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    Two thousand metres. Not far to travel in a car, more than noticeable on foot. A long way to fall. It depended on the perspective. Alex King knew that a shot of two thousand metres was an incredible achievement. To send a .338 of an inch, sixteen-gram bullet, two thousand metres over a valley with crosswinds, and of varying air temperature and thermal lift, to allow not only for this, but for the movement of the target, was a masterclass in both marksmanship and ballistics. 
 
    Not an expert on bodies, although he had created a few over the years, he left the forensics team alone while he studied the terrain across the valley. There were more than a few potential firing positions, places he would have chosen. Some he could rule out. Trees or telegraph poles within the line of sight, or places that provided little more than a lack of cover. 
 
    He whittled the possibilities down to three. Three places a sniper could have laid up, would have settled in for the shot. And they would have to have settled in. The shot had been taken in broad daylight. One pm. Dawn was around six am. The shooter would have been in place long before this. Settled, ready. The concentration, the field craft and the knowledge needed to successfully complete a shot like this led King to believe the shooter was ex-military. Civilian shooters went home when it rained. They didn’t have the discipline for a wait like this, for a one shot one hit deal. He knew some civilian shooters were amongst the finest marksmen in the world, but they couldn’t do this. Not even close. For a start, British Home Office approved ranges generally topped out at six hundred metres. There were a few longer facilities, a three thousand metre range in Wales, he recalled, but these facilities were rare. And to make a head shot at more than two thousand metres after lying up for at least seven hours, well that would take a lot of range time and experience. Conditioning in both mind and body. More likely years of armed service time with tens of thousands of pounds’ worth of ammunition at their disposal, courtesy of the tax payer.    
 
    The .338 Lapua Magnum. It was quite a specific calibre, but having travelled two thousand metres, through and through the man’s skull, it had slowed up and dropped to the ground across the patio. Just past the pool, just short of the glass doors. It was a find. The biggest to date. Insignificant damage to its composition. Positively identified and weighed. That gave King the range. Or at least, where he would have taken the shot. The range should have been four hundred metres shorter, but the valley negated this, as did the upwards trajectory. The ideal firing position lay at what King estimated to be two thousand five hundred metres distant from the target, but he had dismissed this as soon as he had worked out the distance. Settled on the next best place, still a long shot for this piece of weaponry.  
 
    Standard doorways were six feet six inches high and two feet six inches wide. The house above the valley had three of them. King best guessed using the doors as six foot six, came up with the calculation of two thousand five hundred metres. Not a chance. Not from a .338, and the lead forensic scientist was adamant that the bullet she had found on the patio, just short of the glass doors was a .338 Lapua Magnum and consistent with the entry hole in the head of the fifth richest man on the planet, the fourth man, of comparable wealth, to have died in the past two weeks. 
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    Four weeks earlier 
 
    Social media announcement 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anarchy to Recreate $ociety  
 
    The world’s five richest people (currently all white males) are worth as much as the collective wealth of the poorest 65% of the planet’s population. A net worth between them of three hundred and eleven billion US dollars. Enough to build ten thousand three hundred and seventy hospitals. Enough to build three hundred and eleven thousand schools. Enough money to feed three meals a day to every person on the planet for six months. And how have they managed to accumulate this wealth? Because of us. Because of the consumer. Because of unfair pricing, low wages, inferior quality materials, tax avoidance and outright tax evasion.  
 
    We have built these billionaires, we have fuelled their appetites, thrown coals onto the fires of their ambition and continued to make them wealthier and more powerful than any human can possibly deserve. Every second, people die of starvation, poor water supply, illnesses that can be easily halted, even cured by drugs worth a few dollars or even cents. Instead, the pharmaceutical industry keeps the cost of these drugs unobtainable to the poor. Some people will say that this keeps the spread of the herd down. But who are they to decide? Who are the billion-dollar companies and individuals to decide what is best? Why are the lives of the poor of less value than the rich? Birth control should be free. If the poorest on the planet had more wealth, more life choices, then they would be able to control pregnancies and afford to plan families. Why is it that we dehumanise the poorest, judge them as if we ourselves are higher beings? But that is the exact point, the multibillionaires at the top of society pour judgement on us, the middle classes, the upper working classes. The classes with the so called disposable income to keep them all so rich.  
 
