver said. ‘You could do some digging.’

‘And you think he’s gonna roll over after Rome?’ Gilmore replied. ‘Besides, it’s too much of a risk.’

‘Then I need to stay here with Baptiste,’ Driver insisted.

‘That’s even more of a risk. You need to stay off the grid. Baptiste would say the same.’

‘And what about you?’ Driver asked, double-checking the corridor for eavesdroppers. ‘What’s going on in D.C.?’

‘They’ve got me here as some kind of consultant,’ Gilmore continued. ‘I’m playing along for now.’

‘Well in that case, here’s something you can use,’ Driver said. ‘I think we may have got a visual on the leader. I’ll send you his image.’

‘Do that,’ Gilmore said. ‘And don’t fight me on Baptiste.’

‘Who says I’m fighting?’

‘You know what you’re like,’ Gilmore continued. ‘I’ve gotta go. The President’s calling us back in.’

Driver laughed. ‘So you finally made it to the White House, huh?’

‘Yeah, the basement,’ Gilmore replied as the line went dead.

Driver re-entered the room to find Lim snatching the newspaper from Pope. She perched herself on the side of the bed and read the fashion column in fluent French, her sweet, delicate accent faultless.

Driver expected nothing less from a former contract killer, agency-schooled in multiple languages.

Yet, rather than wake Baptiste from his slumber, Lim’s readings were putting Pope to sleep in one of the pale-blue guest chairs.

‘Someone wake Sleeping Beauty,’ Driver said, tucking her phone away. ‘We’ve got our orders. We’re heading back home.’

‘And then what?’ Wells asked.

‘We sit and wait,’ Driver shrugged.

‘With a bunch of guys running loose with a nuke?’ Rios asked, arranging the tulips in a vase. ‘Don’t you want to get the motherfuckers?’

‘Of course, but with what?’ Driver replied.

‘She’s got a point,’ a resigned Wells agreed, much to her surprise. ‘We need to find out who this guy is in the photograph. Plan from there.’

‘Besides, Mo may have cracked the rest of the files by now,’ Driver added. ‘Either way, we can’t stay here. It’s a matter of time before the police catch up.’

Pope stirred and rose from his chair. ‘And what about Baptiste?’

Driver looked over the unconscious Russian, a white padding to his head and a serene expression on his cut and bruised face. ‘You can’t arrest a man in a coma.’




Chapter 21

Washington D.C.

The room was a mess of tired bodies, laptop screens, papers and empty paper cups stained brown from strong coffee.

The ventilation did its best to rid the room of the smell of fear and frustration as Gilmore paced to the far end of the conference table. Schneider was out of his jacket with shirtsleeves rolled to the elbows. He hunched over his laptop with elbows on the polished oak and a hand shielding his ledge-like brow.

Gilmore slid his phone under Schneider’s nose, the image of Driver’s suspect on the screen.

‘What’s this?’ Schneider asked.

‘The question is who,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Spit it out, Bryan.’

‘It could be the leader of Viper Nine. A major player at the very least.’

‘Who’s your source?’ the CIA Director asked, studying the image.

Gilmore remained unmoved. ‘I still have contacts. I can’t say who.’

‘Anything you can tell me?’ Schneider sighed.

‘Yeah, my contacts say this man is behind the Belgian incident.’

Schneider’s face creased up even more than usual. ‘The what?’

By the way the President reacted to a whisper in his ear from his Chief of Staff, Gilmore had a feeling the entire room was about to find out.

Schneider pulled a seat out to the right of him, vacated by an analyst. Gilmore took his place at the table as the room fell to a hush.

The agency director turned in his seat and grabbed a passer-by at the elbow. Gilmore glanced at the young man’s ID badge. He was part of the Watch Team, the White House unit responsible for running the situation room, day-round, year-round.

‘Get this on the big screen for me, will you?’ Schneider asked him.

The man picked up a pen and scribbled a number on the corner of a sheet of paper. He tore it off and handed it to Schneider. ‘Text it to me.’

Schneider handed phone and paper to Gilmore, who forwarded the image as the room settled down. The young man acknowledged receipt and hurried to his station.

President Williams leaned forward on the desk and buried his face in his hands. The room watched on for a full minute before Williams lifted his tired eyes from behind his fingers. ‘I’ve got some more bad news,’ he said. ‘I’ve just been informed that Viper Nine have stolen one of our warheads.’

The situation room broke into murmurs of disbelief.

‘Where on earth from?’ Danbridge asked.

‘One of our secret stockpile facilities in the Belgian Ardennes,’ General Budge replied.

Schneider nudged Gilmore and whispered, ‘How did you know?’

‘I told you,’ Gilmore said. ‘I still have contacts… That’s why you brought me in, right?’

‘I brought you in to save my ass,’ Schneider replied.

‘Then whatever I say next, just play along,’ Gilmore said under his breath.

‘What kind of device are we talking about?’ Ambassador Hill asked Budge.

The butterball Four-Star General squirmed in his seat like a man sitting on a nail. ‘I’m led to believe it’s a, uh, B83,’ he coughed.

‘Which is?’ the President asked.

‘It’s one of a retired series of thermonuclear device,’ Admiral Benson explained.

‘It was one of a number waiting to be dismantled,’ Budge continued.

‘And how powerful is this B83?’ Williams asked.

Budge cleared his throat. ‘It’s a one-point-two megaton maximum yield, Mr President. Seventy-five times the power of the Hiroshima bomb.’

An ominous silence gripped the room.

The Commander in Chief was the first to break it. ‘So, has anyone got any good news?’

As the Joint Chiefs looked to each other for answers, Schneider raised an unsure hand. ‘I think we might have something.’

The entire table turned to the CIA Director.

Schneider signalled to the young man from the Watch Team. ‘Can we have that up on-screen?’

The man nodded and pointed a remote at the big screen at the far end of the situation room.

The screen remained blank. He shook the remote in embarrassment. ‘The batteries might be dead.’

President Williams hid his face behind his hand. ‘Don’t tell me they hacked that, too.’

The young man slapped the remote and tried again. This time, the screen filled with an image. Yet not the one Driver had texted Gilmore.

This one was their friend, the man in the Viper Nine mask – another broadcast direct into the situation room. The man put a hand to his mask and pulled it off over his head.

Gilmore compared the face on-screen to Driver’s image of the suspect from Belgium. It was the same craggy face and dark, narrow eyes.

He glared into the camera and held up the mask. ‘Well, I’m sure you know who I am by now.’

‘Radovan Kovac,’ General Budge said. ‘Serbian special forces and ex-paramilitary. Served in Kosovo. Your pop was a General, killed in the conflict, right?’

The Serb swelled with pride. ‘Yes, he died a hero.’

‘Funny, that’s not how I remember it,’ Budge growled.

‘Okay, Joe,’ Williams interrupted with a calming hand.

Glad someone knew the man’s identity, Gilmore was relieved those around the table were smart enough to not act surprised.

Kovac tossed the mask aside. ‘So, how is my ransom payment coming along?’

‘You expect us to pay when you’re stealing nuclear weapons?’ Williams asked.

‘Unless you want me to sell it to the highest bidder,’ Kovac replied. ‘If you’re not minded to pay, I’m sure many of your enemies will be.’ The Serb looked from left to right as if addressing multiple screens. ‘Because let’s face it, my dear world leaders, ‘you have a lot of enemies between you.’ After a moment’s silence, Kovac continued. ‘I don’t think I need to say any more, so I’ll bid you all a final farewell. The price is now one-point-two trillion. A billion for each kiloton in the device. And I’m taking three hours off the deadline for your little stunt in Belgium.’

‘We’ll need an hour to discuss it,’ Williams said.

‘You’ve got half an hour,’ Kovac replied. ‘After that, we sell the nuke. While you’re deciding, picture what damage it could do while your defences are down.’ Kovac pretended to shudder. ‘Unthinkable.’

The Serbian killed the broadcast with a smile. Like any true psychopath, he was beginning to enjoy himself.

President Williams turned to General Budge. ‘Radovan Kovac… Care to enlighten us?’

‘I’ve heard of him,’ Budge shrugged. ‘But that’s all.’

‘He’s a Serbian-Russian extremist,’ Russian President Utkin chimed in from the video call link from the Kremlin. ‘He fought in Kosovo as a young soldier. A right-wing agitator accused of war crimes. Kovac escaped charges and relocated to Russia. He’s been running his own criminal enterprise ever since. Drugs, weapons, vice…’

‘And you didn’t think to stop him?’ asked the British Prime Minister from her side of the call.

‘We can’t keep track of everyone,’ Utkin replied. ‘He’s been off the radar for a long time.’

‘Then what the hell is he doing tied up with a hacking group?’ Ambassador Hill asked.

‘Cyberattacks are big business now,’ said Schneider. ‘Blackmail, phishing, denial of service. It’s a multi-billion industry.’

President Williams addressed his fellow world leaders on the big screen. ‘So what do we think? Surely there’s no alternative but to pay.’

‘President Williams is right,’ said British PM Chambers. ‘We’re left with little choice.’

Utkin, the Russian, shook his head. ‘I agree with the Chinese President. It’s going to bankrupt us all. Besides, as we’ve already discussed, we don’t negotiate with terrorists.’

‘Except as we’ve already agreed, this isn’t a negotiation,’ Williams answered. ‘This is climbing out of the tar pits before we drown.’

Gilmore listened in as the leaders went back and forth. He sensed the Chinese backing down now a B83 was in play, leaving Russia as the chief stumbling block.

Utkin was already facing challenges to his grip on the Kremlin and appearances had always been his prime concern. Yet even he couldn’t argue with growing support for a payment.

‘Valeri,’ President Williams said after more than twenty minutes of further debate. ‘The longer this goes on, the weaker we all look. Do you think this reflects well on any of us?’

‘This is no time to be an ostrich,’ the Chinese President added. ‘We have to acknowledge the facts. If we pay, our political rivals will kill us. If we don’t pay, there will be no seat left to govern.’

‘But what guarantees do we have that they will stop the attacks?’ Utkin asked. ‘Once you feed a man liver, very soon he wants steak.’

‘I’d rather gamble with money than lives,’ said President Williams, checking his watch. ‘And Kovac is calling back in two minutes.’

Utkin let out a huge sigh, shook his head and relented.

‘Good,’ President Williams continued. ‘Let’s get our treasuries talking and thrash out a deal.’

Gilmore checked his watch as Kovac re-appeared – the man was punctual to the second.

‘Have we reached a decision?’ the Serb asked.

President Williams straightened up in his chair. He puffed out his chest and lifted his head. ‘We have,’ he replied, in a calm, assured manner. ‘We’ll meet your demands. But we expect an immediate ceasing of all attacks. And full restoration of all services.’

‘See, that wasn’t so hard now, was it?’ Kovac replied.

Gilmore sensed relief in the Serb’s body language. But his demands didn’t end there. ‘Of course, I also require full immunity, for myself and all members of my organisation.’

‘You have my personal guarantee,’ Williams said, like a man drinking a cup of poison. ‘But first, it will take us a few hours to prepare the money.’

‘The deadline is the deadline,’ Kovac replied.

Gilmore watched the President’s reaction. Like any skilled diplomat, he bit down on his own anger for the sake of striking a deal.

‘We’ll need an account number from you,’ Williams continued. ‘To make the transfer.’

‘No,’ Kovac replied. ‘You will put the money in an account, then give me that number.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Williams replied.

‘You don’t have to,’ said Kovac. ‘Just do as I say.’ The Serb paused and reached down to his left. ‘And one more thing…’ He held up a tablet and brought it close to the camera. ‘I want the account number delivered by hand, at the time specified, by this person.’

Gilmore’s heart sunk at the sight of the image. It was Driver. A CCTV shot of her, it must have been captured in Berlin. ‘You will receive coordinates shortly. But she must come alone, unarmed, unwired, or the deal’s off.’

Again, Kovac killed the video link.

‘Who’s the woman?’ General Budge asked the room.

Schneider shared a confused look with Gilmore. He leaned forward to address the table. ‘That’s Samantha Driver.’

‘Who?’ Williams asked as Gilmore felt his worst fears about Wildcard coming true.

‘A former CIA Officer,’ Schneider continued. ‘She was captured by Nurian Serik on a black book mission and sold across the border.’

‘Sold?’ Helen Danbridge asked.

Schneider glanced nervously at President Utkin, the video conference restored to the screen. ‘To the Russians.’

‘To a previous administration,’ Utkin countered. ‘Following an illegal and unsanctioned mission.’

Schneider shrugged, not bothering to deny it. ‘We disavowed her, of course.’

‘And where is she now?’ Admiral Benson asked.

‘That’s the thing,’ Schneider replied. ‘We had confirmation of her death. She took her own life in her cell.’

‘Then what is she doing in Berlin, disabling a Viper Nine cell?’ enquired Danbridge.

Gilmore looked along the row towards the head of the conference table. He caught Violetta Hill’s attention. She seemed as lost for a response as he was, but implored him with her eyes not to speak.

Yet what alternative did he have? They had to deliver the ransom. And it had to be Driver. Kovac knew she was alive and any suggestion on their part that she was dead would only spark further repercussions. Besides, there was no arguing with the evidence.

The ex-CIA chief cleared his throat. ‘Mr President, if I may explain…’

On William’s quizzical expression, Schneider jumped in. ‘I should have mentioned, Mr President. Bryan used to head up our counterterrorism operations at Langley. The ones we don’t usually talk about. The kind Ms Driver was involved in.’

Williams nodded. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Well the thing is,’ Gilmore continued as Hill sunk lower into her chair, ‘Samantha Driver isn’t dead.’ Sensing Schneider was about to argue the contrary, he put a firm hand on the Director’s arm. ‘Officer Driver’s capture and death was a cover story. As was my subsequent retirement from the Central Intelligence Agency.’

‘It was?’ Schneider whispered.

‘We’ve been operating under deep cover for some time now, Mr President. Only myself and Director Schneider had knowledge of the operation.’ Gilmore kept a firm grip on his old colleague’s arm. ‘We were the task force responsible for Rome.’

There was an audible gasp around the room, and across continents courtesy of the video link.

‘That was you? I mean, us?’ Schneider asked, under his breath.

‘Now you don’t have to pretend to take the credit,’ Gilmore whispered back.

‘That was some damn fine work,’ Williams replied. ‘So why wasn’t I informed?’

‘Plausible deniability,’ Schneider said, playing along.

‘And what else have you been doing?’ President Utkin asked with suspicion.

‘Nothing against any party involved in this discussion,’ Gilmore replied. ‘We’re a counter-terror unit, that’s all. We were formed following the detection of moles in the agency on the payroll of Nurian Serik.’ Gilmore glanced at Schneider. ‘Before the existing Director’s tenure, of course.’

‘Well you’re not a secret any more,’ Williams replied, motioning towards his fellow leaders.

‘Believe me, sir. I wouldn’t be coming out and saying this if there were any alternative.’

‘If you’re so deep undercover,’ General Budge said. ‘How come Kovac has a mugshot of Officer Driver?’

‘Officer Driver was able to infiltrate the Berlin cell thanks to a deep web informant.’

Williams was angry. ‘And you didn’t think to inform us?’

‘We thought Viper Nine could be watching, listening,’ Gilmore replied.

‘Anonymity, right?’ Ambassador Hill said, getting in on the lie.

‘Yes Madam Ambassador, it was the only weapon we had. After Viper Nine took control of the intelligence community, Director Schneider instructed us to do what we could.’

‘That’s why we infiltrated a cell in Berlin,’ Schneider added. ‘Caused them some damage.’

‘And your unit,’ Williams asked. ‘They were in Belgium?’

‘Yes, sir. We were close, but Kovac and his crew escaped with the warhead.’

‘So your Officer Driver,’ President Utkin remarked. ‘She’s the thorn in Kovac’s side. That explains why he wants her to deliver the payment.’

Gilmore nodded. ‘He wants to take the one piece off the board he can’t control.’

Secretary of Defense Danbridge sipped on a glass of water ‘But we’ve got other agents in this clandestine unit of yours.’

‘Besides,’ Williams said. ‘We deliver the ransom; we won’t need to rely on Officer Driver any more. We’ll have our world back.’

Gilmore had been glad to see President Williams take office. He believed in the man and had credited him with more of a conscience. Surely he knew what this would mean. ‘All due respect, Mr President. If we send her in, we’re sending her to her death.’

Williams motioned to his fellow leaders on-screen. ‘Mr Gilmore, as an operations chief, you’re responsible for the lives of a few. As Presidents and Prime Ministers, we’re accountable for the lives of millions.’ Williams stood out of his chair and placed both palms on the situation room table. ‘Gentlemen, make it happen.’

Gilmore wasn’t in a position to refuse the President. And much as he tried, he couldn’t argue with circumstance.

Driver had to go. And worst of all, the retired Langley man knew she’d want to. As the room emptied for a break, he prepared himself to make the call.




Chapter 22

Geneva, Switzerland

‘Talk about short straws,’ moaned Rios, sprawling forward with her arms on the meeting room table. ‘What are you gonna do?’

‘I’m going to go,’ Driver replied, thinking it a dumb question.

Wells’ chair creaked as he leaned back and crossed his arms. ‘It’s a bad idea.’

‘I thought you’d be delighted at the prospect,’ Driver sniped, failing to bite her tongue in time.

Wells brushed off the snark. ‘For one thing, there’s no guarantee Kovac will keep his end of the deal.’

‘And for another, it’s a suicide mission,’ added Lim, slow-pacing the far end of the room.

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Driver replied. ‘And we’re not exactly flush with options.’

‘If I were you, I’d ask for more of the big bickies,’ Pope remarked, rubbing thumb and finger together. ‘Suicide money.’

‘Well, you’re not me. Thank god,’ Driver said. ‘And money’s not going to make it any less dangerous.’

‘If you’re going, I’m going too,’ Wells insisted.

‘Kovac wants me to deliver the ransom alone,’ Driver argued. ‘There’s too much at stake here. We can’t risk another attack.’

‘Blondie’s right,’ Rios yawned. ‘Not when the guy’s got a nuke.’

‘Then I’ll keep my distance,’ Wells continued. ‘Track you from afar.’

Driver fixed her eyes on the table. ‘I guess it could work. You’re pretty good at being distant.’

‘Do I detect some tension here?’ Pope asked, biting the head off a chocolate bar.

‘Oh, he finally works it out,’ Lim said, checking her watch.

Rios smiled and shook her head at the Australian, who ate some more of his chocolate bar.

Driver preferred not to comment on her cold war with Wells. He didn’t appear minded to either. And she was relieved when Mo hurried into the room with a laptop under an arm.

‘We got something,’ he announced, giddy with excitement. Or was it the energy drinks?

‘What is it?’ Driver asked.

‘A whole lot,’ replied an excited Anna, taking a seat next to Mo.

As Mo set his laptop down, Lim pulled up a chair and Rios straightened up.

The floppy-haired German wore the late nights in front of a computer screen under his eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t washed, shaved or changed clothes in days. Such was the nature of the work. Yet it didn’t stop Anna appearing neat, tidy and fresh behind her large glasses and selection of librarian knitwear. She pulled her sleeves over her hands in the cool of the room, letting Mo take the lead.

He flipped open the laptop and clapped his delicate hands. ‘So the decryption finally completed. I plugged it into Zeus—’

‘Your super-duper algorithm thing,’ Pope said, showing off the contents of his mouth.

Mo regarded him with derision. ‘Yes, that’s the technical term. Have you any comprehension of the intricacies of—’

‘The files,’ Driver snapped, bringing Mo’s head back into the game.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Turns out Berlin was only one of four cyberterrorist cells. Viper Nine are divided into dedicated teams, handling different regions around the world.’

‘And they’ve been talking to each other,’ added Anna. ‘We were able to pull together some of the chatter.’

‘What are they saying?’ Lim asked.

‘Well it’s not like a real conversation,’ replied Mo. ‘It’s more of an exchange of data.’

‘The point is,’ Anna explained, ‘we’ve been able to pinpoint the locations of each cell.’

‘Great,’ Driver said, turning to Mo. ‘Can you take them down from here?’

‘That’s the thing,’ he said. ‘It’s not that simple to execute remotely.’

‘Here comes the catch,’ groaned Rios, slumping in her chair.

‘It’s almost impossible to avoid the booby traps they’ve set,’ Mo said.

‘And it’s likely they’ve set more since Berlin,’ continued Anna.

Mo cocked his head and stared at his laptop screen. ‘In theory, it’s possible, but I’d have to work in baby steps.’

‘How long?’ asked Wells, beating Driver to the question.

‘It could take months,’ Mo replied, scratching his mess of black hair.

‘And what if the ransom payment doesn’t work?’ Lim asked. ‘Do we trust that the attacks will stop?’

Driver felt as sure about the situation as her impending encounter with Kovac. ‘We have to take down those cells,’ she said. ‘It’s the only way to stop Viper Nine.’

Wells nodded. ‘At least with normal service resumed, we can hand over to the CIA, MI6, whoever wants it the most.’

Pope demolished the remains of his chocolate bar. He screwed up the wrapper and tossed it into a nearby bin like a three-point shot. ‘Plus if it works,’ he added, ‘maybe we can squeeze a few more bucks out of the powers that be. Y’know, a kind of bonus payment.’

‘Maybe you haven’t been paying attention,’ Rios said to the Australian. ‘But if they know Driver’s alive and they know we exist as an operation. How long before the spooks come after us?’

Lim nodded in rueful agreement. ‘We take down those cells and it will be open season.’

‘We don’t take the cells down and we’re fucked anyway,’ Pope replied.

‘So why don’t we vote on it?’ Driver suggested. ‘Left hand, you walk out now and disappear. Right hand, you stay and fight.’ With no doubts in her own mind, she raised her right hand and held it there.

Anna joined her and nudged a reluctant Mo. His right hand went up too, followed by Wells.

Lim and Rios grudgingly voted to stay in at the same time as Pope raised his left. Seeing a room full of rights, he quickly switched hands.

‘Seeing as we’re all agreed,’ Driver said, ‘let’s worry about anonymity when it’s relevant. I’m sure Gilmore will fight our corner.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Rios laughed.

‘At the moment everyone thinks we’re a CIA task force,’ Wells said. ‘Maybe it’ll stay that way.’

‘Let’s hope to bloody fuck,’ Pope muttered, fizzing open a can of Coke.

Driver turned to Mo. ‘What else do we know about these cells?’

‘The good news is, we’ve been able to pinpoint their exact locations,’ Anna said.

‘Well that’s a start,’ Rios replied, brightening up. ‘Where’s the first one?’

‘Mexico,’ Mo replied.

Rios’ optimism died on impact. ‘Ah, shit.’

‘Juárez, Mexico,’ he continued.

‘Bad, bad fucking news,’ the Mexican said, sliding low in her chair and pulling her baseball cap over her eyes.

‘And the second one?’ Lim asked, leaning into the conversation.

Anna seemed pensive. ‘Hong Kong.’

Lim closed her eyes, as if she knew what was coming. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

‘You got enemies there?’ Wells asked, as if he already knew the answer.

Lim buried her head in her hands. ‘Just a few.’

‘Now there are three suicide missions,’ Rios moaned.

‘I’m sure we can arrange safe passage in,’ Anna said.

‘It’s not the passage in, it’s the passage out,’ Rios explained.

‘Well look on the bright side, Rios,’ Driver said. ‘You’ll have Pope for company.’

‘That’s the bright side?’ Lim murmured, still contemplating the breaking news.

The Latina looked up at Driver from beneath the peak of her cap. ‘You afraid I’ll disappear?’

‘You think you can do it alone?’ Driver argued.

Rios sunk further in resignation, muttering curses in Spanish.

Driver looked at Mo. ‘Where’s the third cell?’

‘Saudi Arabia,’ he replied.

‘Isn’t that where you’re headed?’ Anna asked Driver.

‘Then I’m definitely coming,’ said Wells.

Driver shrugged, the argument won. ‘Do we know which cell is controlling which hacks?’

Mo shook his head. ‘No, but if there’s one that will be sophisticated enough to hijack intelligence agencies and defence systems, it will be in Hong Kong.’

‘What’s so special about Hong Kong?’ Pope asked.

‘Because it’s the home of Attack Dog.’ Mo looked around the table. By the blank expressions, Driver figured she wasn’t the only one in the dark.

‘Don’t you people know anything?’ the German grumbled to himself. ‘It’s a Chinese hacking group.’

Pope chewed on his own confusion. ‘If they’re Chinese, what are they doing in Hong Kong?’

‘Because there’s more freedom of movement than on the mainland,’ Lim explained.

‘How can we know for sure it’s this Attack Dog?’ Driver asked.

‘It’s in the code,’ Mo said. ‘Elvis had a look. The Beatles had a sound. Attack Dog have their own signature style of code. And man is it a masterpiece. A malware upload isn’t going to cut it.’

‘Then you should go with Lim,’ Driver said.

Mo’s eyes grew to the size of cue balls. ‘What? Me?’ He shook his head. ‘I’m not – I can’t—’

Lim was quick to agree. ‘He’s not field-trained. He’ll slow me down. And I’m not a babysitter.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Mo. ‘I’m far more use to you here.’

‘I thought you said you couldn’t do this remotely,’ Wells said.

‘I’m sorry,’ Driver said, feeling sympathy for both Lim and Mo. ‘We’ve got no choice.’

Lim flung her head back, puffed out her cheeks and returned her attention to the meeting. ‘Fine,’ she conceded. ‘But I can’t guarantee his safety.’

‘Yes you can,’ Mo said, his breath shortening. ‘You can guarantee it by leaving me here.’ He folded his arms, as if his mind was made.

Anna poked her glasses up the bridge of her nose. ‘Then why don’t I go instead? I’ve got a good enough knowledge of coding.’

Mo let out a shriek of laughter. ‘Please, you’re having delusions of grandeur. I’m the only one here who’s anywhere near smart enough—’

‘Then it’s decided,’ Driver said, sharing a knowing smile with Anna. ‘You have to go.’

She watched as the truth dawned on Mo’s face. His own hubris had pushed him right into a trap set by the savvier Miss Patel.

Yet Driver’s own dark truth soon shifted back to the front of her own mind. She had to deliver the ransom to Kovac. And that meant walking straight into the nest of the viper.




Chapter 23

‘So I just drink it and—’

‘Wells will pick up your signal on this,’ Anna confirmed, handing the former British agent a small, black handheld locator with a GPS map on-screen.

Driver stared at the slim vial of clear liquid between her fingers.

‘What’s the problem?’ Anna asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Driver said. ‘It’s the thought of tiny robots floating around my system. Makes me feel wiggy.’

‘If it makes you feel better, they’re more like beacons, transmitting your location.’ Anna gave an encouraging nod.

‘Oh, beacons, why didn’t you just say?’ Driver snapped the top of the vial and necked the contents in one.

‘Here,’ Anna said, leaning into Wells. ‘You just pair the locator with the homing signal, and voila.’

The British operative ran the locator up and down Driver’s body. She tensed up the closer he got, though not all the tension was down to their ongoing hostilities.

The locator beeped louder and faster as Wells ran the locator from head to toe.

‘You can turn down the beeping,’ Anna said, pointing to a button on the side.

Wells pressed the button until it fell silent. Only a pulsing red hotspot on the GPS map remained.

‘You got the time and place for the meet?’ Anna asked, her eyes sad, as if it would be the last time she would see her old Langley colleague.

Driver preferred to think of it more as an opportunity. To get Kovac and bring down the Saudi Arabian cell. It was better than thinking of the alternative. She tapped the pocket of her jacket with the coordinates written on a folded slip of paper.

‘And the account number Washington gave us?’ Wells asked.

Driver tapped a finger against her temple.

‘Then let’s move,’ he said.

Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

The temperature outside the airport terminal was a baking forty degrees Celsius. Inside the silver Toyota Land Cruiser, the atmosphere felt like forty below. And it wasn’t down to the cool whisper of conditioned air through the blowers.

Driver waited in the passenger seat, chewing on the silence. An eye on the clock on the dash. Another on the pick-up point across a three-lane slip road outside arrivals.

Driver didn’t want to leave it this way, so she took a breath, removed her sunglasses and entered the breach. ‘What do you think? Can we finally have a discussion now?’

‘About what?’ Wells replied, feigning ignorance behind his reflective wrap shades.

Driver wrapped her pastel-pink headscarf around her head and shoulders. ‘The one where you tell me what I’m supposed to have done.’

Wells was unmoved, his face poker-blank.

‘I know it’s not about Kravchenko,’ Driver continued.

Wells shrugged. Nothing more.

Driver turned in her seat. ‘Look, what’s wrong, Sunny?’

‘Who said anything’s wrong?’

‘This isn’t like you. I thought we had—’ Driver hesitated. ‘I thought we were on the same page.’

Wells breathed heavy, as if swallowing something down ‘Maybe we don’t know each other as well as we thought.’

Driver checked the watch on her wrist. ‘Well you’ve got two minutes to say your piece.’

Finally, he snapped. ‘It’s the tattoo.’

‘Tattoo?’ Driver searched her mind for an answer. A second later, it hit her like a sledgehammer. ‘The tattoo,’ she said, closing her eyes. ‘When did you—’

‘In London, when you were running. I saw it through the camera lens.’

Suddenly it all made sense. Wells had seen the tattoo on her ribcage. The undersized running top had betrayed her and revealed her secret.

‘What? No explanation? No excuse?’ Wells asked, her reflection warping in his sunglasses.

Driver shook her head. She didn’t know where to start, the surprise robbing her of words.

‘It’s time,’ Wells said, staring through the windscreen.

Driver gave him a last glance, hoping he’d look her way. He didn’t. She pulled on the door handle and stepped down into the dry wall of Saudi heat.

Driver threw the door shut in frustration, the butterflies warming up in her belly as the Land Cruiser pulled away with a choke of exhaust fumes.

She calmed her nerves and hurried across the road between passing traffic. Driver stepped onto the opposite pavement and waited.

The arrivals terminal at King Abdulaziz International Airport heaved with travellers. Most were making their pilgrimage to Mecca, a hundred kilometre car journey away.

Dressed in jeans, hiking boots and a long-sleeve linen top, Driver stepped back into the shade.

What was a right-wing paramilitary doing in Saudi Arabia during Hajj? she asked herself. Maybe he’d converted. Or perhaps the Saudi royals were hosting his operation in return for a cut of the ransom.

It could have been the other way round. The Saudis could have been paying him. Yet a Serb? Didn’t the Saudis back the Bosnian Muslims in Kosovo?

As she ran through the scenarios in her mind, Driver noticed a white Mitsubishi Shogun. It moved fast along the pick-up lane and stood out among limousines and taxis.

Driver knew instinctively it was her ride. She stepped out into the sunlight and made herself known. The 4x4 slowed to a stop at an angle, the windows blacked out.

A rear door swung open, kerb-side, a hand beckoning her in. Driver climbed into the rear and shut the door behind her. There were three men in the car. All white and military age. The man in the back had a hood in his hand. He didn’t have to force it over Driver’s head. She took it and slipped it on of her own accord. What was it with her and hoods, Driver thought as the Shogun lurched away from the terminal.



Wells watched from a distance as Driver climbed in the back of the Mitsubishi off-roader. As it sped away from the entrance to the arrivals terminal, he let it go and disappear around the corner. Wells checked the GPS locator. Driver’s pulsing red hotspot was on the move. He fixed it on the dash and started the engine as an airport official knocked on the window, yelling that he couldn’t park in the taxi rank.

Wells waved a hand in apology and pulled out into traffic. He cruised along the pick-up lane and left the airport behind, still kicking himself for waiting so long to break his silence over Driver’s tattoo. Yet as he tracked the signal onto the highway out of Jeddah, why should he feel guilty? He wasn’t the one in the wrong.

Still, it bothered him that he’d left it that way.

As he spotted the Shogun in the far distance, Wells settled into what was turning out to be a long drive. The Saudi desert was a vast expanse of rock and sand either side of the long, straight stretch of black tarmac through the middle. Aside from the odd shock of green crop circles, kept alive by spinning industrial sprinklers, the terrain was unrepentant.

Wells sunk the end of a bottle of water as the Shogun cruised beyond the green highway signs for Mecca.

The traffic thinned down to an empty highway forever disappearing into a haze of rising heat.

He stretched his tired body and worked an aching knee, the journey time hitting two hours.

Wells cast another glance at the GPS screen. ‘Where the hell are you taking her?’




Chapter 24

Juárez, Mexico

In spite of the jet lag, Rios sat upright and wired in the passenger seat of the red Chevy pickup. Juárez was even more threatening at night. The one saving grace was the fact Pope wouldn’t notice the hanging naked bodies in the cover of darkness.

He followed her instructions, steering the Chevy through busy streets, with gangs on every corner and spies in every window. Rios felt a curious mix of emotions. On the one hand, the crackle of gunfire visible over distant rooftops made her feel at home. On the other, she wasn’t welcome here anymore.

Then again, was she ever?

In the blue-glow of the lights on the dash, Pope grumbled about the lack of streetlights and signs, the bad drivers and the lumpy roads.

‘I don’t see why you get to drive,’ Rios said.

‘I called it first,’ Pope replied. ‘Besides, you’re better off being the lookout. You know where the dangers are.’

‘It’s Juárez,’ Rios sighed, watching her passenger mirror. ‘The dangers are everywhere.’

‘Why a hacking cell in a shithole like this?’ Pope asked.

‘Hey,’ Rios snapped. ‘This is my shithole.’

‘Okay, it’s your shithole,’ Pope continued. ‘Still begs the question why.’

‘Not so hard to figure out,’ Rios said. ‘It’s close to the US border. Easy to source people from the States and still operate under the radar.’

‘I bet they get danger money,’ the Australian chuntered.

‘Do you ever think of anything other than how much money you’re earning?’ Rios asked.

‘Sure,’ Pope replied. ‘I think of how much money I’m not earning.’

Rios shook her head as they approached an intersection. ‘Make a right turn here.’

She checked the GPS on her phone. It was a short drive out of the centre of Juárez to the coordinates Mo had given them. The more she thought about it, the more the city was the perfect spot for a clandestine cell.

For starters, the city was unaffected by the hacks. No one with any real power was going to bother to save the people of her hometown, so attacks were pointless.

Not only that, but police and officials could be bought as easy as breathing, including US agents operating over the border.

Besides which, most people weren’t dumb enough to wander into the rural areas. Only folks like she and Pope.

Leaving behind the slums on the outskirts of the city, the pickup bumped and bounced over broken roads. The long grass rose high either side with a pitch-dark jungle looming beyond the glare of the headlights.

‘I don’t like this,’ Pope said, an angst in his features Rios wasn’t used to. ‘You sure we’re in the right place?’

‘We’re almost there,’ Rios said, pointing to the right. ‘Take the road up here.’

Pope steered them onto a dirt track as far as a solid line of trees.

He turned to Rios and raised a thick, hazelnut eyebrow. ‘You sure you’re sure?’

‘It’s gotta be here somewhere,’ Rios said, opening her door.

The Australian followed her out as she grabbed her rifle bag from the rear of the Chevy. She hooked the bag over a shoulder while Pope armed himself with an assault rifle.

Continuing on foot, they picked their way in through the trees.

The jungle was dense, the air hot and humid. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, Rios spotted a foot-worn trail leading up the side of a small hill. She signalled to Pope and led him up the rise, boot soles slipping on fast-crumbling dirt.

The moon was full and lit the way as they scrambled to the top. Rios had forgotten how oppressive the air was in the height of summer and felt her black vest sticking to her skin.

Reaching the summit of the hilltop, she motioned for them to drop low, a view of the shallow valley below through a gap between trees.

The valley had been cleared to make way for a low-rising pre-fab complex and an access road beating a straight path out of the jungle.

Rios crouched and unzipped her rifle bag. She put the M110 semi-automatic sniper rifle together and laid herself down on a flat patch of grass.

The scent of ferns and citrus-like magnolias danced in her nose, while the whir of tiny wings zipped back and forth around her head. It was startling to notice them. The crickets too. Growing up on the edges of the jungle, the sound of insects and the cackle of hidden creatures was more like white noise.

Pope didn’t bat an eyelid at the daunting environment of the jungle. He was from Australia, after all.

Flopping down by her side, the big man whispered in her ear. ‘Looks like the place.’

‘This is definitely the place,’ Rios said. ‘Big fence. Brand new compound. White-ass guards with guns.’

She swept the night-sighted crosshairs over the bland, flat-roofed building beneath. The roof was concrete. The cladding corrugated steel. There was a perimeter fence topped with rolls of barbed wire and a tarmac road that looked fresh-poured and smooth.

‘Give me a look,’ Pope said, muscling in on the rifle.

Rios shuffled aside and let him get his eye behind the sight.

‘Two-man patrols,’ he said. ‘Regular intervals along the perimeter fence. You can take ’em out from here, right?’

‘Check out the signs on the fence,’ Rios said.

Pope slumped in the shoulders. ‘Electrified.’

He allowed Rios back in for another look. She watched a man getting a pat-down before entry through a main door. ‘Full-body searches on entry.’

‘So long as it’s not cavity,’ Pope muttered. ‘I hate bloody cavity.’

Rios glanced his way. ‘Cavity?’

‘They didn’t have cavity in your prison?’

‘Just the once,’ Rios said. ‘A finger up the ass and a flashlight in the mouth.’

‘You were lucky,’ Pope remarked. ‘In Libya, Abdul checked your arsehole every Wednesday. Or at least, that’s what he said he was doing. He did seem to take his time up there—’

‘Spare me the nightmares,’ Rios said. ‘Did the schematics come through from Anna?’

Pope pulled his phone and scrolled. ‘Yeah, just in. We’re looking at vocal recognition to get through the front door. Then a bloody retinal scan to get at the cell.’

‘Plus watchtower snipers,’ Rios added, running the night sight over sharpshooter positions on all four corners.’

‘Get this,’ added Pope. ‘Just for kicks, they’ve added tripwires around the outside the perimeter.’

Rios blew out her lips in frustration. ‘So we can’t get through the fence and we can’t get through the doors.’

Pope looked across at her and shrugged. ‘Any ideas?’



Pope fought his way down the hill through a dense wall of giant palms and spider webs. He came to a stop at the foot of a tall cecropia tree. He grabbed hold of the trunk. He shimmied up the rough, pale wood, heels gripping tight to the bark and one hand moving over the other. It was tough work for a man of his size and a tree that swayed left and right under his weight.

Yet he made it to the top, where the trunk fanned out into spindling branches and a thin canopy of finger-shaped leaves.

‘Strewth this is high,’ Pope whispered, breathless. He edged out along one of the branches of a tree known for its flexibility. Or at least, known to Rios. He didn’t have a clue. And was far from convinced of the plan.

‘You sure this is gonna work?’ the six-four Australian asked.

‘No,’ Rios answered over comms.

‘Thanks, good pep talk,’ Pope grumbled, positioning himself high above the jungle floor with a ten-foot gap to the perimeter fence. He tested the branch, almost falling to his death. Pope’s heart stopped as he regained his balance. ‘What am I, Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon?’

‘On my mark,’ Rios said, as he psyched himself up to jump.

She counted him in. ‘Three, two, one…’

Pope watched as the sniper in the nearest watchtower took a hollow point to the chest. The man dropped without a sound. The same in rapid succession for the three remaining shooters manning their towers.

That was the cue. Pope jumped and caught hold of the furthest branch out. The tree whined as it bent under his weight, carrying him out of the jungle. He swung over the grass and the perimeter fence towards the watchtower.

The plan was to bypass the fence, drop to a safe landing on the sniper platform and descend the tower. From there, he’d open a gate and Rios would join him in forcing a guard to let them into the main building.

And bloody hell, if it wasn’t working! As he swung over the fence, Pope prepared to drop to the wooden platform on the other side.

Yet the tree had other ideas. It fell a foot short of the tower. He hung out a leg and got the tip of a toe on the edge of the platform. But the tree pulled back the other way.

Pope lost his foothold and heard a loud splintering overhead. The branch snapped in two. Pope fell towards the ground. Only he didn’t hit the ground. First he landed on the electrocuted barbed wire of the fence.

The sharp spikes cut into his flesh as ten-thousand volts fried him half to death, muscles convulsing to the point of snapping.

The Australian rolled off the barbed wire to the grass below. And that was the last the world would know of Russell Pope.



Rios floored the accelerator. The Chevy kicked up rocks and mud as the tyres gripped and the pickup bolted forward along the narrow dirt road. She switched the headlights to full beam, cutting through a swathe of bushes and bumping onto the tarmac road. It lead straight to the compound. And to her relief, Viper Nine had cheaped out on a rolling wire gate.

As she sped towards the compound, an armed guard spat out his cigarette in the glare of the headlights. He snatched his rifle off his shoulder. But Rios had a pistol in hand and a window down.

She hit him first-time, his throat exploding blood as he spun out of the way.

The pickup took a barrage of sniper fire as it flattened the compound gate. Rios ducked low in her seat and careered across a large courtyard, firing blind out of the driver-side window.

As she made it through the line of sniper fire, the Mexican sat up and aimed the nose of the Chevy straight at the main doors to the building.

She braced for impact and kept her foot all the way down. The Chevy slammed into the entrance, airbags deploying. It felt like a punch to the face. Rios coughed, the wind knocked out of her. She spilled out of the pickup, airbags like empty balloons.

The front-end of the Chevy was trashed, yet the doors to the building intact. They had to be blast-proof to sustain that kind of impact. She confirmed it with the toss of a grenade, hiding around the rear of the pickup.

As the smoke cleared, she found herself trapped. Unable to get in, unable to get out. The pickup was un-driveable and a pair of perimeter guards came running her way.

Rios raised her pistol to fire. A bullet hit her in the small of the back. A flash of burning pain. She dropped to a knee, but forced herself to stand as the guards circled her.

She spat blood. ‘You motherf—’

A crossfire of ammunition cut her down.



‘Damn, I forgot about the blast-proof doors,’ Pope muttered.

‘Yeah, that’s not gonna work either,’ Rios said, wondering whose plan had been worse. Rios’ bendy tree approach or Pope’s all-or-nothing ram-raid through the main entrance. ‘So two dumb ideas down,’ she continued. ‘Any other brainwaves?’

‘Dress up as women?’ Pope suggested.

‘I am a woman,’ Rios replied.

‘Ah, yeah,’ Pope said.

‘And anyway, to what effect?’ Rios asked.

Pope shrugged. ‘Y’know, seduce our way in.’

‘Have you looked in a mirror?’ Rios asked. ‘You’re not exactly Angelina Jolie.’

Pope shook his head and chewed on a lip. ‘Yeah, plus we’ve no disguises.’

Rios peered again through the night sight, as if the answer lay out there in her crosshairs. ‘Let’s face it,’ she sighed, ‘neither of us are Isobel Lim.’

‘You’ve got that right,’ Pope said. ‘But what are we gonna do? Lie here all night and hope they change their mind?’

Rios drew back from her rifle. Much as she wanted, she couldn’t avoid the inevitable any longer.

The Latina dropped her head. ‘There is one way,’ she said, feeling sick to the core. ‘But you’re not gonna like it.’




Chapter 25

Private Airfield, Hong Kong

A Mercedes was waiting. Sleek and black with diplomatic plates. Lim stepped down from the plane onto the runway of the private airfield, the warm air thick as soup with a light drizzle and a mild crosswind.

The short, thin chauffeur of the Mercedes held a door open for them under sagging grey skies, his shoes polished and uniform spotless. Lim ducked into the limo and found her old friend, Minister Chiang on the backseat, checking his phone. He looked up over his glasses with a weak smile.

This mission just got better and better.

Lim hadn’t forgiven the man and he knew it, being overly-friendly with none of his usual arrogance on display.

Not only did he owe her his life, she could snatch it from him at any moment. So it was no surprise he seemed jittery.

‘Agent Lim. Please take a seat,’ he said.

The chauffeur closed the door behind them as they took their places. Lim sat next to Chiang while Mo faced her on one of the hand-stitched leather seats.

‘Pleasant flight?’ Chiang asked in Chinese as the limousine pulled away.

‘Speak English,’ Lim replied, motioned towards Mo. ‘I’m surprised to see you here,’ she continued.

‘I’m here for emergency talks on cybersecurity,’ Chiang replied. ‘Ambassador Zhao asked me to brief you on this group—’

‘Attack Dog,’ Mo said.

‘Yes,’ Chiang nodded.

‘What can you tell us?’ Lim asked as the limo cruised along the busy highways of Hong Kong, the late afternoon rush starting to gather pace.

‘I can tell you they’re a menace,’ Chiang replied. ‘And they’re well-protected.’

‘By who?’ Mo asked.

‘Triads,’ Chiang replied, folding his reading glasses and slipping them in the front pocket of his grey blazer.

‘Triads?’ Mo said, his right leg jigging at a hundred taps a minute.

Lim noticed dried flecks of ketchup on the Minister’s yellow and blue polka tie. She’d once been assigned as his personal security on a trip to this very part of the world, back when she was an MSS agent. Lim recalled the sight of Chiang destroying a mountain of ribs at the table of his five-star hotel suite in Paris. The grunting he made as he ate and the smacking of his lips as he sucked the grease off those fat, stubby fingers – the memory was brutally vivid.

‘Which gang are we talking?’ Lim asked, shaking off the image.

Chiang’s gout-tinged face turned solemn. ‘The Kowloon Dragons.’

Was the Minister concerned for her safety? Unlikely. The man was a politician. As fake as a five-dollar Gucci bag.

‘Great,’ Lim said, gazing out of the window.

‘Great as in good or great as in bad?’ Mo asked.

Lim didn’t have the energy to explain the subtleties of sarcasm to Mo. Instead, she gazed out at the skyscrapers rising into view against a backdrop of fertile green mountains.

The former MSS operative wasn’t a big fan of the island. It was too frenetic for her liking. It was bad for your health. So was having your picture pinned on the most wanted wall of the Hong Kong police department. And then there was the world’s longest escalator, transporting people through a dizzying array of department stores. ‘What’s wrong with using your legs?’ her father would have said, had he still been alive. ‘Legs are meant to climb, not sit on,’ he’d say, whenever she’d complain at the exhausting hikes up the green cliffs of their fishing village home. He’d died climbing those steps, but not before conditioning her to move at every opportunity. Riding around like meat on a conveyor belt seemed wrong.

But they needn’t worry about traversing the city streets and shopping malls. She and Mo were headed into the heart of Kowloon, the place beyond the skyscrapers and show.

Making a right turn, the chauffeur brought the Mercedes to a stop between two high-rising buildings. On the right was a modern hotel with a glass façade. On the left, a shabby brown building with a strip of bars, cheap restaurants and convenience stores at its base. The street was gloomy in the shadows of the buildings with a smattering of homeless people investigating a row of overflowing bins.

‘This is it,’ Chiang said, glancing at Mo, ‘assuming your coordinates were correct.’

‘They’re correct,’ Mo said, peering out of the window. ‘Though I don’t know why Attack Dog would hang in a place like this. They make millions.’

‘The criminals who last don’t flaunt their wealth,’ Chiang remarked.

‘Then you can’t be that smart,’ Lim sneered. ‘What do you know about the hotel?’ she asked, staring up at the older building, rising fourteen storeys high.

‘It’s vacant, owned by a local property magnate,’ Chiang explained. ‘He lets the Dragons run the place as a love nest. Better than leaving it empty. The triads don’t pay rent, and in return, the owner takes a skim off the top.’

‘And right across from a business hotel,’ Lim said. ‘Lots of lonely travellers.’

‘The police are customers too,’ Chiang continued, as Lim whistled through her teeth.

The Kowloon Dragons. This was going to be tough. Or impossible, depending on who the triads had stationed inside.

And then there was Mo. As if it wasn’t enough watching her own back, she had to play bodyguard to the trembling tech with his big Bambi eyes.

The chauffeur opened the rear door on the passenger side, letting in the sound of warring traffic horns and the smell of fried pork.

Lim climbed out of the Mercedes while Mo stayed put, clutching his laptop bag close to his chest.

‘You coming?’ she asked.

‘I think I’m going to stay here,’ he replied.

Lim reached in and grabbed the German by the strap of his laptop bag. She hauled him to his feet on the road and thanked the driver, rather than Chiang.

Thanks were wasted on the Minister. He was fulfilling an obligation, nothing more. And the limousine wasted no time in high-tailing it from the kerb.

Lim glanced around her. The way was clear. She took a firm grip of Mo’s arm and marched him to the pavement.

The entrance to the old hotel featured a set of metal doors with tinted glass. A security camera sat above the doors, aimed at the point of entry.

It didn’t take a tech genius like Mo to figure out how it worked, so Lim pushed him towards the doors. ‘Press the button,’ she said, pointing to an intercom panel next to the doors.

Mo was like a four-year-old on his first day at school. ‘What, me?’

‘Just do it,’ Lim said, hiding against the wall, out of sight of the camera.

Mo walked towards the doors and turned. ‘What do I say?’

Lim gave him the Chinese phrase for an hour with a girl. He pushed the button, waited and jumped at the loud crackle of a reply.

‘Yes?’ a terse voice asked.

Mo repeated the given phrase. There was a pause. Lim psyched herself up for the mission. She could always turn around and disappear. The Chinese government had even gone to the trouble of building a thirty-four-mile sea bridge to the mainland. It would be so easy melt back into a two-billion population. If she was going to do it, now was the time. But her feet stayed welded to the spot and the door buzzed loud.

As Mo pushed his way inside, Lim cursed her own stupidity and hurried in behind.




Chapter 26

Western Saudi Arabia

The sun was almost blinding. The hood removed from her head. Driver swayed on stiff knees, blinking spots from her eyes in the ferocious heat of the Saudi desert. She’d felt the Shogun roll to a stop and heard the crunch of fine dirt under its wheels. The men inside the Mitsubishi had bundled her out and marched her ten paces before feeling it safe to reveal her surroundings.

As Driver got her bearings, a swirl of sand left its taste on her tongue.

The land was vast and flat. Desert and dunes for miles around. Except, that was, for the complex in front of her. A rusting, sun-bleached sign on a wire fence announced the presence of a provincial jail. An old and abandoned one by the looks of things – a crumbling stone building with two upper floors of barred windows.

Wrapped in wire fencing, it made the ideal makeshift forwarding base for Kovac and his crew. Though why he was all the way out here still baffled her.

Behind the small prison complex ran a shock of trees and vegetation. Impossibly green when contrasted against the giant slab of burnt-orange rock behind. It was clear to see why the builders of the jail had chosen this particular spot for its construction.

As Driver turned to look around her, she noticed it was a good few miles at least back to the highway. And as the sloping rock stood firm against the blue sky, it cast the prison in shadow, offering much-needed respite from the sun. To the plant-life at the foot of the rock, and the prison guards who used to work here.

As she took in her surroundings, Driver’s personal escort pushed her on through a steel gate.

In the shade of the jail walls, an Alsatian barked and pulled at the chain around its neck, front paws in mid-air as it tried to get at her. Driver ignored the dog and walked among the men through a door-shaped hole in the wall. The old jail was well-staffed with guards of a decidedly Caucasian persuasion. Each came armed like her escort, with P12’s, Viper Nine’s weapon of choice. Had Kovac bought in bulk for a discount?

Something about the idea made Driver smile as they stepped through the entrance to the jail. It wasn’t a great deal cooler inside the clammy building, no air conditioning other than windows without glass and the cool face of stone corridors. They felt as if they were inching closer around her as her escort cajoled her on. That was, until they entered the main floor of the building. Circled by cells on the upper floors of the jail, an oval floor of desks and computer terminals populated the base of the atrium. The ceiling above was high, with natural light pouring in through a large, dusty glass dome.

Everything echoed, from the voices of a twenty-strong team of hackers, to the machine-gun rattle of plastic keys as they worked.

Driver picked her way through a snake-pit of wiring taped to the floor, checking for exits and potential weak points in the setup of the Saudi cell. As she scanned the room from left to right, she caught sight of him.

Kovac, dressed like the commander of his own private army in casual desert fatigues and a black and white check scarf hung loose around his neck. He leaned over the shoulder of a young woman, with Otto Graf, since identified by Gilmore, not far from his side.

The Serb glanced up over the monitor and made eye contact with Driver. A smile formed in the corner of his lips, like a man salivating over his dinner.

He was about to get paid, and cured of his nagging problem.

Kovac waved Driver’s escort towards a door at the far end of the atrium. The guard behind her gave Driver a good, hard, needless shove in the back.



Wells leaned on the roof of the Toyota Land Cruiser. He recoiled, the metal hot to the touch, instead leaning his weight on the frame of the door.

Bringing a pair of tinted Steiner binoculars to his eyes, Wells put a foot on the door sill and scanned the area ahead.

The white Mitsubishi Shogun had come to a stop outside what resembled an old jail in the shadow of a large desert rock formation. He fixed on Driver in the lenses of the binoculars as she stood waiting with a black hood over her head.

One of her armed escorts spoke into a radio and whipped off the hood. As she squinted into the light, Kovac’s men surrounded Driver and walked her through a gate into the compound.

She disappeared from sight into the main building. Wells checked the signal on the tracker. Thanks to the thick stone walls of the jail, the red hotspot had gone dead. He tucked the locater inside a thigh pocket on his sand-coloured combat trousers and let the binoculars hang from his neck. Slipping his sunglasses back in place, Wells walked to the rear of the Land Cruiser he’d parked off the highway, hidden behind a clutch of boulders.

He grabbed the handle to the boot. It was oven-hot too. He blew on his fingertips and used the end of his khaki T-shirt to pull on the handle.

Retrieving his rifle from the boot, he kicked the lid shut and paused to text Anna his coordinates. Anywhere within a mile of the jail would be close enough. With camouflaged vehicles sat outside and armed men guarding the perimeter, the place was pretty hard to miss. But having typed the message, Wells found the text wouldn’t send. He realised his phone was without a signal.

Could it be jammed?

Frustrated, Wells slipped the phone in his pocket, slung the semi-automatic rifle over a shoulder and set out on foot towards Kovac’s makeshift base.




Chapter 27

Juárez, Mexico

‘Do you ever stop eating?’ Rios asked, picking at a small plate of nachos.

‘When you’re on patrol in Helmand, you get used to eating when you can,’ Pope replied, biting down on a burrito, his face mere centimetres from the plate.

‘Well you sure don’t miss a chance,’ Rios said, watching the dishevelled, late-night streets of Juárez.

Flanked by low-rising bars and stores just about holding it together.

Rios reacted at a backfiring scooter, her hand moving fast to the pistol on her hip. She relaxed as the bike chugged by, ridden by a topless kid.

She removed her hair band and re-tied her pony-tail, wiping the sweat from her brow with the flat of her hand. The outskirts of her hometown were arguably more deadly than the epicentre of the city. And a woman with her reputation had to be on her guard.

Pope straightened up in his small plastic chair, cheeks stuffed with food and skin flushing red. ‘Bloody hell, this has got a kick.’

‘Welcome to Mexico,’ Rios chuckled, swirling a nacho in a dollop of guacamole on her plate.

It was a rare light moment. Having made the call from the back of the cantina, it wouldn’t be long until their arrival.

‘You wanna tell us what we’re doing here?’ Pope asked, before chugging on a beer.

‘It’s better you don’t know,’ Rios said, holding her own ice-cool bottle to her forehead. ‘Don’t wanna ruin your appetite.’

‘No ruining that,’ Pope replied, slapping his midriff. ‘Guts of steel.’

‘And how about those abs of steel?’ Rios asked, as Pope finished one of two giant chilli burritos. ‘How are they coming along?’

‘Counter-terrorism burns calories,’ the Australian replied, coming up for air. ‘Everyone knows that.’

‘Someone tell my thighs,’ Rios said, throwing a nacho in the air and catching it in her mouth.

Pope paused and looked under the table. ‘You’ve got a nice set of pins there. If things were different and we were out in a bar, I’d be on you like the plague.’

Rios slugged on her beer. ‘Aw, how sweet.’

Pope waved away what he thought was a genuine moment of thanks. Rios smiled and shook her head as the nylon-stringed twang of folk music breezed its way out of the cantina and into the street.

She and her fellow Wildcard operative sat in the orange glow of rusting lanterns hanging off a washing line. Their table was round and plastic. One of three astride a terrace made of wooden boards painted pale-blue.

The street was deader than Elvis. And the view along the potholed road ran into a pitch-black wall no more than a hundred-yard walk to the left or right. Yet out of the darkness appeared a speck of light. It doubled into two specks of light and grew larger, morphing into a pickup truck with a rack of four high-powered headlights mounted on the roof.

Suspending her weight on the hind legs of her chair, Rios sat forward and downed the remains of her beer for luck. ‘Finish up,’ she told Pope.

He cast an eye over his shoulder, dropped the half-eaten burrito and took a last swallow of beer.

While Pope wiped his hands and mouth clean of chilli sauce with a paper napkin, Rios got to her feet. She walked down the two creaking steps to the dirt road floor.

The Australian appeared at her shoulder, the duo of pickups pulling to a stop in the middle of the road. With thirsty engines chugging loud through their diesel exhausts, Rios counted two men in either pickup. Plus, a man on the rear of the second truck.

They were dressed for the weather in vests or short-sleeve shirts left open at the chest. The skeleton-thin guy on the back of the rear pickup sported a red bandana and a body inked with tattoos. He tossed a cigarette butt to the ground, an Uzi 9mm slung over a bony shoulder.

‘This is our ride,’ Rios said.

Pope wrestled a chunk of meat from between his teeth. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Just follow my lead,’ Rios continued, watching each of the men in the pickups. She eased a hand to her hip, the other in the air. Drawing her weapon slow, she held it up by the butt with finger and thumb, turning and revealing she was otherwise unarmed. Pope did the same until the pair of them faced the men with their weapons held out.

Red Bandana waved them forward. He jumped down to the road and relieved them of their handguns. A fast pad down and he beckoned them to join him on the back of the pickup.

‘Whatever happens next, try not to shit your pants,’ Rios said.

‘Why, what happens next?’ Pope asked, bravado dissolving in the cold stares of the waiting men.

‘I don’t know,’ Rios replied, stepping towards the pickup.




Chapter 28

Saudi Arabia

Driver received a painful dig in the back from the muzzle of Graf’s handgun. He’d seen fit to join two of Kovac’s men and escort her personally out of the atrium.

Entering another corridor, she heard the whir of a large fan and the buzz of electronic equipment. The sound was coming from her immediate left. A server room with a free-standing steel fan blowing cool air on wall-to-wall stacks of servers.

The entire place had the feel of a hastily assembled facility. A pop-up cell they’d moved into fast, and didn’t plan on being in for long.

Driver saw an opportunity and stopped outside the server room. She swayed on the spot. Graf barked at her to continue. Yet Driver fell to her left and slid to the seat of her pants in the doorway of the room.

Graf was impatient. Ordering her to get to her feet.

Driver mumbled about the heat. As he yanked her up by the arm, she yanked a cable out of a socket in the wall.

Graf shoved her on, cursing her weakness. She resisted and complained – enough of a distraction for them not to notice the fan slowing down, its plug detached from the socket.

Committing the layout of the building to memory, Driver was shoved hard through a doorway. It was one of few that appeared to come with a door that wasn’t a cell.

From a quick scan of the space, she would have said it was once the office of a warden or head jailor. Yet now it came furnished with a desk, a small, single bed against the wall and a steel shelving unit stuffed with papers and a handful of books. Driver glanced from corner to corner. In one rested a fire extinguisher and a bucket of ice with a large bottle of water lodged deep inside. In another corner was a rail of utilitarian clothing and a spare pair of dirty boots.

On the far wall, she noticed a map of the world, furled at the edges with a rainbow of pins stuck in various locations across the continents.

A hollow window frame behind iron bars let in a view of the desert while a desk rested beneath, swamped with papers and an open book left face-down.

A laptop sat open too, the screen pointed away from her.

Graf put a rough-skinned paw on Driver’s shoulder and spun her around. He pushed her against the wall and muttered to one of his underlings in German. ‘Don’t let her out of your sight.’

Graf left with another guard, leaving Driver one-on-one. She sized the man up. He was a little out of shape. Ex-military with a burgeoning paunch at the waist. The guard would be relatively easy to take down. But that would undermine the mission.

Driver was here to communicate the account number requested by Kovac. What came after that, she didn’t know, but she could hazard a guess that it wouldn’t involve her breathing. Yet she couldn’t endanger the lives of millions by going against the agreed plan.

Driver laughed to herself. She wanted a meaningful mission? Well, hell if she’d got one.

Suddenly, wet work in the park didn’t weigh so heavy on her conscience after all.

Driver put a hand to the scarf around her head. ‘Do you mind?’

The guard shrugged as if he couldn’t have cared less. She wound the scarf free from around her neck and folded it over. Could she wrap it around a man’s throat?

If needed, yes. But she entertained the naïve hope it wouldn’t be necessary.

In the meantime, Driver picked up on the acrid smell of smoke. Seconds later, she heard the shouts of fire from out in the corridor.

Her little trick with the fan had worked. So many servers working so hard in such hot conditions… It was only a matter of time before an overloaded circuit or an overheated motherboard sparked a fire.

Pungent with burning plastics, the stifled air of the corridor filled with black smoke. Driver glanced over the guard’s shoulder and saw flames licking at the walls.

Graf, Kovac and a couple of others confronted the small blaze, blaming the fan. Accusations flew and Graf yelled along the corridor for the guard to fetch the fire extinguisher. He protested back his orders to watch Driver.

She shrugged at the guard. ‘Where am I gonna go?’

‘Just do it!’ Kovac yelled, coughing on the toxic fumes.

The guard rushed into action, snatching the extinguisher from the far corner of the room and dashing into the corridor.

With Kovac and his men distracted, Driver leapt into motion too, first moving to the desk. With an eye on the doorway and an ear to the corridor, she scrambled through Kovac’s mess of papers left out on his desk. But there was too much information. Too little time. Overwhelmed, she spun one-eighty and consulted the map on the wall. A quick scan of the assorted pins told her there were several locations not already attacked. Saudi Arabia was one of them. Could one be Mecca? Perhaps, but more likely it marked the location of Kovac’s impromptu base.

With no time to spare, Driver turned her attention back to the desk, and the laptop. As she woke the computer, her eye fell upon the spine of the open book. It was a weathered copy of The Coming Dawn, an extremist text written by Sergei Molevchek. She knew the book well and didn’t have to investigate further, instead jumping onto the laptop. There were two open tabs on the task bar of the screen. She clicked on a text document first. It featured a half-finished hate-speech in Russian in the same extremist mould as the book.

Next, Driver opened a spreadsheet. Again, in Russian, the language of Kovac’s adopted country. The spreadsheet was complex, colour-coded. It appeared broken into phases.

Phase one listed a long string of attacks, the major ones recognisable from reports on the daily news. Driver checked the doorway and read further, finding dates and locations for each attack. Each came with action steps and the cells responsible. Not to mention times, dates and alternative strategies depending on government responses.

Driver felt like her head was swimming, overloaded with too much data. It was impossible to retain more than a snapshot, yet she tried nonetheless, scrolling down to the second phase.

This listed a further wave of terror attacks, planned to take place after the cashing of the ransom payment.

So her instincts were right. Viper Nine had no plans to stop the attacks once they had the money. If anything, the ransom money would fuel and finance their operation for years to come. All while weakening the economic might of its opponents.

Any doubt vanished when Driver happened on a cost analysis of how Kovac and his people planned to invest some of the vast sum. The scope of his vision was epic in scale. First, dismantle the existing machines of power. Second, run a campaign of right-wing terror and propaganda. Third, take political power and install himself in the Kremlin.

Fourth…

Driver gasped at the final stage of the plan. Riding into power on a wave of fear and terror, Kovac intended to wage genocidal war on the ethnicities of the world.

Hearing voices in the corridor, she closed the applications and hurried around the desk.

Driver picked up her headscarf and returned to her place by the wall. Peering into the corridor, still thick with smoke, she felt the lingering fumes invade the back of her throat.

Driver coughed and held her headscarf to her mouth.

With the blaze extinguished, Kovac marched towards his quarters with Graf and his female assistant in his wake. ‘Can we still operate?’ he asked over a shoulder.

‘Only two of the servers were damaged,’ the young woman replied, working a slimline laptop as she walked. ‘I can work around it.’

Kovac’s eyes were ablaze, far hotter than the fire. His face lined with deep creases and his wayward teeth clenched. Yet as he entered his quarters, he relaxed at the sight of Driver.

The Serbian was over six-foot, yet had an energy far more imposing than his rangy physique. He stopped in front of her, flanked by Graf, with the young woman peeling off to rest her laptop on the edge of his desk.

Kovac looked Driver up and down. ‘So you’re the pain in my neck.’

She lowered the head scarf and threw it around her neck.

‘You’ll have to excuse the idiots who work for me,’ the Serb continued. ‘They don’t understand the purpose of a fan in the fucking desert.’

Still reeling from the sight of Kovac’s plans, Driver tried to calm her mind. To decide what to do next. If she didn’t give Kovac the account number for the ransom payment, more attacks were imminent. That was she could bet on.

She would also be killed – that Driver could guarantee. Yet if she did give him the code… Well, the last few days would be just the start.

‘I have to say, I’m surprised,’ she said, deciding to test the pliability of the man’s character.

‘At what?’ the Serb asked.

Driver looked around the room. ‘I don’t know, an organisation like yours, in a place like this?’

‘What were you expecting? An underground lair?’

Driver shrugged. ‘You just seem more professional, that’s all.’

‘We find it better to fly under the radar,’ Kovac replied. ‘Ostentation draws attention.’

‘Still, it’s not much fun, is it?’ Driver continued, fanning a hand to her face. ‘So damn hot.’

The Serb rolled his eyes and sighed. ‘Can we skip the part where you attempt to build rapport?’

Driver held up her hands. ‘Can’t blame a girl for trying.’

‘Now,’ the Serb said with a cold, impenetrable stare. ‘The account number.’



From an elevated position on the ridge of the rock formation, Wells peered down over the compound. The perimeter fence was drilled into the rock either side of the rear of a rear courtyard, with a rare strip of grass, trees and desert bushes at the base.

He ran the binoculars over the courtyard, finding a guard to the far left and another to the right, both strolling in opposite directions. They walked like ex-military, with faces beneath khaki baseball caps and a uniform more akin to a marine.

The guard on the right held the radio on his lapel to his mouth. The radio next to Wells buzzed with static and relayed his message.

‘Status check, Position Three,’ the guard said in Russian.

Wells grabbed the radio by his side and held it to his lips. ‘All clear up here,’ he replied in the same language.

‘Fuck it’s hot,’ the guard continued.

‘Tell me about it,’ Wells replied, viewing the roof of the jail building in the binoculars. ‘You’re looking sparse down there.’

‘Yevgeny’s on a break and Helmut needed a piss,’ the guard answered. ‘Not like anything’s happening.’

‘Don’t let Kovac hear you say that,’ Wells continued.

‘Relax. They’ll be back in ten minutes,’ the guard replied.

‘Copy that.’ Wells said, placing the radio on the sand. He scanned the rooftop one last time and wriggled backwards on his stomach away from the ridge. He got to his feet and slid down a shallow rise of sand to where he’d left the body of the lookout Kovac’s men were calling Position Three.

The British agent didn’t have long before the rooftop snipers returned. And while there may not have been an obvious route into the main compound, there was the option of the adjoining depot.

Wells tossed the radio in the sand by the dead man’s corpse, a dark bruise and a bulge of bone under his skin where he’d broken the lookout’s neck.

He jogged around the ridge and used a giant shadow cast by the rock as cover, sidestepping down a steep slope of compact sand. Reaching the foot of the angular rock, he waited for the right moment, when the patrolling guards would have their backs turned.

As the two men crossed paths and walked back towards the jail, Wells sprinted out of the cool shade, across the open furnace to the left of the compound.

The adjoining depot began inside the perimeter and ended outside of it. The depot itself housed a long, white box truck under a camouflage canopy. Wells made it across unseen and took refuge on the blindside of the vehicle. He snooped around the deserted depot and found a ramshackle stone building with a steel door, patchy with rust. He noticed an antenna on the roof and a satellite dish. Attached to the wall was a large metal junction box that appeared new.

Kovac had pimped the abandoned prison to his own immediate needs. Those needs appeared to include signal jamming and a satellite link.

Wells found the door to the auxiliary building padlocked. But the latch itself rusty and fragile. He slipped his pistol out of its holster and checked over both shoulders.

With a single hard strike, he knocked the flimsy latch from its screws and let the padlock drop to the floor. Wells gripped the door along the edges and pulled the stiff panel of metal open.

Inside the building, it was almost pitch-dark, the thick, stone, windowless walls acting as a natural buffer to the rays of the sun. Wells felt for a penlight inside a pocket on the leg of his combats and flicked it on. He ran the light over the walls and found little but a large open space with a grey circuit breaker box at the far end.

Hurrying to the circuit box, he opened the flap and ran the light over each breaker switch.

Shutting off the power wouldn’t be enough, so he shone the light on the rest of the room, following the beam across the floor to boxes of supplies in the corner. There were rolls of wire, containers filled with diesel and two large wooden boxes of ammunition.