    The richest judge us, yet thrive from our own existence. Well, no more.  
 
    Like and Share this, to be part of what needs to be done.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
    Alex King looked back at the house. It was more of a compound, really. Or a Beverly Hills style estate. The house had been designed on three levels, each one looking out onto a terrace, with the swimming pool and patio on the top level and the lower floors each opening out to well-tended gardens. The entire plot was walled, although the details of the property indicated that it was set inside a further fifty acres of Cornish countryside. It was prime real estate, on the Roseland Peninsula. A finger of land protruding from the south coast of Cornwall with a tidal river and large body of water on one side and the Atlantic Ocean on the other. It was an area with less population per acre than much of the county and rolling hills of lush farmland and patches of woodland. To King, it didn’t have the same feel as the rest of the county and reminded him of Wiltshire or Hampshire. There wasn’t the bleakness of the north Cornwall coast, or the granite to the west of the county and the harsh moorland to the east. 
 
    He glanced back at the house behind him. This one was more low-key. In keeping with the setting, but still worth way north of a million. The three doors, equidistant to each other along the front façade of the building, were indeed six feet six inches high. He imagined the owners frowning over the Beverly Hills style ‘McMansion’ across from them. Imagined some period granite farmhouse getting demolished in favour of the California treatment with white wash, accentuating red brick, glass and Perspex and chrome, patios and pools, hot-tubs and a gymnasium. He doubted the owners of this period house had lodged a complaint. Too refined to object. Poor show.  
 
    King could see the helicopter landing pad beyond the California house with the black Sikorsky in the centre. He guessed the pilot was now out of a job, as were the five rugby player back row bodyguards wearing ill-fitting suits over musclebound frames.  
 
    There were two vehicles parked at the farmhouse. A Range Rover and an Audi. Both were new and expensive. He had seen an Audi dealership on the drive in from Newquay airport. The Range Rover had a dealer’s sticker in the window whose address was Truro. It looked like the owners of the farmhouse were keeping it local. He had also noticed the dead man’s cars at the California house. British, American, German and Italian made exotica, gleaming in their underground garage. There weren’t any of those high-end car dealerships in Cornwall, he was sure about that.  
 
    He had earlier read a dossier, hastily put together at Thames House. Sir Ian Snell (KBE), owned fourteen homes around the world. Each was equipped with his favourite cars, and identical helicopter. Fourteen helicopters, although he doubted there was a helicopter and the necessary landing pad at his property in Chelsea, so maybe this was an exaggeration. Even so, thirteen helicopters were still a squadron more than some countries’ armed forces could muster. Each helicopter was assigned a pilot earning over one hundred thousand pounds a year. Ian Snell wanted the best, and he paid for it too. These pilots were on retainers. King doubted half of them flew for Snell each year. The aircraft would still need regular flying, regardless if nobody needed to be taxied to meetings or events. A pilot’s dream. These pilots must have felt like rock stars. And then there was the security factor. Snell employed a private company with access to somewhere between thirty and fifty security personnel. From security advance parties (SAP) to personal bodyguards, chauffeurs, static guards and even intelligence analysts. Many were former special forces, all were ex-military men and women. Ironically, Snell felt safest in Britain, and because of the country’s stringent firearm laws and his security’s inability to carry weapons of any type, his security detail was always kept low key. When in Britain, he chose not to make his whereabouts public, and never worked to a schedule. Not only that, but he had always felt he could take a step back, lower the order by which he functioned in the rest of the world. And as he felt safer in Britain than anywhere else, did not need the security detail worthy of a US president. It wasn’t a cost saving exercise, merely one of practicality. Money was never an option.       
 
    Snell’s wealth did not end there. He owned the third largest, and second most expensive yacht in the world. It sailed constantly, changing course in keeping with his ever-changing schedule. It was now steaming towards Falmouth from Monaco, manned by a full-time crew of twenty. It was equipped with a landing pad on board, along with a full-time helicopter and pilot. King supposed this was number fourteen. Thames House must have been correct after all.  
 