More helpfully, Wells spied a red metal toolbox with a small yellow scorpion climbing over the lid.

He kicked the side of the box and the scorpion skittered away into a dark corner behind the fuel containers. Picking up the toolbox, Wells rested it on the boxes of ammunition and opened the lid. Inside were a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters with rubber handles, along with a screwdriver. Wells snatched them from the toolbox and returned to the circuit breakers. He paused as he thought he heard movement outside the door. Was it a scuff of boots or his imagination?

After a moment of silence, Wells turned back to the circuit box. He threw the master breaker to off, held the steel cutters between his teeth and unscrewed the box from the wall, exposing the wiring behind.

Wells switched tools and cut through a series of wires in quick succession, an eye on the door and an ear listening for further movement.

He had to be fast. The first thing Kovac’s people would do when the power went down would be to suspect a trip caused by an overload to the system.

Satisfied he’d done enough damage, Wells placed the box back on the wall and fixed it back in place as fast as the screws would turn.

He threw the screwdriver and cutters back in the toolbox and moved to the door, flicking off the penlight.

There he heard the quick shuffle of footsteps outside. The British operative backed up against the wall beside the door and waited in the dark, the only light coming through a gap in the bottom of the door.

The door swung open. The two men who entered didn’t appear to notice the broken latch, with one testing the light switch. He cursed his luck in English, but with a German accent. His colleague was Russian, in possession of a torch. As he flicked it on, Wells noticed they were armed with pistols tucked in fast-draw waist holsters.

‘Breaker switch must have tripped,’ said one, as Wells slipped out of the shadows and through the open door into the light. He crept around the far corner of the building facing out to the desert plains. Grabbing his phone, he tried again to get a signal. This time it was good, the power cut having extended to the signal jammer on the roof of the depot building. It was strong enough to type out his co-ordinates and hit send to Anna.

He was sure she would forward the coordinates on to Gilmore.

Tucking his phone away, Wells dropped his sunglasses over his eyes, took hold of his rifle and moved from his position.




Chapter 29

Kowloon, Hong Kong

Mo stuttered as he approached the dark-oak reception desk. A madam stood behind in a traditional red and gold Chinese dress matching the colour scheme of the hotel. She greeted him in Chinese and asked him if there was anything in particular he required during his stay. As the young techie stuttered some more, Lim stepped out from behind him and drew her weapon, startling the madam. ‘Yes, you can tell us where Attack Dog is,’ the Chinese agent said.

She moved fast across the cherry-red carpet and around the back of the desk. The madam didn’t put up a fight, but reached for a button under the counter. Lim put her pistol to the ageing woman’s head before she could push it. Dragging her away by the arm, the madam yelped as Lim held her in a headlock with the barrel to her temple. ‘I won’t ask again,’ she said.

The woman shook in Lim’s grip, pointing across the foyer, lit by a fancy, but fake chandelier.

‘Come on,’ Lim barked at Mo, dallying like a rabbit in the headlights.

He hurried to her side as Lim forced the woman along a corridor branching off from the foyer.

‘If I were you, I’d leave,’ the madam said, her perfume as cheap as the gaudy makeup applied to her wrinkled skin. ‘Don’t you realise where you are?’

‘I know where we are,’ Lim replied. ‘Just stay quiet and keep walking.’

‘Over here,’ the madam squeaked, her short, stubby legs threatening to buckle. She nodded to a pair of elevators at the end of the corridor.

Lim picked up the pace, but noticed a CCTV camera in the hall. It swivelled as they passed underneath, tracking their movements.

‘I told you,’ the madam said, as Lim noticed it.

‘What?’ Mo asked, none the wiser. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Keep going,’ Lim replied, hurrying the madam towards the elevators.

She motioned for Mo to push the button.

‘You sure we wanna go up there?’ he asked.

‘Push it,’ she insisted.

Mo did as instructed and gripped his laptop bag tighter to his chest like a comfort blanket.

Across the hall from the elevators was a door to the stairwell. Through the door, Lim heard the faint rumble of feet. She guessed at four pairs, descending fast.

The Kowloon Dragons were coming. The elevator was stuck on five. There wouldn’t be time.

‘Back against the wall,’ she told Mo. He complied immediately, shrinking against the patterned cream wallpaper as if it was camouflage.

Lim whirled around and held the madam held close. The floor shook harder as the drum of feet grew louder, and louder, until the door flew open.

Lim fired without hesitation. One, two and three all down before they had time to blink.

They were young men in casual clothing. Jeans, T-shirts, tracksuits and fake bling. Armed to the teeth but slow on the draw.

Lim pushed the madam aside. She was neither a threat, nor of any use as a human shield. ‘Get out of here,’ she snapped.

The woman ran free as fast as her knee-hugging dress and heels would allow, disappearing around a corner at the far end of the hall. At first Lim assumed she’d miscounted the number of feet on the stairs, but the door to the stairwell edged open, the barrel of a gun peeping out.

She sidestepped out of the remaining man’s line of sight. As he stepped over the bodies in the doorway, he saw Mo and raised his pistol to fire. Lim raised her own and pulled the trigger. A bullet at point-blank range through the temple. His brains painting a whole new pattern on the vinyl walls of the hotel.

Mo retched at the spectacle, struggling to hold down his airplane sandwich. ‘Was that necessary?’

‘You know who they are… What they do,’ Lim said, retrieving a second weapon from the fourth man down.

‘I’m aware of the intellectual rationale, but up close and personal, it’s a little too real.’

‘It’s going to get a lot more real, real soon,’ Lim replied, an eye on the elevator as it rolled down to ground level.

She held the dead man’s weapon for Mo to take as the elevator rolled down to ground level. ‘Here, take this.’

Approaching the gun like it was an infectious disease, Mo reached out and took it in an unsteady hand, turning it on himself as he peered down the barrel.

Lim tucked a third gun in the holster inside her jacket and snatched the weapon back off him. ‘On second thoughts… Get back around the corner.’

‘I thought we were getting in the elevator.’

Lim raised both semi-automatic pistols in her hand and stood square on to the elevator doors. As they pinged open revealing a half-dozen triads, she aimed and fired, emptying both clips for luck.

In a flash, all six were down in a heap. One was still alive, slumped against the back wall of the elevator. He raised a Type 92 handgun. Lim dropped the pistols, drew her backup weapon and shot the lone survivor through the right eye.

She beckoned Mo into the elevator, standing between legs and arms and pushing the button for the top floor. Mo tiptoed in, a hand over his mouth, breathing as if ready to throw up.

‘If you’re going to be sick, don’t be sick on me,’ Lim said, as the doors closed.

To her frustration, they bounced right back open. She tried the doors another time, but again, the same result.

‘We’re too heavy,’ Mo said, pointing at a sticker on the elevator wall. ‘We’re exceeding the maximum weight.’

Lim surveyed the damage – the bodies tangled in a pile. They would take too long to move and leave the pair of them prone to attack.

Instead, she stepped back out, hit the button and waited for the adjacent one to descend. She armed herself anew from the dead, with a gun in the holster, the waistband and the hand.

‘Here, make yourself useful.’ She tossed Mo a spare pair of clips retrieved from the downed triads. He caught them as Lim jabbed the button a second time, the second elevator stuck on the tenth.

As they waited, Lim wondered why she was there at all. She didn’t have to be part of this so-called team. Life as a lone-gun assassin was far more straightforward, far less risky and paid far, far more handsomely. Neither did each mission come with the same ridiculous level of save-the-world responsibility. Or the added burden of babysitting a bumbling bag of untrained nerves.

Her actions didn’t make sense to her. Lim could do what she wanted, when she wanted, whether she’d signed a contract or not. After all, who was there to stop her? With the likes of the CIA, MI6, SVR and MSS out of action, she could put the word out to old contacts and operate without any restriction.

And after a few million-dollar private-sector jobs, disappear forever. A new name, a new identity, a new life. An ordinary life. Husband, children, two cats and a spaniel. There was still time. Perhaps she could enrol at university and re-train in a more respectable profession. Dad always wanted her to become a lawyer or doctor. Lim always thought she’d make a good zoologist or vet.

All she had to do was turn around and walk out of the hotel. It’s wasn’t as if Mo would have objections.

‘I don’t think it’s coming down,’ he said, looking up at the display panel.

‘They must have blocked it,’ Lim replied, closing her eyes in resignation. ‘There goes the easy way.’

‘So we’re just going to have to give up, right?’ Mo asked, ever hopeful.

‘No,’ Lim sighed, opening her eyes. She dragged him towards the door to the stairs. ‘We’re just going to have to do it the impossible way.’




Chapter 30

Juárez, Mexico

Rios gripped the side of the pickup as it rolled left and right up the steep slope. The jungle road snaked through a vast, black sea of countryside.

She felt fern leaves brush up against her back on the rear of the trailing pickup. Red Bandana kept a watchful eye on her and Pope. He stood with his back to the cabin of the truck as if he’d done it a thousand times.

The sky was endless and the stars out in their thousands, the smell of magnolias sweet, in stark contrast to the apprehension lurking within.

‘So is this part of some authentic tourist experience?’ Pope asked, sitting across from her.

‘It’s authentic, for sure,’ Rios replied.

‘Come on, spill,’ Pope said. ‘What are we doing here?’

‘We’re going to see Carlos Montero,’ Rios replied.

‘The name rings a bell,’ Pope muttered. ‘Doesn’t he play for Real Madrid?’

‘He heads up one of Mexico’s biggest cartels,’ Rios explained.

‘Oh right,’ Pope said with a casual air. ‘So long as it’s nothing dangerous.’

Rios smiled at the remark – her kind of sarcasm.

‘So you know the bloke, then?’

Rios half-laughed to herself. ‘Not really.’

‘But you get on,’ Pope continued. ‘He thinks you’re cool and everything.’

Rios looked ahead as the lead pickup pulled around the bend. ‘Just keep your mouth shut and don’t make eye contact.’

As they rounded the bend, the hill road levelled off and the dense jungle fell away, revealing a grand hacienda with white stone walls and red roof tiles.

It sat proud on the hill-top overlooking a sweeping vista of land, with the lights of Juárez in the distance.

The pickups rolled to a stop in front of a large set of black iron gates manned by Montero’s personal security. The gates opened and they waved the pickups through, onto a long driveway lined by palm trees and lit by solar-powered posts.

The driveway wrapped itself around a circular fountain in front of the mansion. Almost tasteful, it spat water in the air to the chatter of a lone cricket.

The pickups rolled by the front of the house, past a yellow Ferrari and a gold-plated Range Rover. Rios curled her lip at the sight of it, while Pope gawped in wide-eyed wonder.

‘Bloody hell, this guy’s got some cheddar,’ Pope said.

‘The tenth richest motherfucker in Mexico,’ Rios replied as the pickups followed the driveway around the rear of the property.

They came to rest under the shadow of a giant palm, Montero’s men climbing out of the pickup.

Red Bandana motioned with his rifle. Rios got to her feet and hopped down off the pickup. Flanked by the cartel leader’s posse, she and Pope crossed the courtyard towards the rear of the mansion. A stretch of grass ran close behind a wire fence rising twenty feet high. Out of the bushes on the other side came a deep growl and a pair of feline eyes tracking their every move.

A Bengal tiger slunk out of the bushes and prowled along the wire, sniffing the air. It stunk of cat-piss. Why would anyone want a pet that pissed and shat on an epic scale? It’s wasn’t just cruel, it was dumb.

‘What do you think they feed that thing?’ Pope asked, a gulp in his throat.

‘Whoever’s on the menu,’ Rios said, as Montero’s men led them up a flight of marble stairs into the main building of the estate.

Inside, it was limestone wall-to-wall and mercifully cool thanks to overhead fans, yet all in the name of bad taste.

‘This place is awesome,’ whispered Pope.

‘Yeah, if you like lame-ass shit,’ muttered Rios. She motioned to a centrepiece display of fake fruit and flowers, arranged in a four-foot stone vase that mimicked Ancient Greece.

Pope drank in the assholery. ‘What have you got against money?’

‘Nothing against money. Everything against plastic fruit.’

The Australian grabbed a banana from the display and used it as a pointer. ‘You need to relax and enjoy life.’

‘You need to shut the fuck up,’ said one of Moreno’s men in Spanish, the nudge of a rifle barrel in Pope’s back.

Making a right turn and passing a living space furnished for a king, they stepped into a huge office with pale-blue walls and white cornices. The brightest yellow sofas known to fuck took up the middle of the room, then an oak desk the size of Montero’s ego.

A giant portrait of the man hung behind his desk. A very flattering painting of the cartel leader suited in white, in a throne-like chair with his Bengal tiger, Pedro, at his Italian leather feet.

The portrait must have been new, Pedro sedated and the artist smart enough to make Montero a dozen years younger and slimmer.

The real version stood with his back to them as they entered. He gazed out over a shimmering blue pool and a rolling stretch of floodlit lawns, ending in a curated tropical garden.

Dressed in Burgundy silk pyjamas and a matching robe, Montero turned and flattened his fat moustache with thumb and finger.

His attention lingered on Rios, before easing into the high-backed chair behind his desk. He opened an antique wooden box and took out a cigar. A Cuban, from what Rios could tell. Flicking open a solid silver lighter, Montero lit the end, tasted the cigar and puffed out a cloud of vanilla-scented smoke. He relaxed in the chair, regarded his visitors and shook his head.

‘You’ve got some balls coming back,’ he said to Rios, the bags heavy beneath his tired red eyes.

‘Believe me, this is the last place I wanna be,’ she replied.

‘What do you want?’ Montero asked, resting his cigar between scrubbed, manicured fingers.

‘A favour,’ Rios said.

Montero leaned forward. ‘Why now? And how come you’re out? It can’t be for good behaviour.’

Rios felt herself rise to the bait. He was lecturing her?

She kept her cool for the sake of staying alive, eyeing Montero’s men. They hung back, but remained close at hand. Not a good sign.

Montero ditched his cigar in a glass ashtray and rose to his feet. He leaned over his desk, narrow in the eyes. ‘You know I could have you killed.’

‘We’re not here with the DEA or anything,’ Pope said, breaking his promise not to speak. Though to be fair to the man, he’d lasted a full two minutes, which for him was a record.

Montero looked Pope up and down. ‘Who’s this?’ he asked, his voice full of menace. ‘And what the fuck is he doing with my banana.’

As Pope stepped forward, Montero’s men raised their weapons. He placed the banana with care on the edge of the desk. ‘Sorry mate, I’ll just leave that there.’

‘No one touches my fruit,’ Montero yelled with the slam of a fist. ‘No one!’

‘Listen, you don’t need to worry,’ Rios said, seeking to calm the cartel leader down. ‘I didn’t rat and we’re not wearing wires.’

Montero made eye contact with Red Bandana, who gave him a nod to confirm they’d been searched.

Rios hooked a thumb towards Pope. ‘And as for birdbrain here, he’s just a hired merc, for my protection.’

Montero laughed. ‘You’re gonna need more protection than a banana thief.’

Rios felt her impatience growing. The longer she spent in Montero’s presence, the stronger the compulsion to flee the scene. Thankfully, the cartel leader seemed just as eager to get down to business.

‘So what do you call me in the middle of the night for?’ he asked.

‘We need your help,’ Rios said.

‘I don’t have time to help,’ Montero replied. ‘I’m too busy dealing with the delays on my supply lines. It’s keeping me up at night.’ He put a hand to his stomach. ‘And giving me an ulcer.’

‘Let me guess, the cyberattacks,’ Rios said, sensing an opportunity.

‘Shipments are impossible and I can’t get my product over the border.’ Montero waved a hand in anger. ‘These hackers should be hung by the balls.’

‘Well it’s your lucky night,’ Rios said. ‘Because we know where to find them.’

‘They’re here?’ Montero asked, leaning forward on his chair.

Rios nodded. ‘And we’re here to take them down.’

Montero leaned back and picked up his cigar. ‘Go on…’

Rios reached inside her jacket. The armed men reacted. She held out a calming hand and brought a slip of paper out slow. She handed it to the short, plump cartel leader. ‘I’ve written down what we need.’

Montero snatched the paper off her. His eyes ran fast over her list. ‘We don’t have these kind of resources to spare.’

‘Don’t have the resources?’ Rios tutted, motioning to the grandeur of the mansion.

‘Not to spare in a gunfight,’ Montero replied, chewing on his cigar.

Rios wanted to leap over the desk and punch the man’s face through his skull. ‘It’s the least you owe me.’

‘I owe you nothing,’ Montero barked, waving away her claims. He shook his head and looked away. ‘No, you ask too much. And you shouldn’t have come back.’

Rios laughed to herself. ‘Well at least you’re consistent… Fuck it, we’ll take on their private army alone.’

She grabbed Pope by the arm and moved towards the door. Montero’s men, unsure, blocked her path. Rios stared them down.

Red Bandana traded nervous glances with his fellow foot-soldiers. He knew very well who she was. So did they all.

‘I ain’t playing,’ Rios said.

Red Bandana took a gulp. He nodded at his fellow foot soldiers and stepped aside.

‘Maria!’ Montero yelled as Rios led Pope towards the door.

She stopped with a smile to herself and turned with a straight face. Montero picked up the ivory-handled telephone he still insisted on using. He dialled a number and looked her in the eye. ‘If it was anyone else, I’d think you were bluffing.’ Montero muttered, putting his mouth to the receiver. ‘Wake up Alvarez.,’ he said into the phone. ‘Tell him it’s Carlos.’

Rios dragged Pope back into the office. ‘I didn’t know you cared,’ she said.

‘Not about you I don’t,’ Montero replied, holding on for the Chief of Police. ‘But I need my pipeline back up and running. And the two of you are gonna fuck it up alone.’ He stubbed his cigar in the ashtray. ‘You sure about this? You know what this will mean for you?’

‘What’ll this mean for us?’ Pope whispered in her ear.

‘I’m sure,’ Rios said, answering Montero’s question.

‘If we do this, I can’t guarantee your safety,’ the cartel leader said.

Rios huffed in return. ‘When could you ever?’




Chapter 31

Saudi Arabia

‘The account number,’ Kovac repeated, with an open hand. ‘Where is it?’

‘I memorised it,’ Driver replied.

The Serbian nodded towards the girl with the laptop. ‘Then give it to Jana.’

‘One moment,’ Jana said. ‘It will take a few minutes to set up a transfer.’

Kovac rolled his eyes. Driver sensed impatience in the man – in every word, movement and tick. And little wonder. He was standing on the cusp of a trillion-dollar goldmine.

The Serbian grunted and turned his attention to Driver. ‘And who are you exactly?’

‘Who do you think I am?’ she replied.

He scoured her eyes for some clue as to her identity. ‘Therein lies the mystery.’ he replied. ‘There are no units we don’t know about since we breached the intelligence community.’

‘You check the US State Department?’ she asked.

Kovac crossed his arms and breathed out deep through his flared, disjointed nose. ‘If you were State Department, we’d have found a record of your existence.’

Driver felt relieved. After the Wildcard team had become a permanent arrangement, Mo had used Zeus, to seek and remove all known records of her and the other team members. He’d assured them all it had worked, but it was nice to have confirmation. Not that it would do her much good now.

‘You can either volunteer the information now, or I can have it pulled out of you later,’ Kovac continued. ‘It’s your choice.’

Driver chewed on her lip. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter anymore,’ she said. ‘All right, the reason you haven’t found me is that the CIA wiped my records.’

‘I knew it,’ Kovac said, snapping his fingers and turning to Graf. ‘Didn’t I say?’

The German shrugged, nonplussed.

‘I’m part of a task force for the agency,’ Driver continued. ‘Strictly off-book.’

‘I’d still expect to see a record of you on their systems,’ Kovac said.

‘They faked my death, around two and a half years ago,’ Driver replied. ‘So I could enter a Siberian gulag and extract information from a Russian spy caught trying to defect. Only Langley got twitchy and ditched the project.’

Kovac appeared amused. ‘They abandoned you? And you’re still working for them?’

‘After you disabled the CIA and Pentagon, they pulled me from the prison. They’re forcing me to work for my freedom.’

Kovac nodded to himself. ‘They knew you couldn’t be shut down or tracked by us… Clever.’

‘Damn stupid if you ask me,’ Driver sighed. ‘It’s some joint initiative between intelligence agencies. Only now I’m here and the rest of the crew are either dead, or slipped off their grid, preferring to take their chances… I shoulda done the same.’

‘Yes, you should,’ Kovac replied. ‘But I’m glad you didn’t.’ He chuckled to himself, a finger to his chin. ‘Ah, the desperation of your so-called leaders. They’re even more spineless than I anticipated.’

‘Sorry to interrupt, but we’re ready,’ Jana said. ‘I just need the number of the account to extract the payment from.’

‘That’s clever, too,’ Driver said. ‘A transfer can’t be traced to an account if it’s stolen. That’s why you didn’t give us a number.’

Kovac seemed pleased with himself, and appeared to be warming to Driver. ‘I respect you for showing up,’ he said. ‘And for being the only one to offer anything approaching a challenge… Now, the number…’

Driver paused. Once the ransom was paid, there was no going back.

‘Tell me there’s a number,’ Kovac said, his mood darkening in an instant. He moved to draw his sidearm.

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Driver replied. After a moment’s hesitation, she closed her eyes and recited the twelve-digit account.




Chapter 32

Kowloon, Hong Kong

As the triads scuttled like cockroaches out of the walls, Lim pinned an arm against Mo and held him flat to the wall.

She unloaded a clip, scoring a direct hit on a target at the end of the corridor. He fell to the carpet, spilling gun and guts alike, whimpering in pain.

Mo threatened to faint. Lim switched stolen pistols and dragged him onward.

A remaining triad popped out from his hiding place, but she was already squeezing the trigger.

As he collapsed on top of his wounded friend with a hole in his neck, Lim turned to see a triad exit one of the love nest rooms. With bare feet and an untucked shirt, he wrestled with the safety on his weapon. As Lim moved towards him, he took aim. She beat his hand away with the flat of her palm, only for him to return the favour. He was more senior by his appearance. And skilled too. They fought and smashed each other’s hands against the wall, trying to get the other to drop their gun.

Lim’s weapon dropped from her hand, but she reached for a Honshu push dagger from the back of her belt. Gripped between knuckles, she thrust the blade up through the base of the man’s jaw. A twist to the right and blood poured out over his shirt. Lim kicked him away to the screams of a whore emerging from the room.

‘Back inside,’ she ordered the naked slip of a woman.

She did as commanded, Lim turning to find Mo blacked out on the floor.

‘Typical,’ she tutted, crouching and slapping the young German hard on the cheek. As he came to his senses, he murmured something about the sight of blood. She pulled him to his feet and dragged his jelly legs towards the stairs.

This was the second floor they’d had to seek refuge on after being driven out of the stairwell by triad security. Armed with TEC-9 automatic 9mms, she’d been forced to lure them into the corridors and take them down individually.

It was slow-going, but Lim hoped that would be the last of them – a clear run up to penthouse level from here on in.

Yet her hopes were about to take a hit. Out of the stairwell door came another three men. They looked at the corridor, littered with the dead and wounded. Looked at Lim. Paused a moment, then broke into a war-cry sprint, weapons firing.

Lim was already kicking a door in behind her and backing in with Mo.

They ducked out of the line of fire and she threw the young hacker into an open wardrobe, sliding the door shut and reaching for her remaining pistol. Her hand touched on an empty holster.

Damn, she’d blasted through her second handgun too?

Lim turned to the room for solutions. Standing by a bed was a dominatrix stood in neck to toe black PVC, a spanking stick in hand and a naked old man tied face-down on the bedsheets.

She also spied a large candle burning on a side-table. Lim darted across the room and knocked the candle out of its glass tray.

As the first gang member burst through the door, Lim scooped up the tray and threw the hot, clear wax in the man’s face. He let off a burst of fire into the ceiling before dropping the automatic and holding his face. He turned to run from the room, only to run into a triad friend stuck in the door. Lim dove and rolled, picking the TEC-9 off the carpet and made mincemeat of the pair.

They collapsed in a heap. She attempted to do likewise for the remaining Kowloon Dragon, only to have the weapon jam.

Lim cursed the cheap street weapon and dropped it to the carpet. The third man was sumo-proportioned. He charged in, but tripped over the bodies and spilled his weapon. Lim reached again for her dagger, stained with the blood of its last victim.

Yet the fat man had hold of her ankle. He dragged her to the floor. She hit the carpet and tried to scramble away. But the big man was faster than he looked, on his feet and into a charge. He scooped her off her feet into a bear hug. Lim drove the blade into the base of his neck.

He sucked up the blow and crushed the wind out of her. Any longer and he’d shatter her ribcage. And as for the dagger, it was stuck so deep, it wouldn’t come out, any purchase lost thanks to the warm, slippery blood all over the handle.

Lim looked over a shoulder to the dominatrix, crouching and cowering by the foot of the bed. ‘Here,’ she gasped, beckoning for the madam to throw her the spanking stick.

She duly did. Lim caught it and smacked the man hard across the nose. He dropped her to her feet, his nose bloody. She hit him again, forehand and backhand. Stinging blows to the head, another to the crotch. The snap of the stick oddly satisfying.

The big man backed up and tripped up over the two bodies in the door, Lim’s dagger still in his neck. He picked himself up and attempted to run.

She retrieved a pistol from the holster of a downed triad and put three in his back.

He collapsed and didn’t move again, prompting Mo to emerge from the wardrobe.

Lim tossed the spanking stick to the dominatrix and checked the clips of the remaining weapons. The other two were empty. Half a magazine was all they had. And there was no time to backtrack, robbing the corpses of the dead.

They had to get off the seventh and up the remaining three floors. And fast.

Lim took a breather by the side table, picked up a glass of ice water and drank it all the way down. She put down the glass and wiped the blood from her hands with a nearby white towel.

The Chinese agent regarded the old man as she caught her breath. The man strained his neck to talk to the dominatrix. ‘Give me the same,’ he said, eyeing the stick in her quivering hand.

Lim shook her head and caught Mo staring. She put her hands over his innocent eyes and pulled him out of the room, stepping over the two dead men into the hallway.

This time they made it to the stairwell. They looked up the wide, carpeted staircase for further signs of trouble. Either the remaining triads were lying in wait on the floors above, or Lim had killed all twenty-or-so of them on the way up.

She never really believed that, did she?




Chapter 33

Saudi Arabia

At first she didn’t notice it. But as Kovac waited with hands on hips, Driver spotted the tattoo on his forearm. A white fist on a red flag, the same as her own.

She could have kicked herself – why didn’t she put it together sooner? Kovac was a disciple of Sergei Molevchek’s, the author of the open text on the Serbian’s desk, a book she’d read during her time in The Boneyard gulag in Siberia.

Driver glanced again at the book, enough so that he caught her.

‘I didn’t realise you were a fan of The Coming Dawn,’ Driver said. ‘It’s a great work.’

‘Follower, believer, yes. Not fan,’ Kovac corrected her. ‘And what would you know about Molevchek?’

Driver saw genuine surprise in his eyes, much as he tried to hide it. ‘You spend enough years hunting down Jihadi terrorists,’ she replied, ‘you start to realise where the problem lies.’

Kovac’s brow furrowed, his interest captured.

‘It was a Muslim who sold me to the Russians,’ she continued.

Kovac rubbed his tired eyes with finger and thumb. ‘Doing business with the enemy. My country has grown so weak.’

‘Your country?’

‘Russia and Serbia both,’ Kovac explained.

‘Tell me about it,’ Driver continued. ‘Not that I can complain. The Boneyard was the best thing that could have happened to me.’

Kovac’s dark eyes brightened with curiosity. ‘How so?’

‘Two years inside learning a new philosophy,’ she shrugged, glancing at the world map on the wall. ‘Trust me, no one wants to see a radical change more than me.’ Driver met Kovac’s eyes with a quizzical smile. ‘I thought the attacks were about money, but they’re not, are they?’

Kovac gave little away. ‘Not entirely.’

‘If only I’d known the true nature of your plans back then,’ she continued, stepping in closer to the Serb. ‘I would have handed you the warhead myself.’

Kovac laughed off her claims and wagged a finger. ‘I don’t think so.’

Driver put a hand on his forearm, her fingertips on his tattoo. She showed him the still-healing scar from her attempted suicide. ‘Sergei Molevchek saved me from myself. I saw the true nature of things. I spent so much time blaming myself for the things in my life, but it was them. I should have been blaming them.’

‘Them being?’ Kovac prompted.

‘You know,’ Driver said. ‘You’re a student of Molevchek.’

Kovac judged her with suspicion. ‘Tell me, what is Molevchek’s first principle?’

‘Purity of genetic integrity,’ she replied in Russian.

‘And what is the fourteenth principle?’

Driver smiled. ‘There is no fourteenth principle.’

‘She seems to know it,’ said in German, lingering in the corner of the room.

‘Of course,’ Driver replied in the same tongue. ‘I was one of his closest students.’

Kovac seemed taken aback. ‘You studied with Molevchek?’

Driver nodded. ‘In The Boneyard, yeah.’

The Serb stroked the darkening stubble on his chin. ‘You speak excellent German.’

‘I have a German mother. And two grandparents from Berlin, forced to flee Germany after the war.’

Graf nodded at Kovac. ‘She’s from good stock. With her skillsets, she could be useful.’

Kovac wasn’t quite so convinced.

And Jana was about to feed his paranoia, jabbing at her keyboard in frustration.

‘What is it?’ the Serb asked over a shoulder.

‘The internet connection’s down.’

‘How can that be?’ Kovac asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Jana said, heading out of the room to investigate.

‘Sir,’ a foot soldier said, passing her on the way in. ‘The power’s down.’

‘What?’

The man swallowed and stuttered. ‘Um, the power, it’s down, sir.’

‘I know it’s fucking down; it was rhetorical question!’ Kovac turned to Graf. ‘See to it.’

As his number two beat an urgent path out of the door, Kovac stepped back, pulled his Beretta and aimed it at Driver. ‘This is you.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Driver pleaded. ‘I’m as in the dark as you.’

‘You’ve got three seconds to tell me what you’ve done.’



Wells prowled around the vehicles parked under the depot canopy. The fixed-trailer truck was locked up tight and too exposed for him to gain entry. A military transport truck with an open rear and a beige canopy had revealed nothing. The only other transport was a two-seater Fast Attack Vehicle, or FAV, the military term for a giant armoured dune buggy.

Turning his attention to the opposite end of the compound, he skirted the perimeter, dashing in bursts. Making it across the rear of the compound unseen, he jogged along the perimeter fence out of sight of the patrols.

Wells found a stack of hard plastic munitions boxes under a camouflage netting pegged into the ground and ruffling in the breeze.

He enjoyed the brief respite of shade and picked his way through the high stacks of boxes. There was a good chance the warhead was on the base somewhere. It was doubtful they’d keep it in the jail. More likely in the box it came in. Tucked away somewhere secure no one would stumble across it.

Thermonuclear warheads weren’t the kind of thing you left lying around. Yet so far, his search had proven futile.

Under the shade of the netting, the British operative found only standard military supplies. He tutted to himself. Perhaps they’d sold the stolen B83 already. If so, he was wasting his time, and risking capture for nothing.

At least he’d been able to share the co-ordinates for the base. And disabling the power should, in theory, have stalled the transfer and interfered with the hackers’ efforts for the time being.

In reality, the mission depended on the actions of Lim and Mo in Hong Kong, and Rios and Pope in Mexico.

Would sabotaging the Saudi cell put more lives in danger, including Driver’s?

Wells couldn’t afford to let his doubts about the others invade his mind, and yet they did. Lim may have proven herself in Rome. But what was to stop her disappearing now she was so close to home? Her chances of success were slim at best.

The same went double for Rios. A former cartel sicario returning to her old killing grounds. How easy would it be to return to the fold, either before or after the mission? Wells wasn’t in contact with any of them. They could be anywhere, doing anything and he feared for the safety of both Pope and Mo.

The British agent shook the doubts out of his head. No, he had to operate on trust that everything would fall into place, even if he had to pretend. Even if all the odds were against it.

‘Faith and fear are one and the same,’ his grandmother once said to him when he was young. ‘They both involve believing in something you can’t see. So why not choose faith?’

Wells remembered asking why he should choose faith.

‘Because fear will give you nothing but indigestion,’ she’d replied at the dinner table. ‘Now eat your vegetables.’

Wells took a last look around. Faith it would have to be.

His sole focus was to report Kovac’s location and do what he could to take down the cell. The rest was up to the others. Yet having fulfilled his role, he couldn’t just leave Driver in the compound alone with Kovac. He had to try something to save her, even if he had severe doubts about her intentions. A woman with right-wing views meeting an extremist ex-paramilitary? Was this some kind of defection? She seemed mighty keen to deliver the ransom.

Wells chose to leave the inquiry for later. Right now, he needed access to the main building. Getting in and out alive with Driver was a long shot, but he had to try.

In fact, a way in was about to present itself. As he backed away from the munitions boxes, Wells heard the scuff of boots behind him. A half-turn to his right revealed the sight of Kovac’s right-hand man, Otto Graf. The German grinned at him from behind the sight of an assault rifle. ‘Caught you, you rat.’




Chapter 34

Kowloon, Hong Kong

Lim took cover as the triads on the top floor tore the nearby wall to shreds. Mo stayed low in a ball, his hands over his ears, not used to the sound of an automatic.

Lim found a single bullet left in the chamber of the weapon, its barrel smoking and magazine dry. She tapped Mo on the shoulder. ‘The bag. There should be a knife.’

Mo’s hand shook as he opened the zip on the front pocket. As he handed her a six-inch blade, she heard the triads shouting among each other.

They were out of bullets too, the hotel walls like a colander and gun-smoke tempering the air.

Lim had counted a gang of four massing in front of the door to the penthouse floor. In the back-and-forth of the gun battle, she’d only taken down one. A teenager who’d fired in a panic, wasting his rounds and leaving himself exposed.

That left three Dragons in her way, with only one bullet and a knife to combat them with.

But there was no option but to go. Now was the time.

Lim tapped Mo again and pointed upwards. He stayed where he was. She beckoned him on with fierce eyes until he relented and unfurled himself, ready to move.

Lim switched the gun to her left hand and the blade to her right. She could shoot with either hand, but threw better with her dominant arm.

Breaking cover, Lim rounded the corner of the penultimate landing and hit the foot of the stairs. Two of the men retreated, ditching their empty weapons. She took a shot but missed. The third man wasn’t so lucky. Lim threw the knife upwards with the hard flick of a wrist. The blade lodged in his heart. He staggered to his right and toppled over the balcony to the flight of stairs below. The man’s body tumbled to a stop as Lim grabbed Mo by the scruff of the neck.

She kept the pistol in hand on the off-chance it might fool the triads. With quick, light strides up the final flight of stairs, she arrived on the landing and eased her way through the bullet-ridden door.

Behind it sat a foyer of sorts. A square space with elevator doors dead ahead, wedged open with a huge pot plant in a heavy gold pot. There was a tall, floor-to-ceiling window to the right of the elevator, letting in the late afternoon daylight. And a large, blue and white China vase on an ornamental table to the left of the stairwell door.

Lim turned to her right and faced a set of double-doors leading into the penthouse. Made of tall, dark wood, they stood behind the last of the Kowloon Dragons. Two twenty-something men a snip under five-ten. One, stocky in a faded yellow T-shirt, his lip carrying the wisp of a moustache; the other a bone-thin, goateed weasel in a lime-green, short-sleeve shirt.

Lim held them in the sights of her empty pistol. ‘Out of the way.’

‘You’ll have to shoot us,’ Yellow T-shirt replied, as Mo dared enter through the stairwell door.

Lim sighed and tossed the gun away. She noticed a third person resting on a cream chaise lounge to the right of the doors. A woman with dramatic orange eyes and hair woven into two long braids.

She wore a dark-brown fur coat and pumps that rested on the end of the chair. The woman was young and languid, seeming unfazed by the sight of Lim or the previous gun battle.

‘Attack Dog must be on the other side of those doors,’ Mo said, appearing at Lim’s side.

‘You think?’ she replied, with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

‘So what’s the next move?’ he asked under his breath.

‘Depends on if they’re willing to move,’ Lim said, of the men guarding the door.

‘You know Kung Fu, right?’ Mo asked.

Lim looked him in the eye. ‘Not everyone over here practices martial arts,’ she said. ‘Or wants to engage in a—’

Mo nodded towards the men. Both stepping forward, assuming Wing Chun stances. The swagger in their movement told her they were looking forward to a fight.

Mo shrugged. ‘You were saying?’

‘Shut up,’ Lim sighed as the men began to move around her in a wide arc. They goaded her with remarks. What they were going to do with her when they had her on the floor. Then what they’d do with her after that.

‘You’d make a nice piece of ass,’ the man in the green shirt said. ‘Shame we’ll have to fuck you up.’

‘What do we do now?’ Mo whispered from the corner of his mouth.

Lim peeled the jacket off her tired shoulders and held it out on the end of a finger. ‘You hold my jacket.’

Mo took it off her. ‘What happens if they beat you?’

‘Then don’t beg for your life,’ she replied. ‘Keep quiet and you’ll earn their respect.’

‘And they’ll let me go?’

‘No, but they’ll kill you faster.’

Mo swallowed a lump the size of a tennis ball. ‘You have moves, right? I mean, I’ve seen you fire a gun, but—’

Lim put a hand on his chest and pushed him into the corner of the penthouse foyer. Rolling out her neck, she limbered up and breathed in some much needed energy. Meeting the two men in the middle of the carpet, Lim raised her fists in defence.

Green Shirt was the first to make a move. He let out a cry and attacked her with a series of kicks. Lim blocked them all, but was driven against a wall. She slipped out as the man took a chunk out of the plaster and danced into space.

Yellow T-shirt was on her with a punch. She rolled his weight over her shoulder and onto the floor, blocking the next attack from his triad friend. Countering on the back foot, she threw a straight right to his jaw.

The man’s head snapped back. Blood spitting into the air. Lim stayed light on her toes as Yellow T-shirt came for a second bite. Lim repelled a chopping left, but caught a heavy kick to the thigh. It knocked her off-balance and into a limp. The two men took full advantage, moving in for the kill.

Lim shook out her leg and defended against the whirl of feet and fists as they drove her back again on her heels. She spied the china vase to her right, scooped it with one hand and smashed it over the head of the bigger man.

He staggered away in a bloody daze. Lim caught a jagged piece of the broken vase, ducked a swing and slashed Green Shirt across the leg. She came back up, cutting the man’s chest and throat.

He sank to his knees, holding his neck. Lim drove the shard into the side of his temple and he fell away.

That left Yellow T-shirt, back for more. He shook off the blow to the head and sized Lim up at a distance, planning his avenue of attack.

She bent at the knees and raised both hands. A smile and a wink drew him into an all-out assault.

Adjusting her feet, Lim delivered a side kick to the triad’s jaw. It broke his run and his neck, the man left flat on his back on the carpet.

She felt the inside leg of her tight-fitting black trousers. Lim could swear she heard a rip in the seam. ‘I should have worn the stretchy pants,’ she muttered, as Mo edged out of his corner.

Catching her breath, Lim waved him on towards the door of the penthouse. She was sure that was the end of the triads. She felt relieved the ordeal was over and a little surprised they’d made it.

A good dose of heavenly luck, she thought. But, as the pair of them walked tired towards the door, the girl on the chaise lounge swung her legs to the floor and rose to her feet.

She blocked the way to the penthouse, taller than she appeared on the chaise lounge, with a good three inches on Lim. ‘My name’s Gigi,’ she said, like it was their first day at elementary school. ‘What’s yours?’

Lim waved her aside. ‘Your worst nightmare if you don’t move.’

Gigi threw her head back and let out a high-pitched giggle. She drew her lollipop through closed lips and stuck it to the hallway wallpaper, the stickiness holding it parallel to the floor.

The smirk remained, but Gigi’s disturbed gaze took on an ominous focus. She slipped the fur coat off her bare shoulders and let it fall to the floor, revealing a black, sleeveless trouser suit underneath. The thin, comfortable kind a girl could fight in.

Gigi had the look of a pro athlete. A muscular frame shredded of all fat, with defined biceps, broad shoulders and powerful thighs.

She moved with a balletic grace across the carpet, sidestepping across Lim’s path and assuming a traditional position, a variant of the Ban Ma Bu, her feet wide apart and her legs bent deep, with her ass close to the floor.

Lim turned to Mo and waved him back into his corner. Already fatigued from the previous fight, she sucked several chi breaths into her diaphragm. Turning side-on to her right, Lim bent low at the knees two feet from her opponent. Yet Gigi wanted in closer. To intimidate Lim before they started.

Without breaking eye contact or stance, she shuffled her way forward until the tips of their shoes almost touched.

Lim kept her eyes on Gigi’s, waiting for the first twitch of movement. It didn’t come, so Lim went first. A dummy with her right. A left thrown to Gigi’s head.

Her opponent dropped a shoulder and evaded the punch. She hit back with a stinging left of her own.

Lim attacked again, but Gigi was a split second too fast. She sucked the Chinese in and threw her to the floor. Lim bounced up, only to absorb a dizzying flurry of attempted kicks and punches. She hung in there, but the larger woman’s mixed style was hard to anticipate. Keen to avoid a long contest, Lim got sloppy and broke her defences at the wrong time. She went for a head-kick only for Gigi to catch her leg and deliver a forearm smash to the cheekbone. Lim took the hit and locked the woman up with her hands around her neck. Gigi telegraphed the attempt and swept her standing leg out from under her.

Suddenly, she was staring at the ceiling. Gigi leapt into the air, knees to her chest. Lim rolled backwards out of the way as her opponent landed where her windpipe would have been.

Nursing a dull pain in the small of her back, Lim recovered her composure. Gigi, meanwhile, bounced and danced on the spot, eyes above knuckles like a Muay Thai pro.

Clearly the woman was the more skilled of the two. She had devastating power and speed. An answer for every move and a masterful command of a mix of martial arts.

Lim spat a mouthful of blood to the carpet, raising her guard for the next exchange. Was it even possible to win?




Chapter 35

Saudi Arabia

With her wrists bound in duct tape, Kovac’s men marched Driver into a different room. This one an old interrogation room, with old manacles bolted to the wall and none of the trappings of the Viper Nine leader’s quarters.

She took a hard shove in the back and fell to the concrete floor. Kovac stood over her with his weapon holstered. ‘Time to start talking,’ he said. ‘What do you know?’

The man’s first threat had been a bluff. She doubted his desire for the truth would stretch beyond a second refusal to talk.

‘I told you, I don’t know anything,’ Driver said, struggling to her feet and facing her captors.

‘Then why is my power still down?’ Kovac asked. ‘The breaker switch is back on, but yet, no electricity.’

‘Faulty wiring?’ Driver suggested, looking around the room. ‘It’s a pretty old place.’

‘Or there’s an intruder in our midst,’ Kovac continued, as a naked lightbulb flickered back to life.

Jana appeared in the doorway. ‘The emergency generator’s kicked in. We’re back online.’

‘Complete the transaction,’ Kovac said, his eyes fixed on Driver.

Jana dropped to the seat of her jeans and crossed her legs with her back against a wall.

Driver thought fast as Jana continued with her work. ‘There’s one way I can prove myself to you,’ she said to Kovac.

‘Oh, and what’s that?’ he asked.

Driver lifted the bottom of her vest, slow, so as not to spark any twitchy trigger fingers. She raised it to chin level, baring the tattoo imprinted on the left of her ribcage.

Kovac squinted and stepped in closer. He reached out as if about to touch it.

‘We’re the same, you and me,’ Driver continued, dropping her vest. ‘Please, bring me in. Make me a part of your bigger plan.’

Kovac stepped back. She moved in closer. He held out a hand, as if forbidding her from invading his space. ‘What bigger plan?’

Driver continued to edge forward. ‘I know how hard it is, living a lie, hiding in plain sight. Having to keep your hopes and dreams and identity a secret.’ The more Driver talked, the lower Kovac’s gun dropped to his side. ‘And I know what it’s like to see the people you care about—’

‘You know? What could you possibly know?’ Kovac replied, erupting with anger.

‘I’ve lost people I cared about,’ Driver continued. ‘Friends, colleagues…’

‘Oh, friends, colleagues!’ Kovac said, turning his back on her. ‘Have you seen your father, a war hero, die at the hands of the Bosnian Mujahideen?’ Kovac raged, spinning to face her. ‘Have you and your father been labelled criminals for defending your country? Have you seen your village bombed? Your house burned? Your homeland invaded and weakened by a corrupt Saudi regime? Have you seen the rest of the fucking world condone it? Paint it with lies – with their own twisted version of events?’ The Serb spat out the words, his neck muscles convulsing and the broad-shouldered Graf cowering away from his leader’s volcanic temper. ‘Have you watched your mother turn around and marry a fucking Bosnian-Muslim?’ he continued. ‘Seen her dishonour everything your father fought and died for? Sat across from the dinner table from your enemy? Slept in the next room and while he fucks in your father’s bed?’ Kovac breathed heavy, wiping the spit from his chin with the back of his hand. ‘No, you know none of these things,’ he continued, lowering his voice. ‘You’re American. What would you know?’

Driver paused as the man gathered his composure. ‘I can’t begin to imagine your pain, Radovan,’ she said. ‘No one can.’ Driver took a step forward into his space. ‘But let me join you. Let me help you put things right… We can work side by side, as comrades. Who knows, maybe more?’

She dared to put a hand to the man’s cheek, noticing a second tattoo on Kovac’s right bicep. A snake curled around a dagger and a discreet V9 inked on the blade.

Driver teased a finger over the design. ‘Viper Nine, it means something, doesn’t it?’

The Serb gazed whimsically at his bicep. ‘The Vipers, Ninth Regiment. My special forces unit during the war. The same as my father’s.’

‘I was with the Airforce,’ Driver replied.

‘You were a soldier?’ Kovac asked.

She nodded. ‘Seventy-First Fighter Squadron.’

‘Then you know what it’s like to see combat,’ the Serb continued, his energy further softening.

‘Um, the account number,’ Jana said, venturing to interrupt.

‘What about it?’ Kovac asked, fingers toying with a strand of Driver’s hair.

‘It’s wrong,’ Jana said. ‘It doesn’t exist.’

‘Try it again,’ Kovac replied.

‘I did, three times already.’

A tentative touch of her hair turned into a violent fist as the Serb grabbed a handful. He snapped her head back and looked down at her in disgust. ‘Just as I thought.’

‘No,’ Driver pleaded. ‘I’ve been tricked, like you.’

Kovac grunted, incredulous.

‘They must have never intended to pay,’ she continued. ‘It was a way to get rid of me. To tie up a loose end and stall you in the process. These people, they’re snakes. It’s what they do.’

‘Oh really?’ Kovac said, motioning for one of his men to enter.

Out of the gloomy corridor, Wells appeared, his hands in plastic ties and Graf with a firm grip of his arm.

The German dumped Wells on his knees in front of Driver, his clothing dirty with blood and sweat, bleeding from above the eye and the bridge of his nose.

‘Then who’s this?’ asked Kovac.




Chapter 36

Juárez, Mexico

Dawn broke over the treetops east of the city. The convoy of federal police vehicles sped nose-to-tail along the dirt roads, the morning still cast in darkness.

Yet the sun dared stick its head out over hilltops for another day of combat in the troubled city. They had to move fast.

Pope rode on the back of a pickup in full, black SWAT uniform, balaclava and helmet. Armed with a CZ BREN assault rifle, he steadied himself against the grab frame of the Ford F150 truck.

It rumbled over rough terrain, the third of eight vehicles, including three other pickups. To the front was a tank-like armoured MRAP and to the rear, a pair of tactical unit vans carrying men and equipment.

As Rios stood alongside him in the same federal police garb, Pope couldn’t deny it felt good to be riding into battle. Almost like it did when his special forces unit would ride into a war-torn town in a thunder of tank treads, chopper rotors and AC/DC over the Humvee stereo.

It was the pre-combat buzz. There was zero substitute. And the Australian felt a damn sight better riding through the Mexican jungle now that a good dozen SWAT police had his back.

He glanced across at Rios, her focus like a laser and no hint of fear. Even if she was faking it, no one faked courage like the little Latina. Pope admired her for it. Not that he’d tell her. He wasn’t a soft arse, after all.

As he held on tight, the pickup took a hard right in line with the vehicles up front. Chunky off-road tyres ate up the dusty ground bumping up onto the road into the compound. They passed under a canopy of trees with the entrance in sight. Sweating under the weight of the uniform, Pope smiled as the truth dawned on the guards on the gate.

But he wasn’t smiling for long. High-calibre rounds fired from the perimeter watchtowers. Forty-five mils ricocheted off the MRAP and punched holes in the bodywork of the trailing convoy.

Pope and Rios crouched low behind the cabin of the pickup as the MRAP crashed through the gate. Its steel frame no match for fourteen armour-plated tonnes rolling in at speed. Yet more than one officer on the back of a pickup took a hit to the body, while another shot scored a direct hit on the fuel tank of the pickup in front.

The Ford off-roader went up in a fireball, but Pope’s ride swerved left and peeled off into the courtyard, avoiding the worst of the flak.

As it slammed to a stop, the ex-special forces soldier spun and jumped off the rear. He ran low, using the truck as cover, Rios tight behind.

The space around the pair was bedlam. A dizzying fire fight where things happened fast and combatants died faster. As a side door flew open, a trio of armed security appeared in bulletproof vests and green camouflage. Pope aimed and fired. A semi-automatic burst from the police-issue assault rifle.

Rios fanned out and added two dead men to Pope’s one. He ran towards the main entrance, narrowly avoiding the fire from the compound snipers.

Yet the SWAT unit had come well prepared, with handheld grenade launchers aimed at the watchtowers on all four corners of the perimeter.

The elevated shooters caught a grenade each, one of the towers collapsing and smashing to the ground like a falling Redwood.

In less than a minute, the police had the exterior of the compound locked down. They swarmed around the building, allowing Pope and Rios to reach the entrance unharmed. They hit the nearest wall, turned their backs and waited for the SWAT team to cut through the lock on the doors with a handheld blowtorch.

Pope tapped Rios on the shoulder and they folded in behind a stream of masked police storming through the entrance.

Breaking off and sweeping the corridors, the inside of the main building was functional and bland.

Pope turned a blind corner and almost took a volley of fire from an advancing guard. He backed up, waited a second and spun out to return fire. The man was exposed and down. Pope waved Rios on as they shuffled along the corridor, around the twitching body.

More encounters followed. Pope wasn’t sure where they were heading. And it wasn’t like they signposted the way to the cell itself.

And as he thought, initial resistance was fierce. The remaining base security were dug in, highly-trained and fighting for their lives.

But they weren’t dumb. And during the first break in fire, they threw their weapons into the corridor and yelled surrender.

With the entire base under police control, Pope and Rios moved through one anonymous corridor after another.

Then he felt a grab on the arm as she motioned towards the end of a corridor crowded with SWAT. They hurried to the source of the gathering – another set of locked doors with a retina scan.

‘This is it,’ Rios said. ‘The cell.’

The SWAT leader was on the radio. Pope assumed, confirming a successful raid. He turned to Rios and spoke in English for the Australian’s benefit. ‘We got you in. What now?’

Spotting a Viper Nine guard on his knees at gunpoint, Pope pulled him to his feet and dragged him over to the retinal scan. He gripped the back of his neck and forced his eye to the scanner, chest-high for a man of Pope’s height.

The scanner flashed red.

‘The bloke hasn’t got access,’ Pope said.

‘Try the other one,’ Rios said from beneath her mask, only her eyes on display.

Maybe it was noticing her eyes for the first time, but there was something sexy about Rios in her full combat dress. He shook the thought out of his head and switched to scanning the man’s left retina. The scanner turned green and the door unlocked. Rios hauled it open, allowing the gathered SWAT to file in, yelling at the stunned, tired hackers to step away from their machines.

The cell was like a regular open-plan office. Windowless, air-conditioned with a grey carpet. There was a small break area to the rear and rows of white desks with twenty or thirty super-geeks spread out among them.

The hackers were a mix of genders and races. Most of them university-age kids in trendy T-shirts, trainers and jeans, with security lanyards slung around their necks.

As the police worked their way through the office, they pushed their quarry to the carpet and snapped on the cuffs. One by one, they frogmarched the hackers out of the building.

Pope followed Rios to a nearby machine, already logged in with a screen full of code and an email account window minimised on the task bar. He hovered over the machine, trying to remember what the hell he was supposed to do now they were in.

‘I’m no good with computers,’ he mumbled.

‘Out of the way,’ Rios said, stepping in front of him.

He watched over her shoulder as she opened the email tab and clicked on new message.

The Latina typed an email address and then a short message to Anna. She hit send and they waited. The reply was almost instant – a blank email with a mysterious attachment. Rios double-clicked and opened. Then Mo’s virus code did the rest, infecting the computer and spreading from one machine to another like wildfire.

‘This should infect the servers and undo all the hacks,’ Rios said.

‘Just like that?’ Pope asked.

She shrugged as chaos reigned on the screen of the computer screen. ‘You wanna ask how this shit works, be my guest. I’d rather stick a cattle-prod up my ass.’

‘Kinky,’ said Pope. ‘I didn’t know you were into that.’

Rios laughed and slapped him on the arm. ‘Come on, let’s get the fuck outta here.’



With dawn breaking, a handful of the Juárez tactical unit smoked in a huddle outside the building next to the complex. Others loaded members of Viper Nine into the backs of waiting police vans. And clean-up teams set about zipping up the bodies of fallen base security in black bags, ready for the morgue.

Rios, meanwhile, made a call to Anna. ‘I uploaded the virus. Any change yet?’

‘It’s already breaking on CNN,’ the Wildcard liaison confirmed. ‘Reports of normal service resuming, at least in the States. The stock markets are back in business, for a start.’

‘Good, then we can get out of this dump,’ Rios said. ‘Any word on the others?’

‘Not from Lim,’ Anna replied. ‘Wells managed to send the co-ordinates through for Kovac’s Saudi base.’

‘Text me the details,’ Rios said, ending the call at the sight of an SUV entering the compound. It rolled slow through the mêlée and stopped only a few feet from her and Pope. ‘Oh great,’ she muttered.

‘What now?’ Pope sighed, removing his helmet and wiping the sweat from his face with the balaclava.

The face stepping down out of the SUV said it all. The owner of that face was Chief of Police Alfredo Alvarez.

He pulled his cap on over his bald, liver-spotted head and walked towards Rios like he was John Wayne.

Polarised sunglasses dominated his features, with a thin grey moustache under a fat set of nostrils.

Alvarez’s smile skewed to the left as he stood wide-legged with his hands on hips. Looking Rios up and down, he shook his head. ‘Well look what the cat shitted out.’

Rios held her tongue, if not for her sake, then for Pope’s. They’d made it into the compound, but they were yet to make it out of Juárez.

Alvarez broke into a full smile of nicotine-stained teeth. It was as phoney as he was. And if there was any justice, his forty-a-day habit would earn him a painful death ‘It’s good to see you again, Maria.’

‘Wish I could say the same for you,’ Rios replied.

‘Is that how you thank me for coming to your rescue?’

Rios tucked her helmet under an elbow and peeled off her gloves. ‘Something tells me you did it for Montero, not me.’

‘I have to say. I couldn’t believe it when he told me you were back. It was a dumbass move, even for you, Maria.’ Alvarez toyed with his moustache as he surveyed the scene. ‘You sure know how to make a mess.’

As hot as it burned, the raid would make Alvarez mayor if he wanted it. But maybe he preferred to stay where he was. All the power with none of the accountability.

Correction, the illusion of power.

Above all the crooks and thieves in the Juárez government sat Carlos Montero, from his plastic fruit empire on Mount fucking Olympus.

‘So you come to claim the credit?’ Rios asked.

‘Well it was my operation,’ Alvarez replied, signalling to someone over her shoulder.

Rios turned to see a band of four SWAT police trooping their way.

Alvarez spat on the ground. ‘You know I can’t have you running around here.’

‘It’s all right mate, we were just going,’ Pope said.

Alvarez tutted and shook his head. ‘I can’t have Maria here running around anywhere. After all, if I let a hired killer go free, what kind of police chief would I be?’

‘That’s funny,’ Rios sniped. ‘Most of those killings were for you. And few by choice.’

The accusation slid off Alvarez like hot oil off Teflon.

‘So what, you gonna arrest me for a second time?’, she continued. ‘Frame me for another of your sins?’

‘This time that won’t be necessary,’ Alvarez continued. ‘Neither will a prison cell.’

Pope stepped in front of Rios. ‘You wanna take her, you’re gonna have to go through me.’

‘That won’t be a problem,’ Alvarez said, as his men formed an armed circle around them with rifles at the ready.

‘Leave the gringo out of it and I’ll go quiet,’ Rios said.

‘Be as loud as you want, my dear,’ the police chief smirked. ‘No one here cares.’

Rios fought the urge to raise her weapon and shoot Alvarez on the spot. But that would be an instant death sentence, for her and Pope. Besides, why live up to all the bullshit he’d made up about her?

Rios released her grip on her rifle as Alvarez’s men moved in. They relieved Rios and Pope of their weapons and wrestled them both into cuffs.

‘You know we work for some seriously powerful people,’ Pope said, struggling against arrest.

Alvarez cast an amused eye around the complex. ‘And where are they, these people?’

‘You know, if slime could talk, it’d sound a lot like you,’ Rios sneered, as she was led away. ‘Where are you taking us?’

‘For a nice drive in the country,’ Alvarez replied, like the snake who’d got the mouse.




Chapter 37

Washington D.C.

Every face in the situation room allowed themselves at least one sigh of relief. Wall Street was in business again. The Texan and Canadian oil fields were back under the control of their respective energy companies. And a string of other denial of service hacks were a recent memory, including the country’s major transport systems. Similar reports were flooding in from around the world. Yet news of Driver was still to come and all attempts at communication with Lim had met with a deafening silence.

Still – thanks to Wells – Gilmore, and the others in the room, now had co-ordinates for Kovac’s base of operations.

As the meeting settled back in after a break, Gilmore was keen for Schneider to share the intel and get some much-needed aid to his two agents on the ground.

Yet the Russian President was the first to speak, asking his US counterpart if there was an update on the ransom payment.

‘It’s still not been taken,’ Williams replied. ‘Whether that’s a good or bad thing, I’m not sure I can say.’

‘And your CIA operative?’ Utkin asked.

Schneider shook his head. ‘I’m afraid there’s no update, Mr President. But we do have co-ordinates of Officer Driver’s current location, which we believe is the site of another Viper Nine cell.’

‘How do we have this information?’ General Budge asked.

Gilmore leaned forward on his chair. ‘We have another officer in play, General. He’s confirmed Officer Driver’s whereabouts and suggested there’s a strong possibility that Kovac is in attendance.’

‘Well where are they?’ President Williams asked.

Schneider gave a nod to one of the Watch Team, who teed up aerial footage of Kovac’s Saudi compound. ‘This is a live satellite feed of the compound. As you can see, it’s a manned station with vehicles and armed suspects.’

‘I suggest we launch an immediate airstrike,’ ventured General Budge.

‘I’d suggest we don’t be so hasty,’ Gilmore replied, eschewing his place in the pecking order.

‘Bryan’s right,’ Schneider said, backing him up. ‘We have officers on the ground.’

‘And a madman with a nuclear weapon sitting right under our noses,’ said Admiral Benson.

Ambassador Hill remained unconvinced. ‘Even if we wanted to launch an assault, military options remain off the table as long as the hacks remain in place.’

‘There are other militaries unaffected,’ President Utkin remarked.

‘The Saudis could help us out on that one,’ Secretary of Defense Danbridge added. ‘From their point of view it would make for very good PR.’

President Williams leaned into the debate. ‘An airstrike is out of the question. And I’m not making deals with the Saudis. Not based on a single satellite image. And not without confirmation that Kovac is in the compound.’

‘How about a ground invasion?’ suggested Budge.

‘Only if we know Kovac is there,’ the British Prime Minister said. ‘And only if it’s an allied response.’

‘And how’s that gonna happen when our communications are still down?’ General Budge asked.

‘We’ve got to act now,’ Utkin insisted. ‘Before they claim the ransom.’

‘And if we do that, they could activate the warhead,’ Ambassador Hill argued, sharing a sly nod with Gilmore. ‘Kovac doesn’t seem the kind to bluff.’

‘What I don’t understand is why they haven’t cashed the cheque yet,’ President Williams said, rubbing the stubble forming on his chin.

‘My officer reports he disabled the power supply to the base,’ Gilmore said. ‘Though he’s stopped communicating.’

‘Is the power still down?’ Williams asked.

Schneider shrugged. ‘Hard to say.’

‘Well if this agent of yours can inflict further damage, perhaps there’s a window of opportunity for an assault,’ the Chinese President said.

‘That’s a big if,’ Williams countered.

‘I motion that we prepare anyway,’ President Utkin replied. ‘But I’d suggest we keep it quiet, under wraps.’

‘Perhaps we each mobilise a force,’ Danbridge suggested. ‘Special forces only. Small enough not to draw any attention. Most of us present have units close by.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ President Williams said. ‘Any objections?’ His question met with silence from all parties. ‘Then let’s ready a response,’ he continued. ‘If we get control back of our infrastructure, we’ll be ready to take action.’ The President turned to Gilmore. ‘Do we have anyone working on that?’

Gilmore squirmed in his seat. If he didn’t reveal more of the operation, he couldn’t help bring down Kovac. Yet if he did, what would it mean for Wildcard?

‘Mr Gilmore?’ Williams prompted.

‘Uh, yes, Mr President. We currently have a team in Hong Kong.’

‘What’s in Hong Kong?’ General Budge asked.

‘We believe it could be the source of the attack on our agencies and militaries. Though it’s unverified at this stage, which is why we haven’t shared the intelligence up to this point.’

‘That’s our territory,’ the Chinese President remarked. ‘Who have you got out there?’

‘I’m afraid we can’t share that information,’ Schneider replied, jumping in. ‘It’s classified, I’m sure you can understand.’

‘Your people in Hong Kong,’ Williams said. ‘Can we rely on them?’

‘Rest assured,’ Gilmore replied. ‘They’re among our top operatives.’




Chapter 38

Munich, Germany. Three Years Earlier.

‘The new titanium casing won’t just prolong the life of your machine. It will make it bulletproof.’

Mo stood with his arms folded and a finger to his chin in the cramped aisle of the computer store. It was one of his favourite haunts – always with that new motherboard smell.

Plus, it was an independent store, with assistants he could have a half-intelligent conversation with.

Like Mo, they custom-built their own machines and could source all the parts you needed to create your own from scratch.

But they were a business. And Hans, the pimpled assistant with the braces and thick black glasses was pushing to bump up the total of the order.

‘I don’t know,’ Mo said. ‘I’m not sure I see the benefit.’

‘You drop it off a roof, it won’t make a dent,’ Hans replied.

‘Yeah, but it adds extra weight. Not good if you’re on the run.’

Hans seemed confused. ‘When are you going to have to run?’

‘Uh, you know, for the bus,’ Mo shrugged, not wanting to admit it might be fleeing his studio apartment. If the authorities were to trace some of his more high-profile Black Hat activities, he might have to step out of a window at a moment’s notice.

‘Well the beautiful thing about the casing is that it’s not bulky like the old ones,’ Hans continued. ‘It’s woven with graphite to maximise strength, but with half the thickness.’

‘And it’s an extra seven-hundred euros,’ Mo replied.

‘You said you were building your masterpiece,’ Hans said. ‘You want to make sure it’s protected.’

‘I know what you’re saying,’ Mo replied. ‘But that takes it past two thousand already.’

‘Well I guess if money is an issue,’ Hans sighed.

Mo was about to agree that it was. Yet his eye fell on a young woman as she appeared in the aisle inspecting a demo model laptop. She was the most beautiful thing he’d seen since the ninety-three PetaFlop Sunway TaihuLight Supercomputer. A uni-age goddess in denim hot-pants and a white vest. She had long, light-brown hair, the cutest face and pale-blue eyes.

The girl made eye contact with Mo and offered a dimpled smile.

‘Uh no, of course not,’ Mo continued, snatching the titanium casing off Hans. ‘Money’s no issue.’ He again locked eyes with the girl. ‘Money’s no issue at all. I’ll take it.’

As he stared at the girl, a tall, handsome guy appeared behind her and squeezed her round the waist. She jumped and slapped him on the arm. The guy slung a muscular arm around her neck, kissed the top of her head and led her away.

‘Shit,’ Mo said as he watched them go. Now he’d paid seven-hundred euros he didn’t have. He’d have to hack into the credit card company again and wipe out the debt.

Kowloon, Hong Kong. Present Day.

Mo watched from the corner as Lim took another hit from the so-called Gigi. His designated bodyguard was getting her ass kicked. And he’d be next up if she didn’t get her act together.

Gigi must have been some kind of kickboxing champion. As impressive as Lim’s skills were, the larger woman’s punches were like lightning. Huddled against the wall, he flinched at every bone-crunching hit.

Lim rolled to a stop at his feet and hauled herself upright.

Gigi spoke to her in Chinese. Mo had no idea what she was saying, but it sounded like the woman was mocking her, circling Lim with the same look in her eye as Mo’s bullies in high school. They’d knock him to the floor, spit on him and ridicule him for being weaker, smaller, darker in skin.

Bomber. Terrorist. Shit-breath. He’d been called it all, either to his face, or via the graffiti scrawl on his locker.

Unable to hack Gigi’s computers like he had his schoolyard tormentors, Mo wanted to jump in the way of Lim and rain hell and fury down on the woman.

But for one thing, he didn’t hit women. And for another, he had a punch like a waft of air.

She’d kill him with a single blow. And besides, all Lim would do is moan at him to get out of the way.

So he watched, hugging his laptop bag, hoping for a miracle.

Lim shook off the cobwebs and re-engaged with her opponent. So far, almost all the Chinese agent’s attacks had resulted in a swift put-down. She’d hurt Gigi, sure, but nothing to put her in trouble.

Yet this time, Lim didn’t make a move. She kept her mouth shut and her body still in a fixed position, her hands raised and feet planted. The Chinese operative breathed in and out deep. A definite switch of tactics.

Gigi sniffed, cracked her neck both ways and flew forward to finish her off. But Lim deflected the first punch, the second, third and fourth.

Mo knew as much about martial arts as he did about picking up women in bars. But these seemed like more traditional moves. Not so much fighting, as deflecting.

With each deflected punch and kick, Lim snapped back with a short, sharp counter. Gigi threw a range of combinations to no avail, each ending with a blow from the smaller, faster Lim.

Gigi tried to give herself some distance. But Lim wouldn’t let her, staying in close. Engaging her in a blur of manoeuvres.

The triad’s head snapped back. A tooth lost and blood dripping off her chin. She wiped it away and came back for more. This time she surprised Lim with a two-handed punch to the chest.

The Chinese assassin flew backwards, but twisted to her left and landed with a hand flat to the floor. As Gigi lunged in for the kill, Lim delivered a two-footed kick to the ribs.

Mo heard the crack of bones. Gigi staggered back, hunched over with a hand to her ribcage.

Her colour drained in shock. She coughed and spat blood. Now it was Lim’s turn to finish off her opponent.

But Gigi had other ideas. A claw of nails to the neck and a head-butt to the sternum that robbed Lim of breath.

The street-fighting Gigi flipped her wounded opponent into a headlock. They dropped to their knees, Lim scrambling to break the hold, her face turning red and eyes sealed shut in pain.

Mo found himself frozen in panic. Unable to flee the scene. Unable to intervene.

But a voice spoke to him from the past. It was Hans, the sales assistant from the computer store, extolling the virtues of the titanium laptop casing.

He recalled the blue eyes and dimpled smile of the girl in the store. The knee-jerk decision to buy the casing. And the fact that hacking into the credit card company to cancel out the extra debt was the act that saw him caught by the authorities.

Without the titanium casing, he’d never have been here in Hong Kong at all. So maybe it was meant to be…

Mo opened the flap on his bag and took out the laptop. He ran a hand over the smooth, solid titanium and before he knew it, he was stepping out of his corner, a firm grip on both sides of the laptop. He approached the ongoing struggle from behind, on legs ready to buckle.

Neither Gigi or Lim saw him coming as he raised the laptop over one shoulder.

He hesitated as Gigi looked up in surprise. Then he swung with all he had.

The base of the machine cracked heavy on the base of the woman’s crown.

She slumped senseless on the carpet, while a wheezing Lim crawled away and collapsed on the floor. Were either alive? It was hard to tell.

Mo examined the base of the laptop and smiled. ‘Not even a dent.’ He stood over the unconscious Gigi, as if she was one of his high school bullies. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘No one fucks with Super-Fly.’

As soon as the words slipped free of his lips, he knew he was about to eat them.

Gigi stirred on the carpet, shook her braided head and shot Mo a glare that could cut steel. As he backed away, she flipped to her feet in a show of strength.

Mo took a gulp. He shrugged and let out a weak, apologetic laugh. With a murderer’s smile, Gigi stepped forward to exact her revenge. She followed him around the carpet like a lioness about to pounce on a stricken antelope.