    Behind every multibillionaire man was a special kind of woman, and Snell had been no different. King had once read in a newspaper article that Sir Ian Snell’s Russian wife had thrown a quarter of a million pounds worth of glassware and crockery overboard this behemoth yacht because she wanted some by another design house. King mused that she was a self-made woman in her own right, owning a fashion business and design studio in Los Angeles, Milan and Paris worth an estimated thirteen-million-dollar fortune. However, after a little digging a journalist for a lifestyle magazine had discovered that it had initially been funded by an off-set of funds by Snell for seventeen million. A four-million-dollar loss in a little under two years. King had smiled as he had read the dossier. Everyone needed a hobby.  
 
    King brought the field glasses up to his eyes. The forensic team were finishing up their investigation and the coroner’s team were loading the body onto a gurney. There was no great mystery to the cause of death when a bullet .338 of an inch in diameter went through someone’s head at half its initial muzzle velocity, but still with a closing speed of six hundred metres per second, but he had ordered a full post mortem nonetheless. He had the budget and the authority, if not really a clue what to do with it. Maybe he’d learn on the job.  
 
    He turned back to the farmhouse. It was still. No movement, no signs from within. No shadow or light, no silhouette at the windows. Warm in there too, the top window was open about a foot or so, the curtain was open a few inches as well. There was little breeze today and the curtain rested still. The rest of the curtains were drawn wide open. 
 
    He looked back at the closed curtains behind the open window. “Yeah,” he mused to himself quietly. “That’s how I would have done it too.” 
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    Three weeks, four days earlier 
 
    Social media announcement 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anarchy to Recreate $ociety 
 
    With the poorest 65% of the planet’s population worth the sum of just five men, that’s a staggering five billion people, how can we continue to live as a society? Anarchy to Recreate Society does not want a socialist society, nor does it want the failed aspirations of communism. We want people to succeed. We want innovation. The planet needs innovation and success for mankind to continue to evolve, to find ways to heal the damage we have done. To move forward though, to be a humane and just society, we must first acknowledge that the gulf between poverty and wealth is now too great. The poorest people are reliant upon handouts and charity. These charities need more money to shrink that divide. Governments are in deficit and return little to their citizens because of the tax avoidance of billion-dollar commerce the world over. There are now almost two thousand billionaires. Our argument is not with them. Our argument is with the top of the pile. Not the people who have gone beyond the million, gone beyond a thousand million. But with the people who have gone a hundred times beyond that. Where did they think they would get to? When was ever going to be enough? Stand with us for justice. Stand with us for ethics and humanity.  
 
    Like and Share this post to start the new world order. Like and Share this to make a momentous change to the world.  
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    Ignoring the area of foliage at the two thousand metre mark, where he would have conceded to have taken the shot, King walked across the quiet country road, so narrow that moss ran through the centre of the tarmac, safe from vehicle tyres, and climbed the hedge to get onto the property. The farmhouse stood on a raised piece of ground, and as King neared and looked back down on the California house, he could see why. The height afforded a spectacular view of behind the compound opposite, and out across the stretch of glistening water beyond. He had studied the map before he had arrived to get a feel for the place and what neighboured the property. He could clearly see why the waterway, fed by several rivers, provided a sanctuary for yachts and small pleasure craft. Great headlands hemmed in the creeks and opened out to form a loosely triangular shaped bay a mile across at its widest point. Falmouth harbour and docks were visible from here, and the Atlantic Ocean beyond the headland tossed and churned with white horses. But he already knew this. He was familiar with this part of the world. He owned a cottage near Restronguet Creek on the Carrick Roads. On the other side of the expanse of water in front of him, and a few miles inland from the ocean.  He had lived there for part of the year, between their assignments, with his wife, Jane. He had lived there alone too, as a widower. On and off for three years. Between assignments and postings, when his wife had been alive, it had been a bolt hole for them, their plan for a retirement cottage one day. But plans were things you made when you should have been living. He had learned from this with both regret and a newfound commitment to live more in the moment. 
 