‘Mo,’ a familiar voice said. ‘Get out of the way.’

Mo took a step to the left, Gigi’s attention drawn.

Lim came out of nowhere with a running side-kick to Gigi’s chest. It was so hard the woman flew backwards through the tall window of the foyer.

Gigi fell through the crashing glass as Lim stood with her leg out straight in the air.

Mo hurried to the window’s edge and peered over the side. Gigi’s broken body lay on top of an overflowing steel bin in the alley below. He caught a mist of warm, fine drizzle on his face as Lim joined him at the window, bloodied and bruised.

‘Man, that was tiring,’ Mo said to her. ‘I’m exhausted.’

She looked at him in apparent disbelief, but could only breathe heavy in response, as if too tired to speak.

Mo accompanied her to the doors to the penthouse. ‘Technically I didn’t hit a woman, right? The laptop hit the woman.’

Lim ignored the question and pulled on the handles of the doors. They were locked.

Mo pointed to a fingerprint scanner on the wall.

‘We need a hand,’ Lim said, looking around the foyer.

‘I don’t think anyone’s in a position to help,’ Mo replied.

‘That’s not what I mean,’ Lim continued, trudging off across the carpet.

‘What do you mean?’ Mo asked, an ominous feeling inside. ‘You can’t mean—’

Mo trailed her into the stairwell. She stood over one of the dead bodies, grabbed a knife handle and pulled it from deep inside of a triad. Blood slid off the blade and dripped to the carpet, turning his stomach queasy. He averted his eyes and gagged on air as she wiped the blade off on the man’s shirt tail.

Lim joined Mo back in the foyer and crouched next to the man in the yellow T-shirt, his eyes rolled white in the backs of their sockets.

She called Mo over. ‘Here, hold his hand.’

‘Hold his – a dead man’s—’

‘Just do it,’ Lim sighed.

Mo dropped to his knees and took the triad member’s cold, lifeless hand in his. It gave him the heebie-jeebies, but there was worse to come as Lim lined the blade up against the man’s wrist.

‘Oh no,’ Mo said, his stomach contorting.

She began to carve. Blood seeped out and the blade soon hit bone. Mo turned away and squeezed his eyes closed. The sound of the serrated metal sawing through the man’s limb was unbearable. How could any sane human do that?

‘Have you done this before?’ he asked her.

‘You mean a hand, or body parts in general?’

‘Any body part,’ Mo said.

‘A couple of times,’ she replied with the casual air of a psychopath.

At the snap of ligaments, Mo dared to look. The knife slid through the other side of the wrist and the hand came away in Mo’s. He shrieked at the sight of it and tossed it to the floor.

Again, Lim wiped off the blade, this time on the dead man’s T-shirt. She picked up the hacked-off hand like it was a sock off the bedroom floor – not a flinch or a wince at the prospect.

Mo felt dizzy as he got to his feet. ‘Did you really have to do that?’

‘Can you lift eighty kilos of dead weight off the floor?’ Lim asked, returning to the penthouse entrance.

‘Guess not,’ Mo uttered, hearing the sudden beat of music from behind the doors. ‘Sounds like they’re having a party in there.’

Lim put an ear to the door and the triad’s severed hand against the scanner. It recognised the print of each finger, blue circles lighting up at the touch of each digit.

Mo grabbed the handle on one of the doors. Lim nodded, knife at the ready. He pulled on the handle and followed her into the penthouse.

Inside, it wasn’t as he expected. Far from a converted space full of equipment, desks and monitors, it was a large hotel suite. The opening beat of ‘Burn This Disco Out’ by Michael Jackson blasted through a stereo.

He exchanged confused glances with Lim as he stayed close to her side. They moved through a living area that appeared far more plush and modern than the rest of the building. As if it had been pimped out, with a big white L-shape sofa, a giant TV and a gaming chair placed in front.

Against the far wall lay an office area with a large graphite desk, sporting a laptop, a water-cooled tower and twin monitors.

To the right was a bedroom with a made king size behind a half-open doorway. To the left, a marble kitchen area with a young, solitary guy around Mo’s age, dancing with his back to them as he made himself a sandwich.

He sang to the music in a baggy red T-shirt and jeans falling halfway down his ass. Digging his hand in a giant glass bowl of M&Ms, he created a miniature mound on a thick slice of white bread, slapped another slice on top and pressed down hard.

Lim put a finger to her lips as they approached, creeping across the carpet towards the kitchen. The guy sung like someone had cut off his balls and took a bite from the sandwich. As he washed it down with a mouthful of cola from a bottle, Lim and Mo stopped a few feet behind him.

The chubby young occupant wore glasses, with a thick mop of unkempt black hair and white socks that shuffled across the kitchen tiles. He plucked a blue M&M from the bowl, threw it high in the air, spun one-eighty and yawned wide open.

But as he caught the M&M in his mouth, he jumped at the sight of Lim and Mo. His hands went to his throat, face turning purple as the M&M lodged in his throat. He choked and spluttered, desperate to cough it up.

Lim rolled her eyes and slapped the dead man’s hand in Mo’s. He leapt out of his own skin and fumbled it to the floor.

While the occupant of the penthouse continued to die, Lim hurried to his aid. She wrapped her arms around his abdomen and gave him a good, hard Heimlich.

The man convulsed. The M&M shot out of his mouth like a bullet, hitting Mo hard in the right eye.

He cried out and bent over double, a hand to his eye, sure it was the worst physical pain he’d ever endured.

Nightmare scenarios mixed in with the blinding agony. Would he lose the eye? What kind of surgery would that entail? Would he need an eye patch?

Actually, that would be pretty cool. But the thought of a scalpel scooping out his eyeball – the thought was too much to bear.

Through his remaining good eye, Mo straightened up and saw Lim grab a remote off the kitchen counter. She shut off the music and asked the recovering M&M-lover if he spoke English.

The guy nodded with a rasping voice.

‘Where can we find Attack Dog?’ she asked.

Taking a moment to gather himself, the young guy regained his breath and straightened his glasses. ‘You’re looking at him,’ he wheezed.




Chapter 39

Saudi Arabia

Driver hit Wells with a glare as cold as ice water. She planted the toe of her boot hard between his ribs.

‘I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,’ she said, as he doubled over in pain.

Kovac seemed to enjoy it.

‘Can I do it again?’ Driver asked the Serb, an exhilarated smile on her face.

‘Part of me says continue,’ he replied, ‘Another part of me wonders how serious you are.’

‘What do you mean?’ Driver asked.

Kovac held out his pistol for her to take. ‘You still want to join us?’

‘More than ever,’ Driver replied, lip curling at the sight of Wells.

‘Then prove it,’ Kovac continued, spinning his Beretta round in his hand.

Driver grabbed the butt of the gun. She checked the clip and the chamber.

The interrogation room was stifling. The stench of body odour and breath like fly-infested meat. Two of Kovac’s assorted muscle flanked her their P12s pointing her way. One to the left, the other to her right.

If she didn’t execute Wells, they would unload on them both for sure. If not in the room, then out in the solitude of the desert. A shallow, sandy grave would be theirs. Or a perhaps they’d be left for the vultures to fight over.

Driver knew it. And so, it appeared, did Wells.

Looking up from a bleeding brow, he met her eye and offered her the slightest of nods. ‘Do it,’ he said, voice weak from the boot to his ribs.

‘Look, he must have feelings for you,’ Kovac said. ‘Show him who you really are.’

‘Oh, I’ll show him,’ Driver said, lining up the shot.

Juárez, Mexico

The balaclava mask was sodden with his own sweat, creating a steady drip that hung off the end of Pope’s nose. If there was a hell, as his Sunday School teacher had said, he had to be bound for it. And this was surely what it would he could expect.

With the handcuffs pinching tight against his wrists, the pain of an old shoulder injury flared as the Australian felt every pothole in the road. Rios wasn’t far away. He couldn’t see her, thanks to the impromptu blindfold made by the balaclava pulled down over his eyes. But he could sense her, sitting on the other side of the back of the police pickup.

The heat was ridiculous now, even for a guy used to oven-baked summers in the scorched-earth outback. But it was the suspense that was killing him.

‘What the bloody hell’s going on?’ he whispered to Rios. ‘What have the pork rinds got against you?’

‘I have history with these guys,’ Rios replied, across from him.

‘Yeah, I figured that.’

‘I’ve got dirt on them,’ she explained. ‘That scum-sucking shit-flake you met earlier—’

‘Alvarez?’

‘Yeah,’ Rios said. ‘One day he decided it was too much dirt. The motherfucker sold me out to the US Department of Justice.’

‘What for?’ Pope asked.

‘Killing a DEA agent,’ Rios said.

‘Not exactly petty misdemeanours,’ Pope ventured.

‘It was on Alvarez’s orders,’ Rios explained. ‘And he was supposed to be a cartel man. They told me he was a rival of Montero’s.’

‘So, you were carrying out hits for the cops?’

‘I was a cop,’ Rios said. ‘A federali.’

‘And the federal police are on Montero’s payroll.’

‘When it suits them,’ Rios replied.

‘You threaten to rat or something?’

‘I don’t rat,’ Rios hissed. ‘And I don’t kill fucking DEA… Not on purpose, anyway.’

‘Hey, I’m not judging,’ Pope said. ‘But if this is the way Alvarez operates, why wait ’til now to slap on the blindfold?’

‘Because they tried killing me before,’ Rios explained. ‘It proved expensive.’

‘Ah, so they shopped you to the DEA and threw away the key… You should have made a trade, reduced your sentence. An eye for a bloody eye.’

‘They would have killed me inside,’ Rios said. ‘Now they’ve finally got their chance.’

‘Bummer,’ Pope said, taking a hard jolt in the base of his spine from a hole in the road. He leaned in closer. ‘So what do you reckon? I take seven of ’em, you take the other five?’

Rios laughed, before catching herself. ‘Sorry I dragged you into this.’

‘I dragged myself into this shit a long time ago,’ Pope replied. ‘Besides, with the mouth I’ve got, I’m amazed someone didn’t pop me earlier.’

‘Well, I was tempted,’ Rios replied, as the pickups rumbled on.

As Pope leaned back on the rear bench, his focus returned to the sweat on the end of his nose. He was pretty sure they were driving the pair of them deeper into the Juárez jungle. Somewhere they could dump their bodies in the long grass, easier than making a hole in the dirt.

Digging graves in the sun was hard yakka, whatever time of day. He could vouch for it personally. And Pope was damn sure that whatever pay he’d gotten up to this point, it wasn’t nearly enough.

Kowloon, Hong Kong

‘You’re the mighty Attack Dog?’ Mo asked.

‘That’s right, bitches,’ the young guy replied in heavily-accented English.

Lim shook her head. Coercing a young nerd would be easier than an entire cell. But somehow, it felt like a let-down in the light of all the killing and sawing. She picked up the severed hand from the carpet. She slapped it on the kitchen counter, the blood having clotted at the base of the wrist.

‘I mean, not bitch,’ Attack Dog said. ‘Nice lady… It’s being around these gang members. You end up talking like them. I’m Chad… Chad Wong.’

‘Chad?’ Mo asked.

‘It’s a Hong Kong thing,’ Lim explained, feeling the pain in her back.

‘More important, who are you guys?’ Chad asked, looking at the severed hand. ‘And how did you get up here?’

‘How do you think?’ Lim asked, stealing her jacket back from Mo.

‘But there are so many guards,’ Chad continued.

‘Hey, we’re tough,’ Mo replied, folding his arms like the world’s biggest badass.

‘So what do you want with me?’ Chad asked.

‘What do you think?’ Lim replied. ‘You’re part of the cyberattacks.’

‘Hey, that’s not me,’ Chad argued.

‘Don’t bullshit us,’ Mo said. ‘You’re a legend, but there are limits.’

‘You think I wanted to take part? The triads, they keep me prisoner.’

‘I wish my prison cell had been like this,’ Mo said, admiring the hotel suite.

‘Trust me, I’d rather be at home with my mum,’ Chad replied. ‘They kidnapped me from my bed after I hacked the Chinese army.’

‘Because that’s always a good idea,’ Lim replied.

Chad shrugged. ‘There was nothing on TV.’

Lim shook her head, unconvinced. ‘Since when were the Kowloon Dragons involved in terror plots?’

‘They made some kind of deal. I don’t know how much cash, but it must be a lot, because they pulled me off the usual projects.’

‘Such as?’ Lim asked.

‘Such as blackmail, fraud, holding billionaires to ransom, stealing money from the Hong Kong banks… They only make it comfortable so I work better. Men with guns take me for walks around the block. Otherwise, I’ve been locked in here for six months.’

‘Well not any more,’ Lim said, taking a drink of Chad’s Coke and quenching the arid thirst in her throat.

Relief washed over Chad’s face. ‘You mean… I can go?’

‘Yes,’ Lim said, putting down the Coke. ‘But on one condition – you undo all your work.’

‘The hacks? But they’ll kill me. There are more Dragons besides this hotel.’

‘You’ll receive protection,’ Lim continued. ‘Immunity and relocation, for you and your family.’

‘You can guarantee that?’ Chad asked.

‘No,’ Lim replied. ‘But thanks to you, the world’s been plunged into chaos. And there’s a terrorist running around with a nuclear weapon.’

‘You’re the one who disabled the militaries, right?’ Mo asked the young hacker.

Chad couldn’t hide his swelling pride. ‘And the intelligence agencies.’

To Lim’s despair, Mo stepped forward and threw him a fist-bump. ‘I knew it, incredible work.’

‘You code?’ Chad asked him.

Mo nodded. ‘I’m Super-Fly.’

‘No way,’ Chad said. ‘I’m a huge fan.’

The pair leaned into each other in some kind of man-bump that didn’t at all suit them. As they burst into animated chatter in their own special language, Lim looked across the counter and saw the M&M sandwich. She picked it up and shrugged to herself. ‘What the hell.’

The fatigued operative took a big bite and crunched her way through the sugary-sweet concoction.

‘Seriously?’ Mo said in disgust.

‘I need the sugar,’ she replied through a mouthful. ‘And we need to leave.’ She took a second bite and handed the remains of the sandwich to Mo. ‘Eat and drink something. I don’t want you passing out again.’

‘But you’ve had your mouth on it,’ Mo said, pulling his face.

‘Eat,’ Lim insisted, as Mo nibbled on the untouched end of the sandwich. Keen to hasten their exit, she turned to Chad. ‘Can you work on the road?’

‘All I need is my laptop,’ he replied.

‘Good, then grab whatever you need to reverse these hacks.’

‘With pleasure,’ Chad said, hurrying to his office space, ‘so long as you can get me out of here.’

Lim followed behind him. ‘Is there a place you can work no one else knows about?’

‘Yeah, I know a place.’

‘Contact your mum and tell her to meet you there. I’ll make a call and arrange some security… Chiang still owes me.’

‘But I’m part of a wider network,’ Chad argued. ‘There are other cells. One in Mexico. Another in the Persian Gulf.’

‘That’s why I’m leaving Mo behind,’ Lim explained.

‘You are?’ Mo asked, entering with Coke and sandwich in hand.

‘You’re both cyberlegends, aren’t you?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ the pair replied.

‘Then let’s get to work,’ Lim said as Chad unhooked his laptop.

‘And what about you?’ Mo asked, through a mouthful of bread and chocolate.

‘My job was to get you up here and introduce you to Attack Dog,’ Lim motioned towards Chad. ‘I’m officially done.’

‘But where are you gonna go?’ Mo asked, as if Lim was a mother leaving her child at home.

Lim felt a tender bruise on her jaw. ‘Far away from here.’




Chapter 40

Saudi Arabia

Driver lined the barrel of Kovac’s pistol with the crown of Wells’ skull. He turned his head away, dropping his eyes to the floor.

She wrapped her finger around the smooth, curved steel of the trigger and prepared to fire.

Yet she turned as she squeezed. Bang to her left. Bang-bang to her right. The two guards dropping and the barrel turned on Kovac, point-blank.

But the Serbian had read her intentions from the get-go. He had a concealed weapon, already drawn.

‘Ah-ah,’ Kovac said, aiming between her eyes, and backed up by the German, Graf, brandishing a handgun of his own. ‘I’ll take that back now, if you don’t mind.’

‘Why are the scumbags of this world the most polite?’ Driver asked, tossing the pistol away.

‘Looks like we get two for the price of one, Otto,’ Kovac said, as his number two joined him by his side.

‘What about the account code?’ Graf asked.

Kovac stared cold into Driver’s eyes. ‘Either the account number itself is bogus, or she gave us the wrong one on purpose. Whatever the case, she won’t tell us.’

‘Give me five minutes with her,’ Graf said. ‘I can get her talking.’

‘Trust me, she’s not the type,’ Kovac replied. ‘And now she’s out of the equation, we can have them email over a valid account number.’ The Serbian’s eyes dark eyes lit up as if he’d had an idea. ‘Besides, I’ve got a much better use for these two.’ Kovac turned to Jana, standing in the doorway with her laptop under an arm. ‘Move up the timetable on the attack.’

Jana nodded and slipped out of sight.

‘What attack?’ Driver asked.

Kovac laughed to himself. ‘All will become clear.’

More armed security hurried into the interrogation room, doubtless drawn by the sound of gunfire. Kovac lowered his weapon and motioned for them to take over. ‘Put them in the cells and lock them down.’

Kowloon, Hong Kong

In the cramped kitchen at the rear of a small games arcade, a pot bubbled with a broth of chicken and vegetables.

The arcade belonged to Chad’s uncle. The kitchen part of a discreet, basic apartment tucked away at the rear of the premises.

Having set up across from the Chinese hacker on a wonky, pale-blue kitchen table, Mo worked fast on his laptop. He took his lead from the one and only Attack Dog while the feared hacker’s mum stirred a wooden spoon in a large, steaming pan of noodles.

The tears were still fresh in her eyes, the relief of seeing her son alive far outweighing the danger he might still be in.

She spoke good English, expressing her horror that her only son had been living off sugar-rush sandwiches for the past few months. She’d resolved to get some nutritious food into him as soon as possible and had wasted no time in throwing together a Chinese hot pot for the pair.

Chad’s mum had insisted they couldn’t save the world on an empty stomach. And with the smell of sesame and spice coming from the kitchen, Mo wasn’t about to argue.

Besides, taking down a building full of triads was hungry work.

His stomach rumbled hollow as he breathed in the hot, moist air, steamier than a Munich sauna. It didn’t help the laptop, or the sticky clothes clinging to his body from the Hong Kong humidity.

Yet Mo didn’t care. This was the most fun he’d had in ages. And all in tandem with the man behind some of the hacks of the century…

Yes, alone they were each a formidable force. But together, they were a freaking super-weapon.

Chad punched a key on his laptop. ‘That’s it. All my work undone.’

Mo rose from his seat and gave Chad a high-five. ‘Now for the other cells. Looks like Mexico is already toast.’

‘That leaves the Saudi operation,’ Chad said, his fingers flying over the keys of his laptop. ‘You ready to go to war?’

‘Cocked, locked and ready to rock,’ Mo announced, as a bowl of hotpot landed on the table.

Washington D.C.

The text came through from Anna. In spite of all Gilmore’s doubts, the missions in Mexico and Hong Kong were a success. Rios and Pope had infiltrated the Juárez cell, while Mo, rather puzzlingly, had informed her he was working in tandem with Attack Dog. Gilmore didn’t bother to ask how. He was too busy punching the air. Ross, the President’s Chief of Staff, gave him a look as the ex-Langley chief stood in the underground corridor outside the situation room. But who cared what Ross thought. Viper Nine’s masterplan was unravelling even faster than it had taken hold.

Gilmore hurried back into the room to share the good news, except General Budge was seconds ahead of him.

A white telephone receiver to his ear, Budge announced the good news. ‘We’re back up, Mr President.’

‘What’s back up?’ Williams asked.

‘Everything,’ said Danbridge.

‘That goes for us, too,’ President Utkin confirmed, the other leaders on the video conference following suit.

‘Then we’re ready to respond,’ President Williams said as the conference call came to order.

‘I agree,’ Utkin replied. ‘The ransom hasn’t been taken, but they could extract it any moment.’

‘Kovac is still in possession of the warhead,’ Ambassador Hill remarked.

‘We don’t know that,’ said Danbridge.

‘And if he is, how long before he sells it to one of our enemies?’ the French President added.

‘We need to act now,’ General Budge said.

Schneider was quick to back him up. ‘I concur, Mr President.’

‘Do we have our teams in place?’ Williams asked.

‘Ready to go, Mr President,’ Danbridge replied.

Before he could check his own reaction, Gilmore found himself standing up out of his chair. ‘But what about my agents?’

‘What about them?’ Budge asked.

‘They’re still on the ground, in the line of fire.’

‘And dead for all we know,’ Ambassador Hill said.

As President Williams waved him back into his chair, Gilmore locked eyes with Hill. He shook his head in disgust. She shrugged in return. Gilmore flopped down into his chair.

‘There’s more at stake here than the lives of two agents, Mr Gilmore,’ President Williams said.

‘The Saudi cell is still active,’ Gilmore fired back, no longer concerned with his place in the pecking order. ‘What if we act too early?

‘What if we act too late?’ the Chinese President said over the video call.

General Budge turned to President Williams. ‘We have a window of opportunity, sir. We might not get another.’

The President shifted forward in his chair in a moment’s contemplation. ‘Then let’s put it to a vote. All in favour?’




Chapter 41

Juárez, Mexico

The pickup lurched to a sudden stop. This was it. The end of the road. Rios tensed at the prospect, her breath shortening and heart galloping. Her short life was speeding to an abrupt conclusion, every precious second slipping away.

But something didn’t stack up. The pickup sat with its engine running. There were shouts back and forth. Too far away to make out the cause of the debate.

Fear was replaced by confusion with her balaclava blindfold whipped from her eyes. Rios looked to the steel floor of the pickup as her eyes adjusted. She squinted into the sunlight and made out Pope across from her, also struggling to see.

After a few seconds more, everything came into focus. Rios peered around the side of the pickup and saw the convoy stopped at a weathered iron bridge. On the other side, a roadblock of two off-roaders – one a white Chevy SUV and the other a gold-plated Range Rover. In front of the vehicles, stood a handful of men with guns, and Montero at the front of the line in a baggy white linen suit and Wayfarers.

Alvarez walked across the bridge with a pair of armed officers. Montero sent a two-man delegation to meet them halfway. One Rios recognised as the cartel leader’s close confidante, Miguel Hernandez, a twig-like man in a pink shirt, his hair getting thinner by the day.

Montero’s men held a brief conversation with Alvarez. They appeared calm, but the police chief mad as hell. He threw his arms in the direction of the convoy and jabbed a finger in the face of Hernandez.

Montero’s number two was as cool as a frozen Margarita After a few words from Hernandez, Alvarez looked ahead towards the cartel boss.

Montero remained unmoved, hands in pockets and trouser legs ruffling in a hill breeze. That crooked dog Alvarez shook his head, turned and signalled to his officers guarding the convoy.

A nearby SWAT member grabbed Rios by the arms and yanked her off her ass. He nudged her in the spine with his assault rifle, over the lip of the pickup trailer. As her boots hit the ground, she fell face-first in the dirt.

Spitting out a taste of mud, she struggled to her feet with her hands cuffed behind her back. Pope landed hard behind her, but his trunk-like legs took the impact.

The pair of them stood shoulder to shoulder as their cuffs were removed. With her hands free, Rios found herself shoved forward away from the convoy, alongside the Australian.

‘Is anyone else here confused?’ Pope asked her, as they walked with rifles in their backs.

‘Just carry on walking,’ Rios replied as they crossed the bridge. ‘And this time definitely keep your mouth shut.’

As Alvarez returned the other way from his meeting with Hernandez, he had the look of a man who’d won the lottery and lost the ticket.

Behind those sunglasses, Rios knew his eyes were on fire. She offered him a smirk. ‘Watch your back, amigo,’ she said, putting two fingers to her temple and pulling the trigger.

Alvarez passed by without comment, seething all the way to his convoy.’

‘What happened to keeping our mouths shut?’ Pope asked.

Rios didn’t care to answer. Her threat was empty, but if it caused Alvarez a few sleepless nights, it was worth it.

Feeling her heartbeat return to a steady pace, she and Pope reached the other side of the bridge, where Montero waited.

Rios turned to see the police convoy backing up and turning around. One by one, they took off into the distance and towards the city.

She turned to Montero. ‘Why the change of mind? It would have been easier with me out of the way.’

The Juárez kingpin removed his sunglasses. ‘Is that what you think of me?’ He put a warm, rough hand to Rios’ cheek. She flinched at the gesture. Who was he to touch her?

Yet Montero kept his hand where it was, and her resistance faded.

The cartel leader looked around at the roadblock, the Range Rover and the armed men, waiting on his next command. ‘What use is all this if I can’t protect one of my own?’

Rios didn’t know how to respond. This closeness, it was alien. She felt more comfortable at a distance. Preferably a thousand yards, behind the crosshairs of a rifle. She focused on the mission still at hand, rather than her own unease.

‘Seeing as you’re feeling charitable,’ Rios said. ‘We could do with a set of wheels and a jet.’

Montero withdrew his hand and flapped his arms. ‘You don’t ask much.’

The Latina swallowed her pride and put on her best puppy-dog eyes. She looked up at a man renowned for his vicious, ruthless regime. ‘Please, Papa,’ she asked softly.

Montero wobbled and broke. ‘Fine,’ he snorted. ‘But after this, we’re even.’

Rios couldn’t stop the girly smile escaping her lips.

The cartel boss turned to one of his men. ‘Call the pilot. Take them wherever they want to go.’

Rios lingered, an unspoken truce between she and the man she was supposed to hate.

‘Get out of here,’ he grunted, waving her away.

Rios beckoned Pope on behind one of Montero’s foot soldiers, as far as the Chevy SUV.

‘Papa?’ Pope whispered in her ear.

‘Ask me another time,’ Rios replied. ‘The mission’s not over.’



The Gulfstream jet was ready by the time the SUV swept into the private airfield a mere three miles from Montero’s estate. His men had phoned ahead with instructions for the pilot and left Rios and Pope standing on the tarmac as they sped away to attend to other business.

‘Not bad,’ Pope said, drinking in the view of the idling jet, at least twice the size of the UN-owned Lear they’d flown in on.

‘Come on,’ Rios said, leading the way across the tarmac.

‘Not that I see why we need another plane,’ Pope continued, climbing the stairs behind her. ‘What was wrong with the one we’ve got?’

Rios led the Australian into the cabin. It was another world. Fully loaded with a cinema screen, luxury white leather seats, polished oak furnishings and gold trimmings. Not to mention a deep-pile cream carpet underfoot.

‘This is why,’ Rios said, motioning to a fully-stocked bar, black-tiled bathroom with walk-in shower and a private room with a king size bed.

If Pope’s jaw had dropped any lower, it would have been through the fuselage. ‘You little ripper.’

Rios had no idea what he meant, but it seemed positive.

As the plane climbed skyward, the Australian cracked the tops of a pair of chilled beers with his teeth.

He handed one to Rios and flopped into the chair facing her, swinging left to right. Taking a large swig of beer, she closed her eyes and let go of all the shit from their holiday from hell in Juárez.

Pope let out a small burp. ‘So you gonna tell me about Daddy Warbucks or not?’

Rios groaned at the prospect of answering the question. Not while she was drinking her beer.

‘He’s your old man, right?’ Pope continued.

‘Only biologically,’ Rios replied. ‘It’s not like he raised me.’

‘Then who did?’ Pope asked.

‘Nuns, mostly.’

‘Your mum wasn’t around, then?’

‘My mum was one of his mistresses,’ Rios said. ‘She was also hooked on powder.’

For once, Pope stayed quiet and let her talk. Maybe he’s wasn’t as much of an asshole as she thought. Or maybe it was because he had a beer in his hand, like a baby with a dummy.

Either way, Rios found herself giving away more than she wanted to, telling him how Montero’s wife found out about the presence of an illegitimate child. How her mother overdosed on coke after her father ended their relationship. And the subsequent dumping of said illegitimate child on the doorstep of the Santo Niño orphanage.

‘The military raised me after that,’ Rios explained.

‘Families, eh?’ Pope said. ‘I only joined the army ’cause my old man was on the grog. Used to beat the shit out of me. And all because Mum ran off with a koala farmer.’

Rios cracked into fits of uncontrolled laughter.

‘Bloke only had one arm,’ the Australian said over a slug of his bottle.

The Mexican doubled over anew in a giggling ball.

‘Aw yeah, what a lark,’ Pope said, ‘It’s funny is it?’

‘Fucking tragic,’ Rios laughed, eyes streaming. She wiped away a tear, sighed and stared at Pope as she swigged more of her beer.

‘What are you gawping at?’ he asked.

Rios felt a sudden surge of excitement downstairs. A tingling between the thighs. A restlessness that wouldn’t leave her alone.

It had been a long time. There was time to kill on the flight, and here the two of them were.

Besides, near-death experiences had an effect on a girl.

Rios slammed down the beer on a side table and jumped to her feet. She snatched Pope’s bottle off him, much to his dismay, and set it down next to hers.

Taking him by the hand, she pulled him out of his seat, along the aisle to the back of the plane.

‘What’s this about?’ Pope asked, threatening to ruin the moment.

Rios didn’t say a word as she led him into the private bedroom and kicked the door shut behind them.

‘You gonna tell me what’s going on?’ Pope asked again with a dumb look on his face.

‘I’ve got needs,’ Rios explained. ‘And you’ve got equipment.’

The Latina pushed him hard in the chest. He hit the bed on his back as she pulled her SWAT-issue vest off over her head. Her boots came off next, followed by her combat-style trousers.

Finally, Pope got the drift. He wrestled frantically out of his uniform, tossing his clothes and kicking off his boots.

The Australian lay on the bed in close-fitting white trunks.

Rios, stripped down to a black bra and knickers, leapt on top of him. She straddled his large frame and placed her hands on his hairy, muscular pecs.

Her vagina pulsed as it rubbed up against his hardening dick.

Pope propped himself up on his elbows. ‘You sure you wanna—’

‘Pope?’ Rios said, shoving him hard and flat to the bed. ‘Shut up.’




Chapter 42

Saudi Arabia

Standing in his Saudi cell, Kovac watched on as years of high-risk work and exhaustive planning crumbled to dust.

He couldn’t understand it. He’d recruited the world’s finest hackers – those not serving prison sentences or working as state-employed White Hats. Kovac had also assembled the best private army money could buy. From true believers, to seasoned cons and experienced mercenaries, he’d blended them into an elite-level unit.

The patience he’d shown. The sacrifices he’d made. And to have it all go up in flames? He was so close to executing his plan, he could taste it.

Yet the taste was a bitter one. A kick in the balls coupled with the panic of further failures twisting deep in his abdomen.

Jana confirmed the worst from a nearby workstation. ‘They’re taking over. We’ve lost control.’

‘Then fight back!’

‘We are,’ Jana said, ‘but—’

‘You said we were secure,’ Kovac roared, scaring the other hackers in the room. ‘You said we couldn’t be hacked.’

‘We can’t,’ Jana replied. ‘Even with the other cells down… Unless—’

‘Unless what?’ Kovac yelled, squeezing a hand into a lock-tight fist.

‘Unless Attack Dog has turned. It would have to be from Hong Kong. But even then, he’d have to have help, and from someone with serious skill.’

‘So we’re sitting ducks,’ Kovac replied, watching a live broadcast on CNN.

There were breaking rumours of militaries and intelligence agencies free to move and communicate.

They were more than rumours. Jana had already informed him of the fall of the Mexico cell. And now he’d been betrayed by Hong Kong.

He should have known he couldn’t trust them. You could only trust your own. Yet what choice had the Serb had but to deal with the triads? They had the only man capable of disabling the likes of the CIA and other major players in global intelligence and defence.

Jana ran a hand over her face, a sheen of sweat on the temple and her face flush with angst. ‘It’s too late,’ she said, accepting defeat far too easily. ‘We need to burn everything. Clear out while we still can.’

‘No one’s burning anything,’ Kovac snapped. ‘And we’re not going anywhere.’

‘But it’s a losing game,’ Jana insisted, rising from her chair. ‘They’re in our systems. There’s nothing we can do.’

‘Nothing?’ Kovac said, drawing his sidearm from his holster. He put it to her forehead for everyone to see.

His young assistant was quick to backtrack. ‘Maybe we can figure something out.’

The woman eased back into her chair and returned to her laptop.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Kovac said, as a quiet focus restored itself to the room.

Kovac stepped away from the work floor and paced around the back of the room, rediscovering his inner-steel.

So the ruling elite thought they were back in control? Kovac was far from done, and they had no idea what was to come.

Okay, so the ransom payment hadn’t come through. He no longer had a firm grip on the lion’s tail. But the lion would still be slain. And sooner than his enemies thought.




Chapter 43

Ardennes, Belgium

And then there was light. An overhead light and a white ceiling with a small, square ventilation grill. The last thing Baptiste remembered was the steering wheel of the SUV spinning out of his grip as he sped across the suspension bridge.

Now he lay in a hospital bed, tucked rigid under a sheet and pale-blue blanket. The Russian scanned the room, left to right. Pastel-pink walls. An empty chair with a discarded newspaper left on the seat, the headlines in French.

The room was private with a closed door and a nurse passing by on the other side of a window covered with an open Venetian blind.

On the other side of the glass, Baptiste noticed the head and shoulders of a police officer. He sat guard with his back to the room in the hospital corridor, and could only be there for him.

The uniform belonged to the Belgian Gendarmerie. He also became aware of the steady bleep of a heart monitor attached to an index finger.

Baptiste found a saline drip plugged into the back of his right hand. The left hand and wrist lay by his side, handcuffed to the bed rail.

As he regained his full senses, he ran some basic exercises in his head, testing his mental faculties, including his short and long-term memory.

All was functioning well. But what about his body? Baptiste flexed his hands and moved his arms, pulling against the bed rail with the cuff. Levering himself off the pillow with his free hand, his head felt like a lead weight with a dull, heavy pain in the crown of his skull.

The Russian’s body was a lump, with everything on fire. A lightning strike of pain surged up his right side as he forced himself upright, eschewing the assistance of the bed remote.

Why did they have to tuck it in so tight? Baptiste struggled to loosen the sheet. After persisting a moment, he tugged it free and threw the blanket aside.

The Russian lifted the sheet and saw a catheter bag between his legs. He could feel the tube inserted up his urethra. That was a good sign. And an even better sign, his legs moved. First, the right, then the left. He bent both at the knee under the bed sheets and wiggled all ten of his toes.

Baptiste turned his neck left and right, rolled out his shoulders and flexed his jaw. He whispered his own name and felt his trunk. All the organs present and correct, with no signs of surgical intervention other than a bandage on his ribs under his hospital gown.