    King turned and walked across the grass. It had the look of a garden let go to field. He thought the term was fallow, but he would be the first to admit he knew nothing about farming. His cottage had a small field, or paddock, like this. He liked the meadow flowers and long grass that swayed with the breeze. He would sometimes walk through it in late summer and brush the seeded tops with his fingers, like in the opening scene in the film Gladiator. Maybe the owners of this property didn’t like the view anymore and let the grass go. Didn’t feel inclined to sit out and look over the vulgar property of the fifth richest man on the planet, even if he was only in residence for two or three days a year. The wealth rating was a subjective exercise. Snell had technically been the second richest man alive that morning. His company’s shares had risen and continued to rise. News of his death would affect that, but news of his death had not yet been linked. The rich list was ever evolving, and only because of a sniper’s bullet. An official list would be out later this week. Naturally nobody yearned to feature on it quite so much now. 
 
    King vaulted the metal park fencing and landed softly on the gravel driveway. The fencing reminded him of a country park, a National Trust property he had recently visited with his fiancé, Caroline. As he walked, crunching on the thick bed of gravel, he felt a sad nod to his past, knowing he had walked similar parks, seen the same fencing with his late wife too.  
 
    Another life.    
 
    Keep moving forwards.  
 
    The rear of the house confirmed his assumptions. The garden was exquisitely kept. An expensive timber climbing frame and swing wrapped itself around an oak tree. Either the homeowner was a craftsman, or a team had been hired to do the job. King suspected the latter. The grass was cut short, the plant and flower beds well-tended and edged, bird tables and statues made from marble or polished concrete, along with several mature trees randomly planted a hundred years ago by people with both the required vision and sentiment. They wouldn’t sit in their shade, but they had selflessly left something beautiful for future generations. The property had that feel. That it was a family’s home, no matter how large that family had become, nor how long the family line had extended. 
 
    Both cars were parked to the side of the house. Both were new plates, the Audi six months newer than the Range Rover. They were base models, but still some hundred thousand pounds worth between them. The Range Rover was muddy, but the Audi had recently been washed and polished. King looked back at the house. A satellite dish was discreetly fitted behind a gable. He looked back at the cars and the garden. To him, although wealthy enough to afford the cars, or at least the repayments on them, the people who lived here still had a proper life. They worked, took pride in their property and used it as it was meant to be used. They were far removed from the body being loaded into the coroner’s vehicle across the valley in the California house. They had no unrealistic aspirations of that lifestyle either. Had the fifth richest man on that list not lived across the valley, this house and its occupants would have been something for all around to aspire to.  
 
    The main door to the house was ajar, but King expected it to be. He drew his weapon, but doubted there would still be a threat inside. In fact, he knew there wouldn’t be, but he was in his early forties and had only made it that far by being at the top of his game. He just hoped his game was still good enough. 
 
    The house was quiet. But he knew it was far from empty. It was early spring. A warm day. The shot had taken place at one pm. It was now four-thirty. The shooter would have gotten here early. Now King had ascertained that this was the place, and with the cars of the household still parked outside, he assumed at least one member of the household had worked. The shooter would have to have arrived before the family had set out. There would be a child or children. The climbing apparatus would point to that. The timber was well stained, looked new. At least not decades old. There were no pinch marks at the trunk, no warping of the wood as the tree had grown. It was a new addition to an old and well-established garden. It was a school day so the whole family would have been up. The man of the house in his shirt and tie, sipping tea and checking his smartphone. The wife and mother perhaps in active wear, ready for a run or the gym after the school run. His fiancé would have jabbed him in the ribs at such stereotypical assumptions. She was any man’s equal. But he was building a picture in his mind, a snapshot of the people who owned a house like this.  
 
    King looked around the hallway. There were coats on a rack. A lower rack was fixed below it. Children’s coats, easy for them to reach. He estimated the coats to fit an eight to ten-year-old. Sure enough, there was a polka dot affair, a woollen duffle coat that reminded King of Paddington Bear and a drab looking blue anorak with a hood. A school coat.  
 
    It wasn’t going to be easy, but King had no expectations. No matter how bad it would be, he knew deep down that he would still have seen worse. 
 
    The silence was deathly. As was the smell. King kept the Smith & Wesson revolver pointed downwards, at an angle of around forty-five degrees. He didn’t expect to be using it, but good weapon drills had kept him alive.  
 
    He was looking at about ten hours since the shooter had set up their position. It was twenty degrees centigrade outside. Slightly warmer inside. Plenty of time for the gases to build, the blood to sour and putrefy. He edged his way through the hall, caught sight of himself in the gilt-framed mirror. Dark close-cropped hair, slightly salt and peppered at the sides. Rugged, his eyes cold and blue, the sockets dark, haggard. He looked tired, but it was to be expected. There had been little sleep lately. A couple of days’ worth of stubble had sprung up on his face. He didn’t do suits - would look out of place in one.   
 
    He peered through the doorway into the kitchen. The family had owned a dog, a golden retriever. It was either swelling from the gases inside, or had eaten a large breakfast. For three more dogs by the look of it. It looked to have been shot in the head, between the eyes at the bridge of its nose. Its tongue, dry and pale, hung out a long way on the stone floor. Its glossy eyes were open, staring lifelessly at King as he edged back out and headed for the stairs.   
 
    He didn’t check the other rooms. He already knew how this had played out. He holstered the revolver. It was a short-barrelled, or snub-nosed .357 magnum. Six shots, no safety catch, no jams or stoppages, fixed sights, huge stopping power. He had cut down the hammer and filed it smooth, so that there was nothing to snag on the draw. It meant the weapon could not be cocked and would require a full trigger pull, but he had re-sprung and worked on the trigger springs and mechanism too. He had also removed the standard burred walnut grips and fitted Pachmayr textured rubber custom grips instead. It was technically old fashioned in appearance, but in recent years he had found an affinity with simple, fool proof equipment. All he wanted was for it to work first time, every time. He expected it of a pen, absolutely required it of a weapon. 
 
    He scanned the landing. There was a large porthole framing the California house, with glimpses of the sea beyond. He was surprised it had not been stained out. Or bricked up altogether. Ahead of him was a child’s bedroom. A Keep Out! sign with the child’s name emblazoned on it. Liam. 
 
    Liam would have been about ten years old. He lay with his hands by his sides and his eyes closed. He looked peaceful, and King hoped it had been a quick end to an all too short life. He walked into the room and surveyed the scene. The curtains had been pulled back, the window closed. He suspected the shooter had done this, he would have known how long he had to wait, no sense in leaving the curtains drawn closed and arousing suspicion. Neighbours would have been few and far between around here, but they would always notice the apparently insignificant details. Like curtains drawn closed on a work and school day. 
 
    There was no blood. Not that King could see. He bent down closer and inspected what he could see without touching. There was bruising around the top lip and on the tip of the boy’s nose. King got even closer and looked at the point under the chin. Bruised, like a thumbprint. He could picture it happening; the index and middle fingers pinching the nose, the curled finger tips clasped over the boy’s mouth, knuckles pressing into the top lip, the thumb under the chin keeping the mouth shut. A classic method of suffocation using just one hand, and one used by the notorious Victorian serial killers Burke and Hare. Like them, maybe, the shooter had sat on the boy’s chest while he had done it. Most probably. Not only to stop the struggle, but to hamper the lungs from working effectively, speed up the macabre procedure.  
 
    King straightened up. It had been a cold and calculated killing. On the face of it, little drama. But not for Liam. No, depending on whether he had snatched a breath beforehand, death would have taken at least three minutes. That’s what he had learned from a lifetime around death. The rule of three. Like a Fibonacci number sequence. Three months without food, three days without water, three minutes without air or inflicted with an arterial bleed, or three seconds for massive brain trauma or severing the spinal cord. 
 
    So, Liam had been dealt three minutes. Three whole minutes of confusion, fear and bewilderment. And finally, acceptance. It would have been silent from outside the room. The grizzly act undetected.   
 
    Silent.   
 