Movement outside the window caught his attention, his instincts still sharp. Baptiste flattened his legs, tucked the sheet back in, threw the blanket back over and slid down in bed. He made a last few adjustments to the bed spread, and as the nurse opened the door, he closed his eyes and lay still.

Hearing the ECG machine blip, he realised it was pacing too fast. Baptiste employed a slow breathing technique he learned while training at The Institute, his old spy school in Moscow. It made for a colder, calculating agent, whether under stress or during the crucial moments of an assassination.

He heard the beep from the ECG slow down and the nurse shuffle around the room. She seemed to be engaging him in a one-way conversation, telling Baptiste all about the latest on the cyberattacks. Many of them had been undone by government cybersecurity teams, according to the reports. Baptiste doubted it. And took it as another good sign, that Wildcard remained operational.

‘At least that’s some good news, no?’ the nurse asked in a sweet French accent.

Oh, how Baptiste missed Paris – the music of the language, the smell of the cigarettes, the taste of a good wine and the superior table manners.

At least Belgium was close, he thought, opening an eye a slit as the nurse’s footsteps moved away from him towards the window.

He sized her up as she turned her back, noticing details big and small. She was of average appearance in a blue trouser uniform, with sandy hair fixed to her head with more pins than it needed.

‘How about we let some fresh air in?’ the nurse continued, as if expecting a response.

Levering open the window a few inches, she turned and crossed the floor. Baptiste closed his eye and tuned into his other senses of hearing, smell and energetic feel.

The nurse tutted. ‘Whoever worked the last shift didn’t doesn’t know how to make a bed.’

Baptiste felt the sheet pinned tighter over him. He cracked his right eye open and saw the nurse bending over the bed, tucking the sheet under the edge of the mattress. In a heartbeat, he snatched a pin from the woman’s hair.

Baptiste returned his hand flat to the bed, the pin concealed under his palm. The nurse put a hand to her hair in confusion, as if she’d felt something.

As she turned to look at the Russian, he closed his right eye. But he sensed her attention on him.

‘No, it’s impossible,’ the nurse whispered to herself. ‘I’m imagining things.’

After she finished arranging the bed, the nurse bid Baptiste goodbye and told him she’d be back to check on him later.

‘Don’t you get up to any mischief,’ she chirped, closing the door on her way out.

Certain the nurse was gone, he opened his eyes and then his right hand, taking hold of the hairpin.

The Russian straightened it with fingers and teeth and inserted one end into the lock on the set of cuffs.

As cuff fell open, he pulled his left hand free from the bed, keeping a close watch on the guard through the window.

Baptiste lifted the sheets and ruined all the good work of the nurse.

With the male police officer nodding off, he removed the drip from the plastic clamp inserted into the back of his hand. But he kept the ECG clamp attached to his finger.

He reached between his legs and hitched up the front of his gown to reveal the catheter tube, disappearing up the end of his penis.

Baptiste took a breath. This was bound to hurt. And he went as gentle as he could, pulling the tube down and out of his bladder and along the urethra.

It seemed to go on for an age, his groin tensing at the hot, burning pain, making the agony ten times worse.

Finally, the catheter tube came out, the bag halfway full with urine. Baptiste left the bag on the bed and swung his legs over to the right, where the bed rail had been left down. He shifted to the edge of the bed, body parts vying for the top honour of Biggest Stabbing Pain.

The relative cool of the grey hospital linoleum felt good to the soles of the Russian’s feet. And even though he’d been unconscious for the duration of his stay on the ward, Baptiste couldn’t wait to get out of that bed.

There was something about hospitals he hated. He found them suffocating, devoid of life. And the former double agent couldn’t stand to be around the sick or broken-bodied.

He felt sure his own physical condition would improve the further he got from the hospital. After all, ninety per cent of healing was in the mind.

There was also the little matter of the police officer outside his door. The Belgian authorities were waiting for Baptiste to wake up so they could question him. Perhaps other interested parties lurked close by, too.

Then there was the prospect of Viper Nine tracking him down and finishing the job.

Baptiste had one window of opportunity. If he could escape unnoticed, he could leave and disappear without a trace. And there were plenty of ways for a man to fake his own death.

Paris would be out of the question, of course. Russia too. But there were other places to make a life. Ontario or Florence sprung to mind. And from what the nurse had to say, the world was no longer in crisis.

But if he found himself waking up from a coma in a hospital bed, what of Driver and Wells?

A sense of urgency returned to Baptiste’s mind. He reached for the TV remote and turned on the news, muting the volume. With one eye on the door, he caught up fast with events courtesy of a Belgian news channel.

The nurse was right, the hacks that had crippled economy and infrastructure were falling like dominoes. But there was no mention of a nuclear weapon, or even the identity of the man Driver had photographed during the chase.

Yet those cybercells couldn’t have crumbled on their own, which gave Baptiste hope that at least a few of the others had survived the pursuit.

Whatever the case, Baptiste had only a few seconds to make a decision. One that would determine the entire trajectory of his life.

Taking a moment, Baptiste turned the TV off and set the remote down on the bedside table. He rose gingerly to his feet and re-acquainted himself with the act of walking.

The Russian dragged the ECG machine with him, the wheels squeaking and the power cord just about long enough to make it to the end of the bed.

His legs were weak and a light nausea pervaded, brought about by the slow return of blood to his head. Picking up the chart, he read the doctor’s notes for a diagnosis on his condition. There were no major injuries. A miracle. A sign?

After everything he’d done. All the lies, deceptions and betrayals… All the people he’d consigned to death, or killed with his own hands… This was a second chance. It would be heinous to waste it.

Baptiste replaced the chart and returned to his bed. He picked up a steel bed pan along the way, climbed back in and threw the sheets over him. Sliding down in bed, Baptiste hurled the bed pan at the window. It crashed loud and startled the police officer in his chair. As he jumped to his feet and entered the room, Baptiste lay still with his head on the pillow.

Out of the corner of an eye, he watched the police officer enter the room. He was six-foot and stocky with flame-red hair and a matching beard.

‘What the hell?’ the man muttered in French as he picked up the bedpan and looked over at the motionless Baptiste. He approached the Russian, feet thudding and uniform smelling of food from the canteen.

Baptiste saw the shock on his face as the officer noticed the loose cuff. He snapped his eyes open. The policeman reached for his duty weapon. But not fast enough.

Baptiste grabbed the man’s wrist and snapped the cuff on it before he could draw. He smiled and winked as the man pulled at the cuff.

Sitting bolt upright, the Russian spun the man around into a chokehold from behind. The officer kicked and writhed as Baptiste held firm, but he was robbed of his voice and soon unconscious.

The Russian transferred the ECG clamp to the finger of the gendarme and got out of bed. He dragged the officer around, dumped him on the bed, shut the door and closed the blinds over the window.

The heart monitor beat slow and steady. Baptiste stripped the man of his uniform, removed his gown and changed into shirt, cap, boots and trousers, complete with holster and weapon.

He robbed the officer of his phone, holding the man’s relevant digit against the fingerprint scanner on the Android device.

Unlocking the phone, Baptiste disabled all security settings, along with the GPS. He left the man in his socks, boxers and shirt. Peering around the doorframe, the Russian looked both ways and noticed a sign for the elevators to his right. He fixed the Velcro straps of his dark-blue stab vest in place and slipped on the police officer’s cap.

Turning the corner, he found the next corridor busier with activity – doctors, nurses, porters and more members of the Gendarmerie.

Baptiste called a number on the phone and spoke his password after the tone.

The call connected immediately. It was Anna who picked up. ‘Baptiste?’

‘What did I miss?’ he asked, following the signs on the corridor walls.

As Anna overcame her relief and surprise, she brought him up to speed, two police officers heading his way. Passing them in the corridor, Baptiste kept his head low and nodded in acknowledgement.

He thought he was clear. Yet they turned as the Russian walked away.

The pair of them stared on the drip connector still taped in place on the back of his hand.

It was the smallest of oversights, but the biggest of errors. Proof he wasn’t as mentally sharp as he thought.

Baptiste quickened his step along the corridor and rounded a corner to the left, finding an elevator filling up.

There was just enough time and room for him to step inside as a female voice announced the elevator was going down. Baptiste heard the hard slap of police boots along the corridor, the officers shouting at hospital staff to clear out of the way.

Yet the doors were closing, the officers too late. Baptiste shrugged and smiled as they rounded the corner. The elevator dropped towards the ground floor and Anna finished catching him up.

‘What’s the plan from here?’ he asked.

‘The plan is you get some rest,’ Anna replied. ‘You’re in no condition—’

‘I’ve been in a coma, I’m rested enough,’ Baptiste insisted. ‘Tell me where the rendezvous is and I’ll be there.’

‘Well in that case you’re headed for Dubai,’ Anna said. ‘I’ve not heard from Lim yet.’

‘How about Rios and Pope?’ Baptiste asked as the elevator hit zero.

‘I think they’re close to arrival,’ she replied.



Pope held on for dear life as the diminutive Latina thrust back and forth at terrifying speed.

This was the hottest, wildest sex he’d known. Damn, it was the only sex he’d known since Christ knows when. And yet his sole focus was keeping the wolf from the door as Rios straddled him like a rodeo rider on a gram of speed.

Pope struggled for grip. Her skin slippery with sweat, her hips grinding fast and relentless, bringing him to the brink of explosion.

At forty-thousand feet over the Persian sea, no one could hear you scream. So Rios didn’t spare the decibels.

Not that Pope was complaining. He was too busy holding his breath and tensing whatever muscles needed to tense to keep a bloke in the game.

He checked his watch. Five minutes almost up, the minimum time the Australian considered acceptable when scoring with a chick. Especially one he couldn’t trust not to share his performance stats with the rest of the team.

So as the big hand ticked around to the top of minute five, Pope breathed a sigh of relief and allowed himself to enjoy the moment.

The moment lasted three seconds. Thirty seconds later, Rios brought it in for landing, collapsing on top of him with pert, heaving breasts.

‘Well held,’ a breathless Rios said, straightening up and brushing her long, dark, post-sex hair out of her face.

‘No worries,’ Pope replied, throwing himself a mental high-five.

The Mexican paused astride him and caught her breath. ‘Thanks,’ she said, patting him on the chest. ‘It’s been affecting my aim.’

Pope lay naked on top of the sheets as Rios climbed off him and slid off the edge of the bed.

‘Is that it? Are we done here?’ Pope asked, as she pulled on her underwear.

‘Yeah, why?’ she replied, fixing her bra.

‘Did I do something wrong?’ Pope asked, sensing a challenge to his manhood.

Rios sought out the remainder of her clothing from the floor. She paused by the door to the en suite shower. ‘Listen, let’s not make this a big deal. You had fun. I had fun. No need to complicate it.’

‘Hey, “simple”’s my middle name,’ Pope said.

Rios laughed. He wasn’t sure at what, but she turned on her way out of the door. ‘And let’s keep this between us.’

‘Sure,’ Pope replied, as the Mexican disappeared through the doorway. ‘So we not gonna cuddle?’ he yelled after her. ‘I like to cuddle after.’

The Australian heard a shower head burst into life. As he gazed out of the window at a carpet of fluffy white clouds, he couldn’t help feeling he’d been used and dumped like a cum-filled rubber.

I’ll take it, Pope thought, putting his hands behind his head with a smiling sigh. ‘Yep, still got the magic, Russy.’

As if there was any doubt.




Chapter 44

Saudi Arabia

At least the night offered some form of respite from the searing temperatures. The lumpy stone wall felt cool against Driver’s back as she sat on the floor in the shadows of her cell. She put a finger to her nose and peeled away a thin crust of blood, clotted following the strike of an elbow from one of Kovac’s guards.

Driver turned her head to the right, her mouth dry and, like her British counterpart, deprived of water. Wells sat with his back to the same wall on the other side of a double row of thick metal bars. Cast in moonlight, his head was down, with elbows resting on his knees, rubbing the back of his neck where he’d taken the force of a rifle butt.

It was quiet in the cells, the walls built out of solid rock with solid steel doors. They were being held away from the other cells above the atrium. To stop Driver and Wells listening in to their conversations? Who the hell knew.

Driver shifted on the seat of her jeans. The silence was killing her, so she broke it. ‘You shouldn’t have entered the compound. It wasn’t part of the plan.’

‘Oh, you were on top of it were you?’ Wells snapped, eyes still glued to the floor.

‘Yeah, I was,’ Driver replied with a shrug.

The British agent lifted his head and raised an eyebrow her way.

‘Okay, maybe I wasn’t,’ she conceded.

Wells shook his head. ‘I thought you were gonna pull the trigger back there.’

‘Had to play along,’ Driver said.

Wells felt his ribs and winced. ‘Did you have to play along so hard?’

Driver smiled. ‘Gotta make it convincing.’

‘Funny, I thought you meant it,’ Wells grumbled. ‘So what do you think about escape? Any ideas?’

‘Let’s see,’ Driver replied. ‘A locked prison cell. A compound full of highly-trained mercs. And a hundred miles of burning desert in either direction. We’re about as locked down as it gets.’

Wells laughed to himself.

‘What?’ Driver asked.

‘You have to admit,’ Wells replied. ‘It’s pretty ironic, ending up back in a cell.’

Driver pulled her knees into her chest. ‘At least it’s not twenty below. And the company is better.’

‘You sure about that?’ Wells asked.

‘Okay,’ Driver said, getting to her feet. ‘Can we put the tattoo thing to bed?’

As she grabbed the bars and looked into Wells’ cell, her fellow Wildcard agent stood and faced her on the other side of the divide. ‘What’s there to say?’ he replied. ‘I am who I am. You believe what you believe.’

‘Please, don’t say that’ Driver said, resting her forehead against the rough iron bars. ‘It’s not what you think.’

‘Then enlighten me,’ said Wells, waiting on an explanation.

‘It was back in Siberia,’ Driver began. ‘The first few weeks were just – nightmare doesn’t cut it. I was new. An American and ex-CIA. It was before the suicidal tendencies had kicked in. And I was naïve enough to entertain hopes of escape.’ Driver felt herself transported back in time to The Boneyard, feeling the chill of the cold up her spine as the images flashed through her mind. ‘I had three attempts on my life in the first two weeks. In the showers, the laundry room and the yard.’

‘What happened to your attackers?’ Wells asked.

‘I dealt with them,’ she replied, recalling the viciousness of the assaults. Driver also remembered the brutality of her response. Breaking a woman’s neck, strangling another with a bed sheet and a shank reversed on another would-be executioner. ‘But I couldn’t watch my back forever,’ Driver continued. ‘Sooner or later, they’d have got me, an inmate, a guard or a man from the neighbouring prison.’

‘So, how does that fit with the tattoo?’ Wells asked.

‘You know what it’s like inside,’ Driver said. ‘You either align yourself with a gang or you’re heading to the morgue.’

‘I kept to myself,’ Wells replied.

‘Well inside the gulag, you align or die,’ Driver continued. ‘And the only gang in town were White Daggers, all with the same tattoo.’ She backed away from the bars and paced around her cell, too ashamed to look Wells in the eye. ‘Before I knew it, they were introducing me to a guy called Sergei Molevchek.’

‘The guy who makes all those YouTube videos,’ Wells nodded. ‘MI6 were monitoring him when I was there. He’s been at the heart of the right-wing uprising across Europe.’

‘A few of the guards were big fans,’ Driver continued. ‘So they let him cross the walls and hold classes in the female wing of the complex. I learned his teachings and recited them with the rest. And after I’d proven myself…’ Driver stood close to the bars and hitched up her linen top. ‘They gave me this.’

Disgust gripped her as she remembered her branding. Lying on a table with a joyful smile while in her heart, she spat obscenities.

‘I had it done here, where no one else could see,’ Driver said, looking down at her ribcage. ‘The others wore theirs in plain view.’ She dropped her top, covering the tattoo. ‘Can you believe I was one of Molevchek’s favourites?’

Wells shrugged. ‘Blonde hair, blue eyes. You’re the perfect Aryan.’

‘Don’t say that,’ Driver said. ‘It makes me sick.’

‘You didn’t look sick in the company of Kovac.’

‘Thought I could earn his trust,’ Driver said. ‘That I could take Viper Nine down from the inside.

‘But then I showed up,’ Wells said. ‘Shit, I blew it.’

‘You weren’t to know,’ she replied. ‘Besides, the man trusts no one. Not surprising when you consider what he’s planning.’

‘And what’s that?’ Wells asked.

Driver dropped her gaze to the floor, a curdling in her stomach. ‘Something terrible. Far bigger than we imagined.’

‘Kovac has a nuke,’ Wells said. ‘How bad can it be?’

‘Try genocide bad,’ Driver replied. ‘The guy makes Gaddafi look like Gandhi.’

‘You get any specifics?’ Wells asked.

Driver shook her head. ‘Just the grim highlights. I only had a few seconds alone on his laptop.’

Wells chewed on his lip, his eyes narrowing as if doubting her intentions. ‘If you hate the tattoo so much, why have you still got it?’

‘You know what it’s been like the last few months,’ Driver replied. ‘It’s been one mission then another. I haven’t had time.’

The British agent let out a sigh and shook his head, the frost between them melting away.

‘So this camera lens,’ Driver asked, leaning in close to the bars. ‘Getting a good look, were you?’

‘Like I said, your top rode up. I happened to be zooming—’

‘Oh, you “happened”,’ she smiled.

Wells laughed and flinched once more, a hand to his side. Driver reached instinctively through the bars, her fingertips to his toned abdomen. They lingered there, the softest of touches. As their eyes connected, his hand rested on hers around the bars. The frisson was enough to blow the generators.

The British agent brought his face to the gap between the bars, their lips almost touching. Driver leaned closer for a kiss, but a steel shunt broke the spell.

As the cell door flew open, Graf strode in with a pair of guards. They were on Driver’s side of the bars. And quick to drag her across the stone floor.

‘Leave her alone!’ Wells yelled.

Graf spat through the bars at Wells. A racist slur following fat behind it. He grabbed Driver by the neck as she kicked and screamed in resistance.

She glanced back at Wells as they dragged her out of the cell. One last look as he yelled at them to take him instead.

That was Wells all over. But Graf kicked the steel door shut as they marched her down a dark corridor to meet her fate.

Saudi Airspace. 30,000 ft.

Baptiste ached all over as he adjusted the straps of the backpack on his shoulders. The jet-black chute matched the rest of his gear – boots and a jumpsuit zipped over polypropylene clothing.

It would be enough to keep the minus-forty temperatures at bay while allowing the skin to breathe in warmer climes. And all thanks to Anna, who’d used Mo’s hacking and surveillance programme, Zeus, to tap into the supply systems of the US military stationed in Dubai.

She’d placed an urgent order for equipment and uniforms for a classified training exercise. Not to mention the C-130 transport plane, which had come with a three-member aircrew, briefed not to ask questions.

Baptiste checked the oxygen gauge on his left wrist and the compass on his right. He tested the air supply from his mask, strapped on his goggles and picked his helmet off his seat.

The Russian looked around the low-lit cabin at Pope and Rios, suiting up in the same gear.

‘Check my pack, mate?’ Pope asked, using the comms to communicate over the drone of the engines.

Baptiste nodded and gave the chute the once over. ‘Shit, I think you got a bad one.’

‘Seriously?’ Pope craned his neck and spun in a circle like a dog chasing its own tail.

The Russian laughed as the big man twigged and gave him the one-finger salute.

He gave Baptiste a rueful smile and squeezed him on an injured shoulder. ‘Good to have you back, mate.’

‘Thanks,’ Baptiste replied, gritting his teeth through the pain.

Lim shuffled into view and helped Rios with her checks.

‘I don’t know who’s in worse shape,’ Baptiste said, looking at the cuts and bruises on her face.

‘At least you’ve had a rest,’ Lim replied, strapping on her helmet.

‘You sure you’re up to this?’ Rios asked.

‘I’m French,’ Baptiste replied. ‘We’re indestructible.’

‘You’re not French,’ Pope said, shaking his head. ‘Bloody galah.’

Baptiste smiled. If they were about to die, he wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to pull on the Aussie’s strings.

‘Three minutes out,’ a male aircrew member interrupted.

Baptiste gave him the thumbs up and took a seat next to Rios, with Pope on the opposite side of her. Did he sense something between them? A different energy? Pope seemed calmer somehow. Almost mature, an intensity of focus he hadn’t seen in him before.

Unless the Australian was on a bonus incentive. Baptiste himself was itching to get down there. Sure, there was every chance Driver and Wells were already dead. But psychopaths like Kovac had to be stopped. Perhaps for the first time, Baptiste no longer felt coerced into this life – part of someone else’s machine. He’d chosen to stay on the team, to put his life in the firing line.

He felt a lightness inside, as if liberated from heavy chains he’d carried for years. It pumped adrenaline into his system and for a moment, he forgot about the pain.

‘Depressurising,’ came the update from the female pilot.

Like the others, Baptiste fixed his oxygen mask in place and breathed in the pure air. His levels were good, his head clear. The rest of the team strapped on their masks and their goggles. Baptiste lowered his over his eyes and stood from his seat.

The aircrew man appeared with his own mask and goggles. As he operated the cargo bay door, Baptiste hooked his M4 rifle over his shoulders and pulled on the strap. It fixed tight to his chest, the cargo bay door yawning open like the mouth of a whale.

The sight was beautiful. A bed of fluffy white clouds, a ceiling of stars and a golden glow over the curve of the horizon.

‘Thirty-thousand,’ Pope said over the comms. ‘How high is that in miles?’

‘Just the six,’ Rios replied, strapping an extra bag to her front.

‘We must be crazy,’ Baptiste said, trying to remember the last time he’d made a HALO jump.

‘Or plain dumb,’ Rios continued. ‘Why do I get myself into this shit?’

‘Because you wouldn’t have it any other way,’ said Lim, gazing at the view.

With the door open and the red light activated, Baptiste led the team to the edge of the cargo bay.

‘On the green light,’ the airman said. ‘I’ll count you in.’

The Russian felt the nerves kick in. His last HALO jump was over twenty years ago. Yet he was trained to take those nerves and turn them into excitement, a tingling feeling pulsing upwards through his body.

The airman began the countdown from three. Baptiste calmed his breathing and focused on the clouds below. They were at two, his body light and on its toes. One, the team behind him, ready to surge forward.

Zero and the light turning green. The command given to jump.

Baptiste ran forward and threw himself over the edge into an arrowing dive.

At 120 miles per hour, the rush was intense. Baptiste passed through a mist of clouds and popped out over a pitch-dark sea of desert sand.

The digital green altimeter built into his goggles spun down from thirty-thousand to twenty in the blink of an eye. Yet time itself dilated, Baptiste having forgotten how long a minute of free fall seemed.

And how peaceful. He checked over both shoulders and found that in spite of the lack of training, the others had formed a near-perfect stack behind.

Plunging towards the deck, Baptiste flattened his body. He kept a close eye on the altimeter, dropping fast from five to four-thousand. As they neared three-thousand feet, he gave the order to deploy.

A glance and he saw Pope, Lim and Rios pulling their chutes. They vanished into the darkness, as if sucked up into the sky.

Baptiste was quick to open his own, flipping upright and the chute filling with air.

The high speed of the fall coupled with minimal forward airspeed would avoid any radar Kovac may have installed. The HALO jump also cut the time their parachutes might be visible to observers on the ground.

Baptiste’s navigation skills were among the best in the team and his head the most experienced. So he’d self-selected to lead the descent, relying on his compass in the absence of daylight and landmarks.

They drifted in silence, opening high enough for the sound of the chutes not to alert the guards in an otherwise silent desert.

Dropping within a thousand feet, Baptiste led the insert towards the floodlit compound. His breathing was the soundtrack through the oxygen mask as they drifted to the desert floor.

He touched down feather-soft three-hundred metres back from the ridge of a towering rock formation. Peeling off their backpacks, jumpsuits and HALO equipment, the team moved in tight formation. They ghosted over the sand in their skin-tight black outfits, blending in with the dark.

Thanks to the floodlit compound, night-vision wouldn’t be necessary. It made them faster and lighter, hitting the dirt on their bellies and scoping the view over the edge of the rock.

The compound was a converted jail with vehicles to the left side and supplies to the other.

On the top of the ridge, to the right, lay a huddle of boulders that would make the perfect spot for Rios. She was quick to peel off and shuffle low with her rifle bag in their direction.

Like Pope to his left and Lim to his right, Baptiste jumped to his feet and pulled a rope gun from his belt. He shot a bolt in the floor of the rock and stepped out over the ledge.

They moved in a three-pronged line, a near-vertical sprint in big, bounding steps down the rock. Baptiste kept his steps light, only the lightest of whirs audible as the guide rope held its tension all the way to the ground.

Baptiste bounded off a large rock and landed in a dry bed of coarse grass among the tree line to the rear of the compound. He detached from his line, leading Lim and Pope through the trees. They spread wide and each took a guard keeping watch on the outside of the perimeter fence.

The Russian crept out of the trees and slipped a knife from his belt. He slapped a hand over the guard’s mouth, kicked his standing leg and pulled him to the ground out of sight of the lights.

Baptiste thrust the blade in the bigger man’s neck. He struggled, heavy as a house. But he was soon dead and rolled away into the bushes. Yet not before the Russian agent had snapped the security pass from around his neck.

As Baptiste re-emerged from the trees, Pope and Lim finished off their opponents and joined him at a gate in the fence. Scanning his stolen pass, he opened the gate. Timed to perfection, snipers on the roof of the jail collapsed cutesy of near-silent rounds from Rios.

The floodlights were the next to go, shot to a million pieces by the Mexican, positioned up on the ridge. ‘Clear,’ she confirmed over comms as Baptiste raced across the old prison yard towards the main building.

It was a race against time before the break of dawn, yet one of the snipers appeared on his feet, wounded, but nothing fatal.

He fired in the air and swung a searchlight across the yard before being cut down at the second attempt by Rios.

A headshot saw him topple off the roof and land in Baptiste’s path. The Russian sidestepped the swinging beam of the searchlight and headed for the rear compound door.

Yet the element of surprise had been lost. Armed security pouring out of the rear door under the glare of a security light.

Baptiste came to a dead stop, dropped to a knee and fired. Hushed M4 rounds from his rifle put two down before they could shoot, with another pair falling victim to Lim.

The man at the rear swerved around the falling bodies behind the blast of a 9mm automatic.

It was short-lived, Pope ghosting out of the darkness with his rifle to his eye. He fired point-blank to the man’s skull, snuffing out the second line of resistance.

Baptiste was wise enough to know that more would follow. He wedged a boot between frame and door as it swung shut. They moved inside, Baptiste leading the team through dark, claustrophobic corridors.

Anxious voices echoed off the walls, followed close behind by boots and torchlight. With little need for stealth, Baptiste flicked on the high-powered beam attached to the base of his rifle barrel. He raised the M4 sighting and prepared to engage.




Chapter 45

One of the worst things about being confined to a prison cell was losing all sense of time. Were the minutes moving fast, or dragging slow?

For Wells, stripped of his watch and all forms of communication, every second seemed to crawl by as he contemplated Driver’s fate. He suspected the worst, and expected to be hauled out next.

But next never came. He lost all track of time in the darkness of the cell, no sun to use as a measurement for the hour. Only the narrowest glimpse of the stars through a high, barred window.

He paced from wall to wall, wishing he’d made peace with Driver earlier. Why didn’t he just tell her that he’d seen the tattoo? Plus, if he’d stuck to his part of the mission, maybe she’d have ingratiated herself to Kovac. Maybe she’d still be alive.

It begged the question why Kovac had waited. And why Wells himself was being kept in a cell at all. Did they want him to rot? Or did they have something worse in store?

Keeping him as a hostage didn’t make sense. The Americans had more power than the British. And one of their own – especially a white woman – would carry more sway with the politicians and voters if they broadcasted a ransom demand on YouTube.

That left the prospect of torture. Wouldn’t be the first time, and Wells was trained to endure it. Yet it still filled him with a sense of dread, every nerve and sinew tensing at the thought.

Wells took a running jump and caught hold of the bars on the window, eight feet off the floor. He dug the toes of his boots into the wall and held his weight in place as he stared through the window, out at the rear of the compound. The rock face dominated all, yet the sky looked a shade lighter. And did he see movement in the distance? Shapes, shadows, drifting to the desert floor? No, he was seeing things.

His concentration was broken by the turn of a lock. This time it was his door. The captured operative dropped to the floor and turned as a rush of guards came through the door. There were four in total, surrounding him with their rifles. The lights turned on, Wells covering his eyes.

The guards grabbed him by his arms and pulled them behind his back. Wrist ties gripped tight to his skin and they dragged him out of the cell. Wells fought all the way, but there were too many of them. He took a rifle butt in the small of his back. Another to the base of his neck as they forced him through dark corridors as far as the atrium. Far more than needed to subdue him.

Kovac was waiting, a space cleared on the floor.

‘What have you done with her?’ Wells demanded of him.

‘It’s too late for your girlfriend,’ said Kovac, as Wells was knocked to his knees.

He looked around and found himself in front of a wall draped in a giant flag – the same design as Driver’s tattoo. Funny, he hadn’t noticed it before.

It must be a special occasion, Wells thought, as he looked ahead of him to a video camera on a tripod.

Kovac strolled to a nearby desk and popped the locks on a weathered brown leather case.

‘I don’t know about you,’ he said with his back to Wells. ‘But I’m sick of all this modern technology.’ The Serb removed a large machete from the case and held it in the palms of his hands. ‘Sometimes the old ways are the best, don’t you agree?’ Kovac turned with the weapon, as if expecting an answer.

Wells stayed quiet, coming to terms with a bloody end. He hoped Kovac was good with the blade. And not so evil that he would deny him a single, clean strike.

The Serb tapped the thick, flat end of the blade. ‘It’s been a while since I used one of these. The last time was my stepfather.’ Kovac gazed at the machete, as if lost in memory. ‘This time we won’t lose.’

‘You’ve already lost,’ Wells said. ‘Your plan failed, remember?’

‘It hasn’t failed,’ Kovac snapped, before calming his temper. ‘We’re just going to have to adjust our approach.’

‘Approach to what?’ Wells asked.

‘To driving out the infestation,’ Kovac replied, levelling Wells with a stare. ‘Starting with you.’

‘Chopping my head off isn’t going to change anything,’ Wells countered.

Kovac laughed. ‘No, but it will make one hell of a news story.’

‘Um, there might be a problem with that,’ a young woman said, appearing at Kovac’s side. She appeared tired under the artificial hanging lights of the atrium, her eyes lined red.

‘What now, Jana?’ Kovac sighed.

‘We’ve lost control of our media outlets,’ she replied. ‘We can no longer hijack transmissions. They’ve kicked us out of our own network.’

Kovac turned to her, brandishing the machete.

‘I’ve never encountered this before,’ Jana pleaded.

‘Never encountered, huh?’ the Serbian muttered, simmering with fury. He gripped the heavy blade as if ready to slice the girl in two. ‘We’ve still got a Facebook page, haven’t we?’

‘Of course,’ Jana replied, backing away. ‘I’ll set it up.’

Kovac returned his attention to Wells. ‘Honestly,’ he sighed, picking a Viper Nine snake mask off a nearby table and slipping it over his head.

The Serb positioned himself in front of Wells as Graf appeared behind the camera. The German opened the viewfinder and adjusted the angle on the tripod.

The red light on the camera came on. This was it.

Wells looked around him as Kovac spoke into the camera in Russian. The same predictable shtick about ridding the world of its ills. Yet the British agent wasn’t paying full attention. He was weighing the possibility of an exit plan.

He was willing to bet he could kill at least two of the surrounding armed guards before they gunned him down. Perhaps he could take Kovac with him before he had chance to swing that machete. But with his wrists tied, at rifle point, with a blade hovering unseen over his head? Come on.

Wells had to face it. Escape was impossible. The best he could do was keep his shit together in front of the watching world. Don’t give the scumbag the satisfaction, he thought, facing the camera and breathing deep into the diaphragm to calm his skittering nerves. If he submitted now and let Kovac have a clean strike, at least he wouldn’t feel it.

Wells made his peace as Kovac finished his speech. But what was that? A distant rattle.

Gunfire?



Rios decided to perform one last sweep of the compound exterior before joining the others. By the sound of the comms, they were still alive and engaged in a firefight. Yet she wanted to be sure there were no surprises before she played catch-up.

Not to the rear of the jail or the perimeter, no. But as she panned far-left, Rios caught sight of approaching headlights in the murk of an emerging dawn.

She zoomed in on the lights and saw two open-topped military trucks with a twelve-strong crew on the back of each.

They rode ahead of a turret-mounted Humvee, kicking up a trail of dust as they charged towards the compound.

The approaching convoy looked a hell of a lot like a rapid response unit – probably stationed nearby.

Shit, this Kovac motherfucker thought of everything.

The Mexican considered her options. Rios could take a few guys out – maybe. But there’s no way she could stop them all. Which meant the others needed all the help they could get.

‘Bad news,’ Rios announced over the comms. ‘Looks like someone called the cavalry. Two-dozen bogeys and a big-ass gun.’

‘I knew it was too easy,’ Pope replied over a tat-tat of gunfire.

‘I’m coming down,’ Rios said, ditching her sniper rifle between boulders and drawing her rope gun from her belt. She fired into the ground and stepped off the ridge with no time to test the line.

Rios bounded down the rock face, catching a second of airtime between each stride. Unhooking from the rope as the rock face levelled off, she jumped into the long grass and dodged through a thicket of trees.

The ex-Federali leapt over the body of a dead guard and sprinted through the perimeter gate left open by the team. She followed the trail of bodies in through a rear door and along a series of dark corridors.

An exchange of gunfire echoed close by. Rios prepped her M4 assault rifle on the move, catching up to the back of Lim, Pope and Baptiste.

The Australian was leading the charge with Baptiste reloading. And they were making rapid headway through the on-site security.

By the time Rios brought up the rear, the team were turning into a large open space where jail cells formed an oval across the first and second floors.

The room was full of computers, wires, hackers taking cover behind their desks.

And Wells, too, dragged backwards at machete-point by Kovac, with Graf, a girl and an armed guard by his side.

They were bugging out through a side entrance. Wells used as a human shield.

‘You’re too late!’ Kovac yelled, the edge of the weapon held to Wells’ throat. ‘The blonde is dead and this one’s next if you don’t back off.’

Rios darted to the front of the pack, trying to get a clean shot. But Kovac and his crew disappeared through the door as she put down a stray guard.

They ran after them as a team, through another narrow web of corridors before bursting out into the outside air.