    So, was he killed first? Or had the shooter ended the boy’s life once his parents had been taken care of? It mattered. Because either way, it told King something about the person behind the rifle. 
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    Three weeks, two days earlier 
 
    Social media announcement 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anarchy to Recreate $ociety 
 
    We are overwhelmed that we have passed the one million likes mark. We know how you feel, how you are as shocked as ourselves that five people are worth the same as the poorest 65% of the planet’s population. How can this be? How can we have created a world where people are richer than entire countries? That a day’s interest on their money could build a residential estate, a comprehensive school or a homeless shelter? That a week’s interest on their fortune could build a hospital? Feed thousands of people for a year? Did you know that the wealthiest fifty people own more than three hundred homes around the globe? That fifty of those homes have not had a single residency in two years? Eight super yachts, each costing upwards of one hundred million dollars have remained in port for more than three years. The fuel in them alone would heat and power six thousand UK or Northern US homes for a year. If tax avoidance over the past five years by the wealthiest twenty people were to be paid, it would wipe out the national debt of the eight poorest countries within the EU. It would put the British National Health Service into the black and run at a 20% profit for the next twenty-five years. Enough! The multi-billionaires at the top, the five individuals who are worth 65% of the world’s poorest people need to pay! They need to pay now!  
 
    Like and Share if you agree. 
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    King bypassed the next room, he could see it was a bathroom. The door was ajar. There were few rooms and it was at odds with the size of the house, but then he worked it out. The upstairs was serviced by two staircases. Either it had been split into two separate properties, and that was still the case, or it had reverted to one and no access remained from the second floor. Perhaps it had been to house parts of the same family. Like grandparents on one side and their children, complete with their offspring on the other. Or maybe they rented half the house as an income in the summer? The location would have been perfect for holiday lets. Airbnb was all the rage now and many people topped up their income with a few weeks letting out rooms or annexes each year.  
 
    King moved on, did not give it anymore thought. The room he wanted was the master bedroom. Not because of what he knew he would find, but because it was the room with the drawn closed curtains and the partially opened window. The room the shot would have been taken from.  
 
    The smell was worse in this room. There were two bodies in here and the room faced south, gaining more sunlight on the glass for most of the day. It was a few degrees warmer than the rest of the house, captured the heat more. King could see this from the great shaft of sunlight that shone through the gap in the curtains. Dust hung in the light, intensifying its appearance like a search beam. Or a stage light. This particular stage light, however, shone onto the faces of a man and a woman, their expressions set forever more at the moment of their deaths.   
 
    The man had put up a fight. He had clearly taken a beating. King eased the curtains back and the room grew brighter. He could see blood and bruising at the edge of the man’s mouth and eyes. The mark across his face was lightly chequered. Something had struck him hard and had left a distinct pattern. King knew what it was instantly. Familiarity through years of exposure to the design, and use in the field. At the extremity of a rifle’s shoulder stock, there is a chequering, either etched in wood or plastic, or a retro-fitted metal butt plate. It formed a grip on clothing, allowed a shooter to keep the rifle tight to their shoulder and not slip after a shot. 
 
    The man had taken a rifle butt in the face, but it wasn’t the cause of death. That had come from the same weapon that had killed the dog downstairs. And the fact that he had been struck with one weapon and shot with another told King there had been two people up here.  
 
    He looked at the man’s knuckles. They were soft hands, that of an office worker, a lawyer or a doctor. There was a cut on the right knuckle and King noted to get the young woman leading the forensic investigation to test for DNA. Maybe he got some of the other guy’s saliva or blood on there when he had slugged one of his killers in the face. The left knuckle was bruised. He wasn’t sure how long bruising continued after death, or even if it did. He noted also to speak to the young forensic scientist on that count too. The man wore a pair of tartan slouching pants. The modern take on pyjama bottoms. He was bare chested. Would probably have been asleep when they were disturbed. Judging by the smell and the wet patches on the bed, neither of them had visited the bathroom that morning. The body let go at the time of death, or soon after. Just another part of the indignity of sudden death. 
 
    The woman would have been in her mid-thirties. She was attractive and clearly took care of herself. Both of her wrists were bruised, but apart from resisting somebody’s grip, it didn’t look as if she’d put up much more of a fight. Most likely terrified. People reacted differently to fear. Most likely her son would have been her primary concern and she dared not aggravate the intruders.   
 
    Her nightdress was intact, and King could see she wasn’t wearing anything else underneath. He would get forensics to check, but it did not look like anything sexual had happened. It wouldn’t have. These were professionals. The end had come for her with a bullet from the smaller weapon. There was brain and bone splatter on the headboard and a neat little hole in the wood. Otherwise, her head was relatively intact. King guessed a 7.65mm pistol round. Larger than a .22 but smaller than a 9mm. Again, forensics would have the last word, but because of British gun laws regarding handguns, the weapon would most likely be illegal, so ballistic matches would be meaningless, unless the weapon had been used in a previous crime. He looked around the floor of the bedroom. There were no spent cases. The weapon could have been a .32 revolver in that case, but King doubted that. They had policed the scene themselves, that was all. They would have had plenty of time to do that. 
 
    He walked back across the room to the window. The California house was perfectly framed in the window, at least two thousand five hundred metres away. Five hundred metres further than any .338 Lapua Magnum should reach accurately and with lethal effect. It was a tremendous shot. King had taken a few himself over the years. The rogue Iraqi commander at nine hundred metres with a Russian made 7.62mm Dragunov rifle. Several kills at five hundred metres with an M4 assault rifle, considered on the limit for both barrel length and range for the 5.56mm round. The ISIS sniper at fifteen hundred metres using a .50 in Syria. He had even scored bulls and vee-bulls on two thousand metre targets on Salisbury Plain using a .50 Barrett against static paper targets. But this shot was incredible, and well beyond the cusp of the .338. Which meant skill beyond his own, or anybody he had met. And given what King had done for his country for almost twenty years, and the company he had kept, that was what scared him the most. 
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    Three weeks earlier 
 
    Social media announcement 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anarchy to Recreate $ociety 
 
    Thousands of people dying daily from dirty water, starvation, disease and poor living conditions. Austerity affecting our lives, our living standards, wages, food prices, public services and the prospects for our future generations. And why? Because fat-cat bankers bankrupted society through their greed. The billionaires got richer and we, society, became poorer. Anarchy to Recreate Society is the fastest growing group on social media. We are at ten million likes and you continue to like and share our posts. Why? Because you know that what we say is true. You know that enough is enough and we all must act now. But what do we do? How do we stop the richest five people on the planet getting richer? How do we get them to contribute taxes, charitable donations and random acts of human kindness? Easy! We have the power. We can make a change.  
 
    Like and share this if you agree. 
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    Nine months earlier 
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    “I tell you, he’s hit the six thousand mark.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “No, ‘Dulla has seen it with his own eyes, ‘bro!” 
 
    “Drunken caffer can’t see straight, much less out to six thousand metres.” 
 
    The boy looked at the old hand. “Ah, don’t use that word, eh?” 
 
    “What, drunken?” he grinned. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Sorry to upset your sensibilities,” the older man said, his accent was thick Afrikaans, guttural and punchy. “I remember when caffer meant a male bull. Tough and strong, regal even…” 
 
    “You know you didn’t mean it like that,” the boy said. He wasn’t really a boy. At the age of nineteen he was not only a man in his own right, but a crack shot and a keen tracker. He had taken parties out to hunt lion and buffalo. He was promised elephant this year, but it had not yet materialised. “Anyway, Pistorius was with him, or at least he took him out there. He asked for a range out past five thousand.” 
 
    “And what the hell is five thousand metres going to do for him? That’s five kilometres!” He swung the open-topped Land Rover around a pothole which could have swallowed it whole, but he kept the speed the same, the rutted track violently shaking the metal and rendering the padded seats useless. “And you say he’s hit six thousand? Who needs a shot that long?” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “He took a Springbok down at seven hundred metres.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    “No,” the boy said. “I was there.” 
 
    “Prone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Bench rest, or a tree?” 
 
    “No. Standing, shouldered.” 
 
    “What with?” 
 
    “With a varmint rifle.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Small bullet, large back-charge and case. So that the bullet travels at shit-hot speeds and the shock takes the animal down as much as the metal. A .22-250, I think. Short barrel.” 
 
    “Are you pulling my chain, ‘bro?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But why? A .375 magnum is the legal rifle calibre for water buffalo and lion. Even elephant. But that’s the minimum legal calibre,” the man said incredulously. “Why piss about with plinking ammo. Most gamies are bringing in .416’s or larger these days.” 
 