Graf laid down a burst of suppressing fire as he joined Kovac and the others at his waiting military truck. It was built to blend in with the desert, with a sand-coloured canopy over the rear and fat tyres dusted with sand. But Wells didn’t seem to be along for the ride. Kovac pushed Wells to the ground, the Brit collapsing face-first to the dirt.

Dumb move. Kovac was giving up the only thing stopping Rios and the others from turning him into a human sieve.

Except it wasn’t dumb. His rapid response unit pulled into the base as Kovac’s driver revved the engine of the truck.

‘Fall back,’ yelled Pope at the sight of the arriving unit.

But it was too late. The Humvee came to a stop, its turret gun swung in their direction.

Rios watched Kovac’s wheels rumble clear of the compound, with Graf and the girl sat in the back, a tablet in her hands. The German threw a mock salute.

‘Son of a motherfucker,’ the Mexican cursed, the rapid response unit jumping off the back of their own transport.

Four versus twenty-four, plus the gunner on the back of the Humvee. It was a simple equation. If they opened fire on Kovac’s backup unit, they’d be vulture meat in seconds. If they ran, they’d be shredded like taco lettuce. And if they surrendered, she gave them ten seconds of breath.

Baptiste made the decision for them, letting his rifle hang loose and raising his hands. Lim followed close behind. Then Pope.

With the heavily-armed combat unit approaching, Rios glanced over her shoulder and saw Wells, picking himself up out of the dirt. Kovac’s military support yelled at her to drop her M4 from behind their own carbon-powered rifles.

She turned to face the firing squad, let go of her weapon and reached for the sky.

‘Okay if I shit my undies now?’ Pope asked her, joking to the last.

‘Don’t drop the bomb just yet,’ Rios said, eyes and ears drawn to objects on the horizon.




Chapter 46

Master Sergeant Cole Montgomery rode on the outside seat in the rear of the Huey. A boot-tip from the open doorway, he looked out to his right and saw two more military helicopters flying fast alongside in the dim morning light. Out to the left and the same, a golden halo forming over the Saudi desert.

Time was critical. The plan had been to strike before dawn, but they’d been held on standby with word of CIA operatives on the ground.

Well, someone in Washington must have ran out of patience, because here they were. They had few details other than satellite photography of the compound, and further imagery of Radovan Kovac and his key players.

Their orders were to secure the compound and wait for agents to arrive to deal with the remaining hacking cell itself. That was fine with Montgomery. Computers were definitely not his thing. Maisy, his four-year-old, was better on a laptop than he was.

The Master Sergeant looked around the cabin at his men, dressed in unmarked desert fatigues, eyes alive and game faces welded to their jaws. Montgomery felt the familiar pump of adrenaline as they neared the target. This is what they lived for. And the world was watching.

In fact, Task Force Green was one of five units dispatched to the Saudi desert for a direct action strike on Kovac’s compound. Either side of his Delta Force unit flew the British SAS, Russia’s Alpha Group, Chinese Special Operations Forces, the German KSK and the French GIGN.

Whether for revenge or for headlines, it looked like everyone wanted in on the raiding party.

In fact, in all his years in the field of battle, Montgomery had never seen anything like it. But then again, he’d never seen anything like the hacks Kovac’s group was responsible for. And he was relieved to finally get the green light, and do a damn thing about it.

As the five-strong line of helicopters approached over a vast expanse of desert, they dropped low to the deck, skimming sand off the top of a line of dunes.

The Huey dipped even lower as they approached Kovac’s compound, with the pilot talking in Montgomery’s ear over the radio.

‘Hostiles up ahead, I’m counting twelve or more.’

‘Roger that,’ Montgomery replied, peering out of the doorway. He held his microphone close to his mouth and repeated the information to the other four teams. ‘Contact dead ahead. Twenty or more hostiles,’ he said. ‘Green Unit will take the lead.’

To the Master Sergeant’s relief, the other four teams were English speakers. Yet no sooner had they all confirmed than the Huey took a rattle of flak down the right side, missing him by inches. Montgomery leaned out and saw a turret-mounted Humvee sparking orange and sending a twisting stream of red-hot flak into the air.

An RPG soon followed, the helicopter carrying the French to the left taking a glancing blow on the tail. It was enough to send it into a spin across the Huey’s path.

Montgomery held tight to the roof and tighter to his breath as the pilot banked up and left. The French chopper missed with only feet to spare, but the pilot was good. He regained control and brought the chopper back into line with a smoking tail.

‘Early Bird One, return fire, return fire,’ Montgomery said as they got within range of the compound. The pilot of the Huey deployed a one-two counter-punch of M3 rockets. They accelerated away and lit up the Humvee, trapping the gunner in the burning vehicle.

The enemy force split and scrambled into position, ready to repel the allied attack.

A second rocket strike from the Russian chopper rocked one of two transport trucks. The blast neutralised two of the enemy, flushing the rest across the open ground.

It gave the Hueys the time they needed to touch down a safe sprint away from the base.

Montgomery jumped out of the helicopter before the landing skids even hit the ground. He led his team towards the compound, with the other special forces units flanking left and right. The Deltas opened fire first, the enemy taking cover behind walls and burning vehicles.

As the allied force advanced, Kovac’s private army retreated around the rear of the compound.

Montgomery’s main concern was a man with an over-the-shoulder rocket launcher. He reloaded another grenade taking cover behind the untouched transporter truck. The Delta leader stopped, took aim and double-tapped him in the face. The guy dropped. The allied units swarmed the compound. They had them now.



Kovac turned and watched out of the passenger window of the truck, a warm wind teasing his face. His second unit had been quick to the scene following his emergency call. Yet no sooner had they been deployed to counter the infiltrators than a second invading force had arrived over the dunes by air.

His enemies had not only tracked the location of the remaining cell, they’d finally called his bluff and given the green light for an all-out assault.

The chop of the helicopters was faint at a distance. The roar of the truck much louder as they beat a path towards the airstrip. Kovac had already called ahead. A jet would be ready to whisk him and his remaining foot soldiers to their next destination. A place no government would find them, least of all extradite them to enemy soil.

Some army, the Serbian thought, running the rule over Graf, Jana and the driver of the truck. A man whose name he hadn’t bothered to learn. Kovac would have to rebuild. But no matter. There was an endless supply of mercenaries and paramilitaries only too happy to serve, for the right ideology or price.

In the meantime, there was the main event. It was close. And all being well, he could watch it from a safe distance as his chartered Gulfstream jet took to the air.

Kovac leaned into the back of the truck, where Graf and Jana sat facing each other, his hacker-in-chief studying the screen of a tablet.

‘Do we still have control of the payload?’ the Serb asked, holding his breath for good news.

Jana hesitated, glancing from Graf to Kovac. ‘Are you sure you want to—?’

Kovac hit her with a dead-eyed stare. One more peep out of her and he’d take control of the tablet himself. It wouldn’t hurt to drop some weight off the back of the truck.

‘I switched control to the tablet,’ Jana confirmed, as if reading his mind. ‘We’re on schedule.’



‘Fall the fuck back,’ Pope yelled as Wells was hit by a wave of heat from the exploding Humvee.

‘We can take them,’ Lim insisted, ready to engage Kovac’s men, their attention torn by the approaching Huey’s.

‘SF don’t know who we are,’ Wells replied. ‘They’ll cut us down the same as Kovac’s men.’

A second M3 rocket assault agreed with him, lighting up one of the two transport trucks Kovac’s response team arrived in.

The enemy force scattered in an attempt to repel the onrushing attack from the air. It fast turned into a full ground assault – choppers landing and a swathe of elite units pouring out over the sand.

On the run, Wells spied the presence of the US military, the SAS, Chinese, French and the Russians. He bolted back into the compound, the rest of the Wildcard team close behind, engaging Kovac’s men as they backed up through the door.

Pope was the last through. He slammed the door shut and they hurried back into the main body of the jail, where Viper Nine’s remaining hackers cowered behind their desks.

He had little sympathy for them. But one of them might know what happened to Driver. ‘Put down your rifles,’ he instructed the team, ‘in case SF think we’re hostiles.’

‘Anyone got a white handkerchief?’ Baptiste asked.

‘No, but I’ll happily wave my undies,’ Pope replied to the rat-a-tat of an intense gun battle outside the walls of the jail. ‘Though I can’t guarantee they’re white anymore.’

Typical Pope. Always masking his fear with a tasteless joke. Wells had other things on his mind, like getting out of his wrist ties.

Lim was the first to oblige, drawing a knife and cutting them in two.

The British agent shook his arms out and focused on the next task at hand. ‘Sidearm,’ he said to Lim.

She drew a pistol from her side holster and slapped it in his hand. Wells turned it on a nearby hacker. A spotty, geeky American kid in a red T-shirt pleading his innocence. ‘What happened to the blonde woman?’ Wells asked him.

The guy dithered. ‘Uh—’

Wells dragged him to his feet and held the gun to his head. ‘The blonde woman. What did Kovac do with her?’

The young hacker seemed afraid to speak, but behind his Coke bottle glasses, his eyes wandered to a nearby laptop.

‘Is this your machine?’ Wells asked.

‘No, it’s Jana’s,’ the kid replied.

Wells moved around the desk and fixed his eyes on the screen. ‘Is this live footage I’m watching?’

The kid nodded.

There was good news. And terrible news.




Chapter 47

Was it a dream? At first there was no sense of time or place. Driver felt only her consciousness drifting weightless, without a body to anchor it down. She sensed a low rumble, like the sound of an aircraft at altitude. Was she on a flight?

Driver tried to remember what had happened in the preceding hours. The last thing she remembered was being in a jail cell with Wells on the other side of the bars. Being dragged from the cell, yes. And spirited outdoors into the night air. But the memories were evasive, like slippery fish. She fought her way through a mental fog as the rumble grew louder. Driver felt the sting of a needle prick in her arm, that too a memory.

Of course – she wasn’t lost in sleep. She’d been drugged. And this was a gradual return to reality, feeling the weight of her head on her neck and shoulders.

Driver blinked as she came around, her body upright. Her butt on a seat and her arms out in front of her, a nagging pinch at the wrists, but otherwise numb.

Raising her head was like rolling a boulder uphill, but she forced her chin upwards against the pull of gravity and the deep malaise in her muscles.

It was clear she wasn’t on an airplane. No seat-back in front of her. No in-flight magazine or entertainment. But a steering wheel instead. And over the wheel, a windscreen full of blue. It was too bright. She snapped her eyes closed and saw spots, only to force herself to re-engage with the view.

Driver suspected she was hallucinating. How could she be unconscious at the wheel of a moving vehicle and still be alive? But if it was an illusion, it was a mighty convincing one, including the furnace-like heat of the cab.

No, this was no daydream. After an inestimable amount of time, the permanent blur on her vision disappeared. She felt her arms, her legs, her abdomen return to her. All were bound tight with silver duct tape – layers of the stuff locking her in place. Her hands to the rim of the wheel. Her back to the driver’s seat and her feet held together at the ankle bones, hovering over the pedals.

Yet if she wasn’t working the accelerator or the brake, who was? Was the cab being towed?

A check in the wing mirror told her the truck was part of a fixed white trailer with a long wheelbase. Peering over the large wheel of the truck, she saw only open road ahead. Yet a glance to her right and she noticed a steel strut bolted to the central console. It had a camera mounted on the front and a GPS screen on the rear. The screen indicated steady progress towards an unspecified destination.

That explained the lack of air con, noticing a second camera positioned on the far end of the dash, angled straight at her.

As both her mental and physical strength returned, Driver tried her damnedest to wriggle her body free of the chair. Stuck fast, she tried pulling her hands from the wheel. They wouldn’t budge an inch. And in the meantime, the wheel turned of its own volition, the accelerator depressing beneath her bound feet.

Still working at half-speed, her mind took a while to catch up with the truth. But as she put the pieces together, it dawned on her faster than the desert sun.

The cab belonged to a self-drive truck, remote operated. Driver guessed the person responsible was watching her through the camera on the far end of the dash. And a hundred bucks said it was Kovac.

Yet there was another surprise in store. With her senses restored, Driver found a further modification to the cab. One where the passenger seat had been removed to make way for…

‘Shit,’ Driver found herself wheezing through a hoarse throat burned dry by lack of water.

In the gap left by the removed seat was a square metal frame with the stolen warhead screwed in place. Strapped around the device was a thin metallic panel with a letterbox-shaped LED screen. It had two yellow wires plugged into the warhead, fed through a small hole drilled in the white casing.

Driver leaned as far to the right as her restraints would allow to get a better view. The panel strapped to the warhead was a timer. And it was counting down.



‘Holy shit, what the fuck is that?’ Rios asked, looking over Wells’ shoulder at the live footage.

‘It’s Driver,’ he replied, relieved to see her alive, but mortified by what he saw on-screen. ‘Some kind of automated vehicle.’

‘Is that a bomb?’ Pope asked, joining Rios, straining to get a look.

‘It’s a B83, the stolen warhead,’ Wells replied, watching split screen footage from the cab of what appeared to be a self-drive truck. The screen was divided into three windows. In one, Driver struggled against her restraint, with the device in view. In the other, a camera showed a clear view of the road ahead – a long, straight highway through the Saudi desert.

‘Can you shut the truck down?’ Rios asked. ‘Take control?’

‘I’m trying,’ Wells replied, hearing the gunfire close in on the central compound. He clicked again on a button indicating the option to disable self-drive. But it was dead and grey. ‘It’s not responding.’

‘Must be Kovac,’ Lim said. ‘They have remote control, on the move.’

Wells looked on in vain. He could make out a countdown timer, but not how long it had left to go. Nor did the GPS map in the top right of the screen help.

‘Come on, we’ve gotta move,’ Pope said, motioning to the corridor.

Wells grabbed the bespectacled hacker by the collar. ‘You, can you stop this?’

He shook his head. ‘Jana’s got control on her tablet. Access is heavily encrypted. It would take—’

‘Too fucking long,’ Rios said. ‘We’ve gotta get to that tablet.’

Wells let go of the hacker. ‘I’m on it.’

‘Me too,’ Rios said, following him across the room.

On his way out, Wells picked up the tracker, discarded by Kovac on the end of a desk in his rush to escape.

‘Give me that,’ Lim said.

The British agent got the drift and tossed it her way. She caught it and hurried the opposite way, leaving Pope and Baptiste behind.

‘I’ll see what intel I can gather before the allies take over the base,’ the Russian said. ‘Anything we can use in case Kovac escapes.’

‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t,’ Wells replied, gripped by a grim determination.

‘And what about me?’ Pope said, as the team disbanded.

‘Stand there and look pretty,’ Rios replied, looking him up and down. ‘Well, just stand there.’

Hurrying out of the main building, Wells stepped out into the boom and blast of armed combat. He spied the two-seater FAV buggy on the other side of the fence, with its camouflage bodywork and fat, monster tyres.

Wells also spotted a perimeter gate left open a short sprint away, so he turned to Rios, pointing out the FAV. ‘On three.’

‘Three,’ Rios replied, rushing past Wells and sprinting through the door. He followed fast, head down through shrapnel bursts and a nearby fuel barrel exploding into the air.

The Latina led the way through the gate in the fence and jumped in the driver’s seat of the parked-up buggy.

‘What are you doing?’ Wells asked, sliding into the passenger seat.

‘What does it look like?’ Rios replied, snatching a dangling set of keys off the rear view mirror.

‘I’ve never seen you drive,’ Wells replied.

She jammed the key in the ignition and revved the engine. ‘That’s ’cause no one lets me.’

Rios floored the accelerator and span the rear wheels of the buggy, kicking up a wave of sand and shale. Wells’ head snapped back as it took off like a rocket, swerving off across the desert floor. They outpaced a round of machine gun fire from the invading forces, the Mexican not one for braking.

Instead, she drifted the buggy across a stretch of sand, with all four wheels catching air off a dune.

Wells held on as the buggy landed with a shunt and slid sideways onto a dirt road. ‘Girl, you can drive.’

Rios nodded in agreement.

‘Surprised you volunteered,’ the British agent yelled over the road noise.

‘Why?’ she replied.

‘Didn’t think you were the volunteering type.’

Rios glanced sideways. ‘You’ve got trust issues.’

‘Yeah, I’m starting to get that,’ Wells said.

‘Besides,’ Rios continued. ‘Blondie could have left me behind in Rome… She didn’t.’ Rios steered on opposite lock as they drifted off the dirt road onto the highway. They blasted ahead at seventy, eighty, ninety… ‘Now let’s get this hating motherfucker,’ Rios yelled over the roar of wheels and wind.

Wells nodded, the feeling mutual.



Lim ran out of the main building with the GPS nano-tracker in hand. She took cover in the entrance as bullets punctured the steel door.

A gun-metal grey Huey had landed off to the right on an even patch of land. The markings were Russian, doubtless slapped on for the sake of the raid, with a pilot behind the controls, alone and prone.

‘I must be an idiot,’ she muttered to herself, readying herself for the sprint to the idling helicopter.

Pulling her rifle over her head, she threw it to the ground and drew her pistol from her side holster. Lim took a breath, spun out into the open and ran at pace across the courtyard of the jail.

An invading Russian soldier in a blue beret turned his rifle on her as he entered the compound. She shot him in the thigh, knocking him down to a knee.

One of Kovac’s units to her left saw it as an opportunity, taking aim at the special forces soldier. The former MSS agent tilted her pistol sideways. She fired on the run, flooring the man with a round to the base of his throat.

With the Russian soldier saved, Lim refocused on the chopper, ducking low in the swirl of sand and flak. She moved fast around the rear of the helicopter, approaching on the pilot’s blindside.

Hopping up into the open cabin, Lim had her pistol to the pilot’s head before he even saw her. She dragged him out through the rear, knocked him out cold on the back of the neck and booted him out of the Huey.

Lim slid into the pilot’s seat and scanned the cockpit, with sticky labels slapped all over the control panel in Russian. The language wasn’t a problem. Her lack of recent experience behind the controls was.

She gripped the stick and it started to come back, but she sensed a presence behind her. A man, armed. Lim whirled around in her seat, her pistol raised.

‘Don’t bloody shoot,’ Pope said in surrender. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Stealing a helicopter. What are you doing?’

‘Feeling left out,’ Pope replied. ‘That’s what.’

‘Then make yourself useful,’ Lim said, tossing Pope the tracking device.

He caught it and climbed into the cockpit alongside her, turning the tracker over in his hand. ‘What’s this do?’

‘It’s linked to Driver’s blood,’ Lim said, pulling on the stick and easing the Huey off the ground. ‘We’re going after her.’

‘We are?’ Pope asked, as the helicopter rose ten feet in the air. ‘The same Driver who’s sitting on a big fat nuke?’

‘If you want off this ride, now’s the time,’ Lim replied, struggling to balance rising with turning.

Pope peered out at the growing drop and the ensuing firefight. ‘Nah, think I’ll give it a miss.’

Finally getting a handle on the controls, Lim pulled up and sideways over the battle ground.

A stray hollow-point pin-balled in off the cockpit walls, missing a flinching Pope by an inch. ‘I’m not getting paid enough for this,’ he complained.

Lim rolled her eyes as she accelerated away from the compound. He wasn’t getting paid enough? Please.




Chapter 48

The FAV chewed up the highway and spat it out like undercooked rice. With the speedometer touching a hundred, Wells pointed out the sight of a military truck in the far distance.

It grew fast in the windscreen. The truck was doubtless driven at its top speed, but nowhere near as fast as the buggy was capable of.

As Rios brought the FAV in behind the truck, he shifted up in his seat, a hand on the central roll bar.

‘Bring it in close,’ he yelled over the roar of the road.

‘Why not shoot out the fuel tank?’ Rios shouted back.

‘Too risky,’ Wells answered, planting a foot on the edge of his seat. ‘We need the tablet in one piece.’

‘Why does life have to be so complicated?’ Rios wanted to know, bringing the buggy alongside the left-hand side of the truck.

Why indeed, Wells thought, as he considered the rush of tarmac below. Poised ready to jump, he waved Rios in closer. As she swung the FAV in, he made the leap.

The truck swerved right and he missed a clean landing. But caught hold of a buckle strap holding the canopy in place. The hard rubber soles of his boots kicked off the road as he struggled for grip, swinging too close for comfort to the rear tyre.

Down to one hand, Wells pulled himself back in and got a firm grip. A foothold on the bed of the truck saw him stand tight to the edge of the canopy. With serious difficulty, the British agent hauled himself up and onto the roof.

He spun himself around on his belly, drew his sidearm and made his way towards the back of the truck.



Kovac saw the desert vehicle coming too late. It was alongside the truck in a flash, the British agent in the passenger seat one minute, gone the next.

‘Where did he go?’ the Serb asked the man behind the wheel. ‘Did you see?’

‘On the roof,’ the driver replied.

‘Well shake him off,’ Kovac said, reaching across the cabin and pulling the wheel.

He turned to find a ponderous Graf sitting on his enormous rear like a useless lump of meat. ‘Get up there!’.

The German was reluctant, but rose to his feet. None too keen to climb up onto the roof of a fast-moving truck. Still, he obeyed, moving to the rear of the trailer and climbing up.

‘How far?’ Kovac asked Jana as he pulled his Beretta from his hip.

Jana glanced up from her tablet. ‘Not long now.’



Wells crawled like a lizard over a rock towards the rear of the canopy. Yet Kovac wasn’t a man who made things easy. A shock of white-blonde hair appeared in his line of sight, followed by the pug-like features of Otto Graf.

Wells raised his weapon, yet the truck swerved suddenly. He dropped the gun out of instinct to get a grip of the canopy. The pistol slid away. And Graf was up on the roof, blocking his path.

The German pulled himself onto the canopy with bionic-like arms and reached for his SIG-Sauer. Wells spun around on his back and kicked it from his grip. Graf caught his ankle and dragged him in closer. He replied with the other boot. A kick to the face. The German took it and launched himself forward, pinning the smaller Wells to the deck.

He held the weight of Graf at bay, but took a left to the jaw. Wells shook it off and fired the flat of his palm into the big man’s throat. The German coughed, unable to breathe. Wells rolled him over and reached for a knife on his belt. But the truck swerved to the left, attempting to run Rios off the road.

It threw the British agent across the rooftop, scrambling for grip. He caught hold of the canopy again as Graf recovered his breath.

Rolling back onto the roof, he put a hand on the smooth carbon grip of his knife and pulled it clear of its sheath. He crawled towards the German, buffeted by wind. Yet Graf had a serrated blade of his own, and time was fast running out.



Driver fought again to turn the wheel. It moved an inch or two, but only of its own accord, following the curvature of the road.

Again she consulted the GPS screen. It offered no clue where the truck was heading, other than a pulsing blue dot at the end of a long, long line of highway.

A line of sweat slid off from Driver’s brow and dripped into her lap. The sun was rising higher, growing fiercer in an azure-blue sky. It blazed through the windscreen, robbing her still-foggy mind of any clear thinking and cooking her organs alive. She felt the perspiration under her palms. It welded her skin like glue to the hard rubber of the giant steering wheel. She stamped again on the brake with her bound feet, but to no avail.

Yet at last there were highway signs up ahead. They marked out different destinations, each relating to a lane in the highway. Driver blinked the sweat from her eyes and squinted into the blinding glare of the sun.

The signs were a dark green and written in Arabic. Her brain struggled to switch languages with its usual seamless ease. The truck switched lanes and Driver missed the sign as it rushed overhead.

The truck changed down as it rumbled up an incline. Driver focused on the crest of the hill in the near distance. As the truck neared the top of the rise, a sprawling city appeared out of thin air, walled off by a vast, dark range of mountains.

Driver looked up at the next overhead sign as the truck rolled down the other side of the hill. It said Mecca, host to millions of innocents making their pilgrimage to the epicentre of the city.

She looked across at the warhead and estimated the distance to the city. The device was timed to detonate on arrival.

Suddenly, Kovac’s plan became clear.




Chapter 49

The truck swung to the left, shunting the FAV off the highway onto the opposite side of the road. She turned out of the path of an oncoming fruit truck and slid in behind Kovac’s military transporter.

Flooring the pedal, Rios accelerated along the right-hand side, only to take another hit. The buggy hit the hard shoulder, carpeted thick with windswept sand. She wrestled with the steering as the buggy slid sideways at sixty, snaking back onto the highway.

The Mexican spat out a mouthful of dust and rubbed the grit from her eye.

‘Fuck this,’ she said, braking as the truck swerved again.

Dropping back once again, Rios pulled left and took a wide arc as she sped ahead of the truck.

With a sharp turn of the wheel and using her mirrors as a gauge, the buggy slid back in,. Rios dabbed the brakes and slowed the buggy from eighty to fifty, the front of the truck ramming the chassis from behind.

The two vehicles stuck fast with the rear end wedged under the front bumper of the truck. She spun out of her seat, hopped onto the back of the buggy and up onto the grill of the transporter.

Kovac was in the passenger seat and quick to fire through the windscreen. But Rios was quicker, bullets at her heels as she hit the roof of the cab and threw herself onto the trailer canopy.

Scrambling onto all fours, she saw Wells and Graf ahead of her. The German winning their personal battle, pinning the Brit down by the throat by the edge of the roof.

Rios crawled fast across the roof. She drew her pistol and slid it across the canopy to Wells. But Graf beat him to it, the first to grab hold of the weapon.

She cursed her stupidity – should have put a bullet in the guy herself. But no time for regrets, Rios whipped her combat knife from her belt and stabbed the blade in the hard-woven fabric of the canopy. She left Wells to wrestle Graf for the gun, slashing an X in the roof.

Tucking her elbows in, Rios gripped the blade between her teeth and dropped through the hole.

She landed in a low squat in the rear of the truck.

Kovac turned in his seat, fired and missed. Rios snatched the knife from her mouth and hurled it across the truck. It stuck in the Serb’s shoulder as he moved to fire once more.

Kovac dropped the gun and fell back into his seat. That left Jana, tablet in hand. She dove for the spilled firearm, but appeared a stranger to a gun. She fumbled to take aim in Rios’ direction.

The Mexican agent stepped forward. ‘Bitch, please.’

A swipe of the hand knocked the pistol from the girl’s grip. A hard left to Jana’s jaw put her on her back, the tablet caught in Rios’ other hand as the hacker flopped to the deck.

Rios flipped the tablet around in her hand, the truck swaying left and right. She scanned the screen – a live feed of Driver behind the wheel and a slider control to disable the self-drive function on the automated box truck.

With a swipe of an index finger, Rios disabled self-drive function. ‘Huh, that was easy,’ she said.



Realising her efforts were in vain, Driver gave up and slumped forward in her seat. Her arms weighed as heavy as the fate of the millions gathering for Hajj did on her conscience.

Meanwhile, the city of Mecca loomed larger on the horizon, the highway plugged straight into the heart of the sprawling metropolis.

It was clear to Driver why Kovac had chosen it as the first step in his campaign of hate. If the hacks were the launch pad for the Serb’s plans, an attack on Mecca would be the catalyst for a retaliation of terror. That, in turn, would spark the spread of further right-wing extremism.

Had Viper Nine consolidated its grip, it would have been the step one in a series of power-plays intended to establish Kovac on a new Aryan throne.

Now, it would be his consolation prize – the ratcheting of tensions and a fertile ground for a second coming.

From her brief time in his company, Driver felt sure the man would not give up so easy. He was a disciple of Molevchek’s. A true believer who would live to fight another day in a world where society’s fault lines would crack wide open and an all-out race war erupt. Meanwhile, she would be the one at the wheel as the truck delivered its megaton payload to the people he hated most.

Futile as her exertions were, the very idea of it gave her an extra surge in strength. Again she pulled left and right on the wheel, the tape digging deep into her wrists and every small movement exhausting in the crushing heat.

Yet to her surprise, the wheel moved, the truck swerving right across the highway. It continued to roll downhill, but the accelerator was no longer depressed. And the brake pedal operational. She stepped on the brake with both feet, bound tight together. The truck creaked and changed down, the gearbox automatic.

Driver let out a shriek of relief, ‘Yes, yes, yes! Come on!’

Looking for a place to turn, she saw an opportunity ahead. A gap in the barrier. She could make a right, spin the truck around and steer it back up the hill away from Mecca.

Driver didn’t know how it was happening. A fault in the system? A faltering computer chip? Divine intervention? She had no idea and didn’t care a damn.



Wells pushed the heavyweight Graf off him with a boot. He struggled to his feet with the gun. It was useless, emptied of rounds as the pair fought for control. He tossed it away – they were down to fists now. Or so Wells thought. Graf pulled a Velcro strap from his ankle and produced a second, smaller knife.

As they both rose upright on the roof of the truck, the German lunged forward with a giant swipe.

Wells arched his back, sucked in his gut and hopped clear of the knife. The blade cut a rip in his T-shirt. A stinging kiss to the abdomen where the tip barely touched the skin. Wells rocked back on his feels, close to falling off the rear of the truck.

He wobbled for balance as Graf advanced.

The German had the edge, but had to be careful himself. One false move for either of them and they’d be hitting the road and bouncing under the giant, bone-crushing wheels of the truck.

Wells bent at the knees in a half-crouch. Graf swiped again with a fierce grin. The arsehole was enjoying himself.

Forced further back, Wells’ boot heels teetered on the edge. The psychotic German would settle for a walk-the-plank tumble to the highway. But he’d forgotten about one thing – the English rugby tackle.

As Graf swiped and missed, Wells ducked low and drove forward. He hit the German low around the waist and tackled him to the canopy.

They fell through the hole made by Rios and landed hard on the steel floor of the trailer. The knife spilled. Wells felt numb with shock from the fall. Graf struggled with the same. The pair rolled slow onto their sides, like heavyweight boxers who’d connected with each other’s jaws at the same time.

It was a race onto their feet, to recover the knife. The slowest race on record, Wells getting his bearings and seeing Jana on the floor, Rios with the tablet and Kovac pulling a blade from his shoulder.

‘Look out,’ Wells attempted to say, the wind still to return.

Rios dropped the tablet and moved. But Kovac was a big guy and spry for his age. He had the range and the power. And while Rios had skills, the Serb appeared highly-trained.

As the Mexican attacked with rapid-fire combinations, Kovac countered them all and landed a punch to the face.

Rios had a good chin. She staggered, steadied and returned with interest. The Serb grabbed her collar and threw her over his shoulder across the trailer.

Rios hit the sidewall and collapsed to the floor. Wells felt the urge to intervene. His hurting body disagreed. Besides, Graf was on all fours, the knife only a couple of feet from his grip.

Summoning all his strength, he pressed up off the floor and dove forward on the German’s bear-like back.

As Graf crawled to get the knife, Wells defied the lethargy in his bones and clung on tight, squeezing a bicep around the man’s neck. Yet it was one hell of a thick neck. Worse, Kovac had control of the tablet. And with it, the fate of millions his hands, including the life of the woman he sort of, kind of, quite possibly might have loved.



Driver turned her wrists to the right, giving the truck as wide a turning circle as possible. The gap in the barrier was moments ahead. She turned the wheel in to perform a slow U-turn. Yet as she transferred her feet to the accelerator, it depressed beneath the soles of her boots. The wheel pulled to the right and the truck continued on its original route along the highway.

Driver let out a scream of frustration, fighting wheel and pedals all the way. But it was no use. The truck accelerated and re-joined the lane that would take she and the warhead to the outer reaches of Mecca.

The proximity to the city brought more traffic and a closer view of the skyscrapers.

Driver glanced over at the device. The countdown timer dipping under thirty minutes.

She figured the final destination had to be the Kaaba, the Sacred Mosque, its tall white towers now visible in this closing distance.

Sure, her efforts could mean the truck falling short of the mosque itself. But with a megaton payload, it would matter little, even if the warhead was to detonate on the fringes of the city.

Driver shook the sweat from her brow, realising the break in the remote grip over the controls in the cab hadn’t been a miracle at all. More like a glitch, a blip, a ghost in the machine. She could only sit powerless and hope for another.




Chapter 50

The knife handle was inches from the German’s grip. Graf stretched his thick, suntanned fingers to reach. But Wells held him at bay with a chokehold on the throat. He tightened his grip, aiming for a neck-break. Easier said than done on a man of Graf’s size.

And the German had other ideas. He left the knife and instead went of a reverse punch to Wells’ nose. It stung like hell, brought tears to his eyes and the headlock was broken.

A swinging elbow followed. Wells felt a hand on the neck of his T-shirt. It ripped as Graf threw him forward off his back. Wells went with it, scooping up the knife in a forward roll. Graf scrambled to gain control of the blade, but the British agent was faster. He reversed the grip on the knife in both hands. As the German threw his weight on him, he pushed it into the man’s heart.

Yet somehow Graf lived on as they both got to their feet, a defiant smile on his lips.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Wells said, breathing hard from the fight.

‘Nothing can kill me—’ Graf announced, seconds before collapsing off the back of the truck.

As the big German’s body tumbled high and wild off the tarmac, Wells turned to see Rios slap the tablet from Kovac’s hands. Wells dove and caught it mid-air. But the Serb struck the Mexican and delivered a roundhouse kick to Wells’ chest.

He fell backwards, the tablet dropping to the bed of the trailer. Kovac booted it across the floor as Wells went to recover it. The Serb followed with a spin-kick, but the British agent telegraphed the move. Catching hold of the man’s ankle, Wells scooped him up off the floor and threw him against the wall of the truck.

With Kovac down, he locked onto the sight of a discarded pistol hiding under one of the benches. Rios clocked it too. He left her to go for the weapon and re-focused on the rising Serb. The man wasn’t shy in coming forward and fought like a guy twenty years younger.

As Wells took a punch to the ribs, Jana rose to her feet. She found the tablet loose in the middle of the trailer and was quick to pick it up.

Rios was equally fast to retrieve the pistol and shoot the young woman in the left thigh. Jana screamed and collapsed. The Mexican turned the weapon on Kovac, but the Serb kicked her hand before taking a straight right from Wells.

The gun went off, the bullet blowing a hole in the skull of the man at the wheel. He slumped forward, the truck swerving to the left. Rios went again for the tablet and Wells grappled close-quarters with Kovac. Yet the wheel spun out of control and the truck rose up and to the side on two wheels in a squeal of tyres, throwing both men across the trailer.

Wells bounced like a coin in a tumble dryer as the truck thumped onto its side. It ploughed into the desert floor, lurching to a stop with a wall of sand surging through the torn canopy.

Before he knew it, Wells was coughing out a lungful of dust, a hand touching a sore point above his right eye. His hand came away red. He must have hit his head. Had he been out? And how long for?

Wells’ first thought was Rios. She was alive and moving, coughing, scouring the floor for the lost tablet.

His second thought was Kovac. Wells didn’t see him. But he did see footprints in the desert sand and heavy spots of blood making a trail away from the crash site.

Looking around the trailer for signs of Jana’s remote device, Wells noticed the hacker herself groaning in the corner. She clutched her wounded leg, going nowhere.

‘I’ll find the tablet, you get Kovac,’ Rios coughed, dark hair distressed and blood congealing around her nostrils.

Wells nodded and hauled his tired body to his feet. He stumbled out of the upturned trailer and out onto the sand. The truck had careered a hundred metres off the road before stopping, its rear wheels still spinning but the engine cut.

A hot wind blew sand grains hard into his face. Dead ahead was Kovac, limping away no more than thirty feet in the distance.

‘Here,’ Rios yelled from over his shoulder.

Wells turned to see her throw the pistol his way. He caught it and holstered the weapon. Not that he’d be needing it.

Wells set off after Kovac, lurching ever closer to the highway. The Serb seemed to think better of it. He stopped mid-tracks as Wells caught up.

‘I can pay you a lot of money,’ Kovac said.

‘There’s not enough money in the world,’ Wells said, faking with a left.

Kovac moved to block, the Brit struck him with a right, tuned into how the Serbian fought.

Kovac cried out and threw a series of moves. A kick. A punch. An elbow. Wells blocked each one. He looped a wrist around the Serb’s left arm and delivered a solid headbutt to the nose.

He heard it break as Kovac staggered backwards. But the man wasn’t ready to hit the dirt. He charged one last time. Wells picked him off his feet and slammed him to the ground. He dropped to a knee and landed a right fist on Kovac’s chin.

Now he was done.

Wells was close to done himself, rising to his feet and grabbing one of Kovac’s ankles. He dragged the unconscious Serb on his back to the truck, making dead-weight tracks in the sand.

‘Found it,’ Rios said, as Wells left Kovac unconscious by the rear of the truck. She blew a veneer of dust off the device and swiped a finger across the screen. ‘Now it’s up to you, Blondie.’



From the pit of despair came hope.

Hope in the form of a lightness of the wheel. A loss of acceleration.

Again, a miracle. Kovac’s system was faulty. That’s it you cocksucker, this failed on you too.

Driver turned the wheel left and right, checking it wasn’t a dream, a hallucination.

She had been close to passing out. The heat. The dehydration. Yet the change in fortunes breathed new life into her body, like an injection of fuel in her cylinders.

As the truck slowed, it changed down in gears to compensate. The traffic swarming around her reacted angrily as it formed a stream into the heart of the city.

Driver had to turn around. If she didn’t she’d soon get bogged down in the gridlock of central Mecca.

Spotting a large roundabout ahead, Driver steered into the outside lane, knocking a taxi off the road. She applied the brake with her bound feet and swung the truck out as wide as it would go. Nudging the accelerator, Driver could no longer feel the pedals as she turned the wheel to the left and hung the truck out wide around the island.

The tyres squealed and Driver braced as she shunted cars out of the way. A man on a motorcycle ditched his bike in the centre of the roundabout as she left a fresh pile of chaos behind her. But who cared? The truck had made it around. The device hadn’t gone off. And there was at least time to make it out of the city.

Driver extended her legs to push the accelerator all the way down. The truck worked hard through the gears as it climbed back up the hill, leaving Mecca in the distance in her wing mirror.

As the truck came over the crest of the hill and the highway flattened out, Driver pulled the wheel. She broke off the highway across a flat desert floor.

The ride was bone-rattling rough. The heat intolerable. But there wouldn’t be much longer for her to bear. Once that timer ticked down to zero, Driver wouldn’t feel a thing more. But struggling again to stay conscious behind the wheel, she could only hope to steer the truck far enough away from any populated area.

Shaking off a growing fog, Driver focused her mind on the vast stretch of yellow-orange plains ahead, steering headlong into a liquid haze.




Chapter 51

Pope shook the tracker in frustration. ‘Bloody thing’s on the blink,’ he said into his radio headset. As the screen froze grey and a black wheel of death buffered until the end of time, he slapped it for the tenth time.

‘Because that’s going to make it better,’ Lim replied with her usual droll wit into a headset of her own.

The Chinese agent worked the stick and banked left, away from the highway and across the desert floor.

‘Gotta do something,’ Pope muttered, turning the device over in his hand. ‘Must be low on charge.’

‘Or out of range,’ Lim said. ‘What’s the maximum distance?’

‘You’re asking me?’ Pope replied, as if he knew anything about GPS nano-trackers. He looked out through the bulbous windscreen of the cockpit at boulders and scrub rushing beneath the belly of the Huey. ‘What are you doing, just flying randomly now?’

Lim shrugged. ‘You said her last known location was southeast. This is southeast.’

‘Not exactly Magellan, are you?’

Lim glared at the Australian across at the cockpit. ‘You got any better ideas?’

‘We could turn around, call it a bad day,’ Pope suggested, catching daggers from Lim. ‘All I’m saying is we’ve been flying around for an age. How much fuel’s left in the tank?’

Lim leaned forward and examined the instrument panel. She didn’t need to say a word. Pope could see for himself, the little white arrow hovering close to the red.

‘Shit,’ he groaned as Lim pulled higher over a bank of dunes.

Pope hoped in vain to see the sand trail of a truck booming across the flat desert planes. Instead, all he saw was a never-ending dustbowl and a panoramic blue sky. He cursed the unspoilt beauty of it. Where was a gas-guzzling, ozone-stripping, fixed-trailer vehicle when you wanted one?

The last reading had led them as far as the highway, the truck having performed a U-turn somewhere on the way to Mecca. But the signal had disappeared soon after.

At least Driver had succeeded in steering the truck away from the pilgrimage. That had to be something. It might turn out to be a lot. But it didn’t feel like a win. Not by a long shot.

As Pope glanced out of the window to his left, he finally spotted something other than vultures and bones.

A small boy strode across the desert floor corralling a goat across the sand. The kid couldn’t have been older than eight or nine – dressed in white with a scarf over his head and a stick in hand. The boy looked up and waved as the helicopter passed by.

‘What do you see?’ Lim asked, peering out of the window.

‘Just a kid and his pet goat,’ Pope replied. He shook his head and muttered as if the boy could hear. ‘Get out of there, you dummy.’

The young goat herder disappeared from view as Lim peeled away to the right. ‘So what do you wanna do?’ Pope asked as a change in direction brought nothing more than a bunch more rocks the colour of Uluru.

His smarter half wanted to pull out of there and head back to the compound before it was too late. Yet the impulsive arsehole inside wanted to say fuck it and keep going.

Waiting on Lim for an answer, he sensed the same inner-aggro.

Sure enough, the Chinese agent seemed to chew on it a moment.

Finally, she broke her silence. ‘As my dad used to say…’

Lim babbled something in Chinese and turned to Pope as if expecting him to understand.

‘What’s that, some ancient proverb?’ he asked, pulling a face.

‘It means, how do you say it? She’ll be right.’ Lim did her best Aussie accent – surprisingly good.

‘You’re all right, Lim,’ Pope laughed, offering her a set of knuckles.

Lim met him with a fist-bump and they kept on flying.



Kovac sat slumped against the torn roof of the upturned truck with a drowsy Jana sat alongside. All attempts to get them to stop the bomb had failed.

‘We rigged it so it can’t be deactivated,’ Kovac insisted. ‘Not even by me.’ The Serb grinned. ‘Nothing can stop it now.’

As the torn canopy flapped in the breeze, Wells snorted the spill of diesel fumes from his nostrils, a trail of oil soaking into the sand as dark as Kovac’s soul.

Rios pulled a headscarf tight around the Jana’s leg to make a tourniquet.

‘It’s more than she deserves,’ Wells said.

‘Yeah, but it’ll keep the vultures away,’ explained the Mexican, rising to her feet. ‘Big motherfuckers. They shit on your head when they circle.’

Wells cast a long shadow over the sand as he held the one remaining pistol on Kovac.

‘On second thoughts, maybe we should get out of here,’ Rios continued, looking down her nose at the Serb. ‘Leave the scumbag to have his eyeballs pecked out.’ She looked around. ‘And then there’s the warhead.’

‘We should be well clear,’ Wells replied.

‘Should?’ Rios replied. ‘You don’t sound so sure.’

Kovac coughed as he chuckled to himself. It was a high, maniacal laugh ending with a spit of blood from between his teeth.

‘I don’t know what you’re laughing at,’ Wells said, taking the tablet off Rios. He reversed the screen so Kovac could see the GPS map. ‘Your truck is no longer headed to Mecca.’

‘Yes, but your little blonde girlfriend is still on-board.’

Wells handed the tablet back to Rios. His grip tightened around the butt of the pistol, the hot winds of the Saudi desert only fanning the flames of his temper. The British agent’s pulse quickened, a rage bringing his tired muscles back to life. And he went with it. Better to be angry than think of Driver, alone on the truck, taped into the seat with a nuclear payload set to detonate any moment. He wouldn’t see her again. Wouldn’t hear her voice. Feel her touch.

‘I can’t watch this,’ Rios said, looking away from the tablet.

‘You people,’ Kovac spat in disgust. ‘Your weakness of mind is like – it’s like an infection.’

‘Oh really?’ Rios said, appearing amused by the man’s version of events.

‘You’re lazy, impulsive, you lack any form of conviction or fortitude,’ Kovac continued. ‘That’s why you’ll always lose.’

Rios huffed. ‘Says the murdering mo-fo watching his plans turn to dust. You call this winning?’

‘This is just the start,’ Kovac shrugged. ‘There’ll be others who’ll continue my work.’ The Serb glared up at Wells through his eyebrows. ‘Your days are numbered.’ He extended his stare to Rios. ‘All of you.’

‘Funny, I was about to say the same about you,’ Wells replied, his finger itching to pull the trigger.

‘Don’t do it, Wells,’ Rios said. ‘Don’t sink to his level.’

Kovac cracked a sideways smile. ‘I’m ready for what’s coming. Are you?’

Wells stepped in close with the gun as Kovac checked the watch on his wrist. ‘Can you wait a few minutes longer? I want to see the look on your face when it happens.’

‘Wells,’ Rios said. ‘He’s more valuable alive.’

‘This piece of shit?’ Wells replied, anger pumping hard through his veins. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘He wants you to do it,’ Rios continued. ‘So he can avoid The Hague, or Guantanamo, or whatever the fuck they do with these shit-balls.’

Wells shook his head. ‘He’ll be on trial for years. The guy’ll use every trick in the book.’

‘Better than making him a martyr,’ Rios argued. ‘He wants you to prove him right, can’t you see?’

Wells stepped in closer with the gun. A point-blank bullet to the head would make a nice hole in his skull and paint his brains all over the canopy of the truck. And he’d feel a damn sight better knowing he was the artist.

The alternative was to watch Driver – and perhaps more – die at Kovac’s hands, and see him enjoy the moment. Only for the man to waltz off into a jail cell, where his lawyers could keep the judicial process tied up in appeals for the rest of his days. He’d be free to spread his word from his prison cell and be treated like a messiah by the neo-Nazi tribe in whatever super-max facility he landed in.

Plus, there were no guarantees Kovac wouldn’t have a trick up his sleeve. Perhaps he’d planned for the very event of his capture. He’d planned for almost everything else.

Wells felt his finger curling tighter around the trigger.

Kovac grinned through bloodied teeth. ‘That’s it… do it.’



Was she far enough out? There was no way to know. Driver could only estimate in her head. Except her brain wasn’t playing ball. It sure wasn’t in the mood for crunching numbers.

Staying awake and keeping her eye-level above the rim of the steering wheel were about the best she could hope for.

As the truck barrelled across the plain, her sole focus was to aim at the horizon and hope there weren’t any villages on the other side of that heat haze.

To keep herself awake and distract herself from the obvious, Driver wondered about the truck. Was it a technical fault or had Wells somehow got free and intervened? Could it have been the work of the others in Mexico and Hong Kong? Had Mo hacked into the system?

Ridiculous as it was, it ate away at Driver that she’d die not knowing. Maybe that was the worst thing of all. She shook the sweat off her forehead like a dog shaking off the rain. It loosed the perspiration and sent droplets running off the end of her nose. She caught them with her tongue in an attempt to quench her unbearable thirst.

Driver was tempted to glance again at the countdown clock. But when the end was nigh, she’d rather not know. And maybe she wouldn’t last that long. Her head started to nod, her vision blurring. It wasn’t the heat haze – the entire cabin of the truck turned to a malleable watercolour. The dashboard and wheel bled into one another and all feeling drained out of her body. Should she go with it? Let sleep take her before the bomb?

No.

Again Driver shook herself awake. Keep the truck going straight. Put as much distance between the blast and civilisation as she could. That was her one final mission. In those dying minutes, her whole reason for being.

She straightened out the wheel of the truck and made sure the accelerator pedal was all the way to the floor.

Yet her body betrayed her, lulled by the call of sleep. Driver’s head lolled to the left, eyelids dropping like stalled airplanes.

But she caught herself as she fell, something catching her eye out of her side window.

A dark shadow moved across the sand. It glided over every lump and bump of the desert floor and kept pace alongside the truck.

Was it a mirage? Had Death come to collect her?

If it was Death, then this Death came from the air.




Chapter 52

In the rear of the Huey, Pope clipped a cord to the safety harness around his waist.

Lim glanced over her shoulder. He tugged on the line and gave her the thumbs up. As she brought the chopper in low, the Australian peered over the edge at the long white truck. It sped across the desert below, a tail of sand billowing and thinning a half-mile in its wake.

Pope gripped the line, fixed inside the doorway at head height to a winch. He hopped out of the cabin and landed on the skid below.

With Lim dropping the chopper to fly alongside the truck, Pope stepped off the skid and let out the line until he hung level with the cab door. He swung in the wind as Lim drifted right in the Huey. The swing took him as far as the driver-side door. He grabbed the large wing mirror and held himself steady, grit in his eyes and the wind lashing sand in his face.

Pope blinked the crap out of his eyes and saw Driver inside, taped to the wheel, her chin to her chest. Was she even alive? He yanked at the door handle but found it locked. ‘Damn it,’ he muttered, drawing back an arm and driving an elbow through the window.

Driver appeared to stir as he showered her in glass. Pope reached inside the door and pulled on the handle from the inside. The door unlocked and he forced it open against the onrushing headwind.

Wedging the door wide open with a boot, he gave the American a gentle slap on the cheek. She stirred some more and mumbled. But didn’t seem all there. Clearly, the woman was running on fumes, the same as the chopper. So the Australian leaned into the cabin and took a look at the countdown clock.

‘How long have we got?’ Lim asked over her in-ear comms.

‘Less than we need,’ Pope replied.

‘Well get on with it then,’ Lim said.

‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Pope complained, pulling a knife from his belt. ‘Strewth.’

It seemed like the best bet was to free Driver’s torso first, keeping the wheel straight and the pedal to the metal as long as possible. Yet as he began to cut, he felt a sharp tug on his harness.

Before Pope could react, the line yanked him backwards out of the cab.

The Australian swung out of control. ‘What the bloody hell are you doing up there?’

‘Crosswinds,’ Lim replied in a strained voice, as if fighting for control.

Pope spun on the end of the wire as Lim corrected and brought the helicopter back in towards the truck. He prepared to grab hold of the door to the truck. Yet he was coming in too fast and too far back.

With no time to brace, he slammed into the trailer with a bone-crunching thud. ‘Jeez, you trying to bloody kill me?’ he groaned, pain shooting through his right shoulder.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t fly one of these every day,’ Lim replied.

‘Just try and hold her steady ’til I’ve got her,’ Pope continued, as he pulled himself along the trailer.

Returning to Driver’s side, he reached around the back of her seat and carved through the thick binding of tape holding her in place. The knife sliced through the tape, snapping the final layer and freeing her midriff from the seat.

Pope pulled the tape free from her front and tossed it out of the door. Yet as he moved to cut the binding on her wrists, she blacked out totally, her feet slipping off the accelerator and onto the brake.

The truck slowed fast. The winch line sucked him back out of the cab only this time he hung onto the doorframe. Yet the line went tight, far too strong. No time for Lim to adjust. He’d be torn in two.

So he unclipped the line from his harness and let the line swing free. With only a one-handed grip on the driver’s door, Pope fought to hang on, kicking feet mere inches from the ground.

The door swung as the truck veered left. But Driver stirred again and corrected the steering. She stepped back on the accelerator as Pope got a grip on her seat and a foot on the kick plate.

He noticed the central strut with the self-drive mechanism in place. There was a touchscreen with a GPS map. He reached in and tapped it to activate – a small green box opening up.

Cancel Journey? Too bloody right.

Pope tapped on the screen. He toggled through to a menu and an option to reactivate self-drive. It auto-detected speed and direction, offering him a cruise mode.

Pope engaged the cruise function and set the speed to a steady sixty. He bent over low and cut the tape binding Driver’s ankles. Next, the matter of her wrists. He carved like a madman, an eye on the countdown clock. Only minutes to spare. ‘Hold on to your arsehole,’ Pope said, as Driver came back around. ‘We’ll have you out of here in a jiffy.’

As the last of the tape snapped free, Pope tore Driver’s sticky palms off the rim of the wheel. As intended, the pain shook Driver back to full consciousness.

‘G’day,’ Pope said. ‘What’s say we get out of here?’

Driver nodded.

‘You okay to walk?’

‘Well I’m not staying here,’ she replied, shifting up in her seat.

As Pope stepped back out onto the door frame, he helped the American out of her seat. ‘Now don’t take this as a come-on,’ he said, boosting her up onto the roof by her rear. ‘Up you go.’

With Driver on the roof of the cab, Pope followed close behind. He helped her onto the trailer, Lim hovering up and off to the left.

The Australian waved her down and crouched low with Driver. The Chinese agent brought the Huey in close, flying sideways with the right-hand skid only a foot from touching down on the trailer.

It was some flying, but with was no time to stand and admire it, Pope helped Driver into the back of the chopper. He stepped onto the skid and grabbed hold of the door handle.

‘Go, go, go!’ he yelled, pulling himself into the cabin.

Lim lifted off and banked away to the left before straightening out and giving it the full beans. Pope found Driver seated on the hard metal floor of the helicopter. She was barely conscious, but he found a half-drunk bottle of water left behind on a seat. He unscrewed the top and fed her small sips to combat the obvious dehydration.

Leaving her to rest, Pope returned to the cockpit and slipped on his headset.

‘How long was left?’ Lim asked.

‘Just keep flying,’ he replied, adrenalin making it impossible to think, let alone get a sense of time.

So in spite of the fuel gauge dipping deep in the red, Lim kept the hammer down, flying low to the desert floor.

Yet as they raced to get clear, Pope noticed the little shepherd boy and his goat. The kid was walking deeper into the blast zone.

Pope looked across at Lim. She seemed to notice the boy too.




Chapter 53

There was no gradual awakening. Driver jumped awake as if a bomb had gone off inside her. Her head banging and cheeks burning hot. But wide awake and on red alert.

The churn of the helicopter rotors drilled into her skull. But it was another loud noise that had brought her back to life. It was right in her ear. A high-pitched bleat.

As she sat up, a goat appeared in her face. A what? She must have been hallucinating. But no, there was a four-legged animal in the rear of the helicopter, tugging at her vest with its teeth. She slapped its long, bearded white face away, a little boy sitting on the seat across from her with beaming grin, loving the thrill of a helicopter ride.

Driver looked towards the cockpit, where Pope rode alongside Lim.

She pushed up and looked around her. ‘Did we make it?’ she asked, as if they could hear her above the rotors.

The answer came from the far distance. A white-hot flash. A thunderous boom unlike anything she’d heard in battle.

Seconds later, an invisible wave of energy hit the Huey like a moving wall. The Huey shunted hard to the left, the fuselage rattling as if every rivet would spit loose. Warning alarms sounded. The instrument panel lit up and the helicopter spun clockwise like a waltzer.

Driver felt the G-forces pinning her to the floor, Lim fought for control as a giant sandstorm swallowed them up.

Visibility reduced to near zero, the goat scrabbling threatening to pull the boy over the side.

Driver forced herself up and launched forward. She grabbed the leash on the goat and dove on top of the young boy. Pinning him flat to the seats, he screamed and cried.

As Lim lost the battle and the Huey fell sideways to the ground, Driver lied and told him it would be all right.



Wells held the gun on Kovac. The Serb baited him again to do it with his dark eyes, one of them swelling purple above the socket.

A flash on the horizon drew his attention. Wells shielded a hand over his eyes until the light had faded, revealing a giant, pluming mushroom cloud. An unearthly boom followed, with the rush of wind and sand.

Wells and Rios guarded their faces against the stinging grains as Kovac and Jana hunkered low against the canopy of the truck.

The tail-end of the nuclear blast dropped as soon as it had arrived, the mushroom cloud growing in height and radius.

‘Whoops,’ Kovac said, savouring the moment.

Wells felt hollow inside. The warhead had exploded in the desert. But that wouldn’t bring back Driver. He lifted the pistol again and pointed it square at Kovac. ‘You want to know the difference between you and me?’

‘Oh yeah? What’s that?’ Kovac asked, spitting out a mouthful of sand.

Wells paused before releasing the trigger, the burning desire to kill receding with a simple realisation.

Wells lowered the weapon. ‘Your hate is your hate. I don’t want it.’

He looked across at Rios. She stared at the grey cloud rising high into the blue. ‘Pope and Lim… You think they made it?’

Wells doubted it. And he wasn’t about to lie.

‘So what do we do now?’ Rios asked.

The truth was, Wells hadn’t thought that far. Maybe they could walk back to the highway and try flagging someone down. Was anyone going to stop for a bloodied man or woman with a gun? Besides which, there was the matter of Kovac and Jana. Who would stay behind with them?

As he thought over their next move, the wind picked up again. Wells thought he heard something. He shared a glance with Rios, before suddenly… The belly of a Huey blasted low over the upturned truck and over their heads. It swung around to its left and flew back their way.

The Huey landed side-on behind them with Lim at the controls.

Driver and Pope hopped down from the back. Wells could have sunk to his knees in tears. Instead he turned to a disbelieving Kovac. ‘Whoops!’ he yelled in the Serbian’s face.



Driver strode from the chopper as if the previous few hours hadn’t happened. Cheating death had that effect on a woman. And the sight of Kovac on the seat of his ass made everything taste that bit sweeter.

But this was no time for a celebration, much as the smile on Wells face suggested otherwise.

The mission wasn’t to survive. It was stop Kovac, permanently. Which meant it wasn’t over.

As she and Pope met up with Wells and, an unusually bright, Rios, she stood over the Serb and stared him in the eye.

‘I suppose this is where you tell me I’ll be going to prison for a long, long time,’ Kovac said with a sneer and a snarl.

‘No,’ Driver said, snatching the pistol from Wells’ hand.

She took aim and fired a single shot.

Kovac’s head snapped back as he took one between the eyes. At point-blank range it painted his brains over the canopy of the truck.

Driver slapped the gun in the hand of a stunned Wells.

‘What was that?’ he asked.

Wasn’t he aware of what would happen? Kovac would spend a decade in and out of the courts on appeal. And that’s if the scumbag didn’t already have a plan for escape.

‘It was necessary,’ she replied without a trace of regret. ‘As are we.’

‘And what about computer chick?’ Pope asked, pointing out Jana, hopping on one working leg towards the highway.

‘Someone else can pick her up,’ Driver said, waving the team on. ‘I need a drink.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Pope replied. ‘I could murder a cold one.’

‘She’s talking about hydrating,’ Wells said.

‘Yeah, me too,’ Pope shrugged. ‘Hydrating with a couple of lagers.’

Returning to the chopper, Rios dug a fist in the Australian on the arm. ‘Thought you were a dead man.’

‘Had you worried, did I?’ Pope yelled over the rotors. ‘Your eyes look red. You been crying?’

‘Tears of joy,’ Rios said. ‘I celebrated too soon.’

As Driver climbed into the rear of the chopper, Wells sat across from her beside the boy and his goat. He looked at the bleating animal, and then at Driver.

‘Don’t ask,’ she replied with a shake of the head as Lim piloted the Huey off the ground.

Positioned by the open doorway of the cabin, Driver peered down at Kovac’s body.

Sure, what they did might not have been moral, legal or easily digestible. But compared to people like Kovac and the hate, fear and chaos they spread, Wildcard was a drop in an ocean of darkness.

The truth was, diseased minds like Kovac were the root of the world’s evils. And they had to be killed at source.

Someone had to pull the trigger. It may as well be her.




Chapter 54

The Russian military helicopter flew bruised and battered. Its gun-metal fuselage sandblasted a shade lighter and punctured with shrapnel holes. Now it was out of fuel too.

A warning light flashed and a buzzing alarm sounded as the engines cut in and out, seconds from stalling.

Lim stayed low in case of an emergency landing, skimming a whisper of sand off a bank of dunes.

Driver felt sure the Chinese agent would have to glide the Huey in to a controlled crash. Yet, to everyone’s relief, the compound appeared in the near distance.

It was a hive of activity. Special forces soldiers prowled the perimeter, while others secured the base.

Lim brought the Huey in with the fumes running on fumes. She picked a quiet spot to land on the edge of the compound, with the rotors dead and slowing towards a stop.

The Huey flopped down with a heavy thud, Driver lurching forward in her seat.

Within seconds, they were surrounded by Russian troops, a pilot pointing and yelling at the cockpit.

‘Please tell me they loaned you the helicopter,’ Wells said.

‘Don’t look at me,’ Pope replied, hooking a thumb in Lim’s direction. ‘She’s the one who—’

Smacking Pope on the arm, Lim removed her headset. ‘I might have forgotten to ask.’

‘Oh great,’ Driver groaned.

The Chinese agent raised an eyebrow. ‘You’d rather we left you in the truck?’

Driver raised her hands in surrender. ‘I guess I forgot to say thanks, huh?’

‘So,’ Pope said, climbing into the rear of the chopper. ‘What’s the tucker like in Russian prisons?’

‘Depends, do you like cabbage?’ Driver asked, hopping down from the helicopter.

‘Has my arse blowing a gale,’ Pope said, lifting the boy and his goat down to the ground.

‘Then we’re definitely not sharing a cell,’ Wells replied, as the rest of the team gathered in front of the Huey.

Cupping her hands behind her head, a part of Driver wanted to laugh. Another part wanted to cry. Was she going to end up back in Siberia, after all this?

As the Russian troops gathered around with their rifles, it appeared likely. Yet as they ordered the team to their knees, more soldiers arrived on the scene.

From their accents and uniforms, a mix of American, Chinese, French and British. They stood and debated with the Russians – who Driver and the team were, and what they should do with them. It was agreed they’d place calls back to their assorted military commanders and let them decide.

In the meantime, Driver and the others would have to kneel at gunpoint on the hard concrete, waiting for processing.

‘Maybe they’ll divide the spoils,’ Wells suggested. ‘Lock us up back home.’

‘In that case, who’s gonna take me?’ Pope asked.

Lim shrugged. ‘Whoever pulls the shortest straw.’

Held in place at the front of the compound, Driver had a good view of the approaching dirt road. It ran miles into the distance, most of it masked by a liquid haze. Yet out broke a line of white SUVs driven at speed.

There was an armoured truck too – the closer it got, the more it resembled the kind used for transporting prisoners.

The assembled special forces commanders appeared as confused as Driver. Had Gilmore cut a deal in Washington? They had to know who she was at the very least.

Sweeping into the compound, the convoy pulled up sharp. The armoured transporter reversed as if ready to receive a fresh batch of prisoners. No prizes for guessing who.

In the meantime, a gang of six in khaki and linen climbed out of the white Ford SUVs. To a man they sported thick beards, short, functional haircuts and wrap shades.

‘Who are these assholes?’ Rios wondered out loud.

‘CIA,’ Driver replied. ‘The more they try and blend in, the more they stand out.’

The leader of the group had a black beard with a stripe of grey. It reminded her of a skunk, the man leading his posse on a march and meeting with the unit commanders.

The man flashed them a badge and announced himself as CIA Section Chief Ritter.

He handed them a paper document, chewing hard on a lump of gum. The decree was sure to be a warrant for their arrest and extradition. After all, Driver knew her old employers. They never missed an opportunity. And she, for one, was a former asset they would not want out there in the world.

‘You think they’re here to free us?’ Wells asked, the closest Wildcard had to an optimist.

‘What do you reckon?’ Pope replied as the military commanders yielded to the agency men.

Ritter approached with his lieutenants in tow. Wearing a firearm on his hip and a cream shirt buttoned low over a hairy chest, the CIA chief made a beeline for Driver. He swaggered to a stop, planted his feet wide apart and tore his shades from his pinhole eyes.

‘Where’s the Serb?’ he asked, squinting in the sunlight through bunched wrinkles and a Deep South twang.

Driver didn’t answer. They’d find Kovac soon enough and the less they said about their involvement, the better.

Ritter grew impatient. ‘All right Samantha, we know who you are. Who are the rest of these fine folks?’

Driver maintained her silence. Ritter ran a hand over his beard and looked around the compound. ‘So it’s like that, huh?’

Driver answered with a blank stare.

‘Fine,’ the CIA chief continued. ‘We’ll see how quiet you are when we get you home.’

He turned to the US military commander, now joined by the rest of his team. By the lack of markings on their uniforms, Driver figured they had to be Task Force Green, better known as Delta Force.

Ritter whirled a finger in the air. ‘Okay boys, round ’em up.’ He stood and chewed as Driver and the others were restrained by a combination of Delta Force and his own agents.

Made to lie face-down on the floor, the team were cuffed at the wrists and ankles. Each was dragged to their feet and led single-file towards the rear of the waiting transporter, Driver the first in line.

In all the excitement, she’d forgotten about the young herder and his goat. He stood nearby next to his animal, squinting in confusion.

‘What about the boy and the animal?’ one of Ritter’s agents asked. ‘They going too?’

‘Of course they’re not fucking going,’ the despairing chief replied. ‘Give them some water and see what they know.’

‘You want us to question the goat?’ another agent asked, as Driver stepped up into the transporter.

Ritter threw his hands in the air. ‘It was a figure of speech.’ He walked away muttering. ‘I ask for agents, they send me clowns.’

Shuffling along the inside of the truck, Driver took her place on the bench between Rios and Lim. Pope plonked himself down across and alongside Wells, a pair of Delta Force soldiers seating themselves by the door.

Being members of a secret unit, their identities were concealed behind balaclavas and sunglasses. With combat helmets removed, they sweated at the hairline and had the air of men who thought the task beneath them.

Clearly, Ritter can’t have been that stupid. He must have known his own agents weren’t up to the task of guarding Driver and her team.

Armed Delta Force were a different story. Especially when she and the others had their wrists and ankles cuffed to the floor of the prisoner transit.

As the steel door swung shut, the engine fired and the truck pulled away from the compound.

Pope blew the air from his red cheeks, his heavy stubble dusted with sand. ‘Well life’s just a big pile of shit sangers, isn’t it?’

No one else appeared in the mood to talk as the Australian wriggled to get comfortable.

‘At least they’ve got air con,’ Driver replied, enjoying the gentle current cool her skin.

‘No talking,’ grumbled the soldier on the end of her bench.

His orders mattered little to Rios. She leaned forward across the aisle. ‘Uh, where’s Baptiste?’ she said quietly.

‘I said, no talking,’ the soldier repeated.

‘It’s called whispering, fuck-face,’ Rios snapped.

‘Ah, what do I care,’ the soldier sighed in defeat, resting his head against the wall of the truck. ‘Shouldn’t be doing this anyway.’

Driver leaned forward into the conversation. ‘What do you mean, where’s Baptiste? He’s in a coma.’

‘Not since he woke up,’ Lim muttered absently, examining her cuffs.

‘Shoulda known,’ Pope moaned. ‘Frog bastard did a runner.’

‘I’m Russian, remember?’ the remaining soldier said, lunging up out of his seat.

He slammed the butt of his M4 into the face of his fellow Delta Force soldier. The man went limp as his attacker whipped off his sunglasses and pulled down the balaclava.

Driver gasped. Rios laughed. It was Baptiste.

‘Aw mate, am I glad to see you,’ a guilty Pope grinned. ‘I never doubted you for a second.’

The Russian shook his head and took out a key. He undid Lim’s cuffs and left her to work her way through the rest.

Freed from her restraints, Driver rubbed the deep cuts and bruises on her wrists. She took a good look at Baptiste and Lim. Both appeared as if they’d been dragged through hell.

In fact, they all did.

Baptiste slammed a fist on the wall of the cab. A letter-box shaped viewing hatch slid open. The Russian pointed the rifle through the hole and asked politely for the driver to stop the truck.

As the transporter pulled to a halt on the way to the highway, Wells threw the rear door open and hauled the unconscious soldier out by the armpits.

The driver joined him by the side of the road, stripped of all communication and facing a long walk back to the compound. With their wrists cuffed and balaclava’s worn as blindfolds, Driver shoved them both in the direction of the old jail.

They’d reach their destination in one piece, but a slow return to the base would buy the team the time they needed.

‘The truck’s got GPS,’ Baptiste said, lingering by the cab. ‘I’ll do the driving.’

‘Don’t be a galah, mate, you’ve been in a coma,’ a repentant Pope said, returning from relieving himself in the sand. ‘You should be recovering.’

He slapped Baptiste hard on the back. The Russian winced with undeclared pain as Pope hopped up behind the wheel.

Driver joined the rest of the team in the rear of the truck. She swung the door shut, the soldiers staggering blind towards their destination.

She flopped down on the solid metal bench as if it was the world’s most comfortable chair. Baptiste tossed her a phone across the aisle of the truck. ‘You want to make the call, boss?’

Driver hit the call button and held the phone to her ear with her last ounce of strength.

Anna answered on the second ring.

‘Hey, it’s Driver.’

‘Did everyone make it?’ Anna said, sounding relieved.

‘All present and correct,’ she sighed. ‘Can you track the phone’s location?’

‘Already got you,’ Anna said. ‘There’s an airfield twenty minutes from you.’

‘Prep a jet for exfil,’ Driver said. ‘We’re coming home.’

She ended the call and tossed the phone back to Baptiste. He handed it to Wells, who slid it through the viewing hatch to Pope.

The former MI6 agent dropped back in place across from her. They exchanged a look. Subtle, but enough. He seemed as exhausted as she was. But Driver doubted anyone could be aching as much as her.

She looked around the back of the truck and saw four other exhausted operatives speckled with blood and sand.

Baptiste was already lolling himself to sleep. Rios slouched low and buried in her own arms. Lim doubled over, a hand nursing the back of her neck. And Wells stretching big with a yawn.

Driver rested her head against the wall of the truck. She turned to the left and gazed out of the narrow window running along the rear of the armoured transport.

With eyelids closing, she looked out across the desert, beyond the dying mushroom cloud, to the unbroken blue skies.
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