    “I guess it’s not plinking ammo in the rest of the world,” said the boy. “Other countries don’t have the space. They want the bullet to either stay in their quarry or drop out the other side. They can’t shoot a deer using a .500 with a town or a school a half a mile further on down range. They have smaller game too. Deer and foxes, rabbits, I guess. Cougars…” 
 
    “Cougars! What the hell has a tart who likes young cock got to do with anything?” he grinned. 
 
    “It’s a type of mountain lion,” the boy sighed, not humouring him. “In America. They have coyotes too, that’s like a cross between a fox and a wolf, and they have larger timber wolves, of course. They need a hot round. They don’t need a big round like a .308 though. Fast moving .22’s are the most popular. Like .223 or .220. Pistorius said the man’s testing his skill.” 
 
    “That’s just because the bloody yanks like their military crap. They go out with an AR-15 with all sorts of shit stuck to it on Picatinny rails – laser sights, torches, night-vision. Hell, a twelve-gauge strapped underneath. In other countries, real hunters would head out with a bolt action .308. End of story,” he paused, shaking his head. “I don’t know what this guy is doing, but there is no way in hell he made a seven hundred metre shot on a springbok with a .22 based bullet. No matter what the back-charge was.” 
 
    “I saw it ‘bro.” 
 
    “And I said, bullshit!” He swerved as a warthog shot out from the bushes and ran across the track. The truck threw up a cloud of dust, drifted a little and then got back on line. He did not lift the throttle, and nor did he brake. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Peter’s Ridge,” he paused. “And I’m telling you - I saw it. Seven hundred metres at least and the guy was standing.” 
 
    The older man nodded. “Okay, ‘bro. Let’s go and look at this six thousand metre genie… see what other tricks come out of the bottle.” 
 
    The drive was a little over forty minutes away. It was deep in the South African bush, in the Gauteng province. Close enough to the city and airport, the townships for labour and help when needed, but just an hour’s drive and the bush enveloped you, surrounded you with the big five game animals. These were the animals initially chosen by western settlers and adventurers as the most dangerous to hunt. Lion, leopard, rhinoceros (both black and white species), elephant and Cape buffalo. Nowadays, tourists’ sightseeing lists differed from the original big five, with people wanting to see giraffes, zebras and gazelles as well. But hunters were old school. Hunters wanted to kill the animals they had read about as a child, or had seen in movies. They wanted the big five. Hemingway’s Africa. And with enough money, they could tick an animal off their list and take a photo of their slaughtered quarry, with their rifle over their shoulder and chest inflated. 
 
    The poverty in the surrounding villages meant a government permit for the killing of a small number of elephants had been granted, but only if the beast was in poor health or harmful to the rest of the herd, and only if the carcass was butchered and distributed among the people soon enough. The ivory had to be destroyed, but there was always a little to get past the paperwork and this was easily traded with the Chinese, who were all over Africa these days. 
 
    Minerals and precious metals, oil, fossil fuels and contracts to build roads as well as supplying inexpensive cars to drive on them. China owned Africa now. But unlike the British Empire, China hadn’t needed to fire a single shot, nor wave a flag. They had bought off officials, haemorrhaged money into building roads to connect their investments and bought up the mineral rights in return for providing gainful employment for the locals. Their investment across the continent spanned many countries, but only those with something to exploit. 
 
    The two men had driven past the last of the villages. There was now no habitation for the next two hundred miles. It was here that the company brought people in to hunt the big five. There were many other animals to be hunted, but these were the most prized kills. The five that were worth the effort and the reward. 
 
    Romo Badenhorst and his younger brother Vigus ran the company. They employed several white South African rangers, a British chef and up to thirty local blacks who helped keep their business one of the best hunting experiences on the entire continent. From housekeeping and gardening to property maintenance and driving. Even cleaning the swimming pool and patrolling to keep animals out of the grounds of the lodge while the wealthy hunters sipped iced beer and told stories and tall-tales around the fire-pit, while Michelin rosette worthy food was prepared for them inside.   
 
    The culling of elephants was a sound business model, and the gifting of the meat to the locals meant that many hundreds of people on the poverty line ate well throughout the year with communal freezers and biltong – the spiced South African dried meat - making the meat available to all. There was much to be gained from this practice, not least the local’s objection to poachers and the illegal ivory trade. They gained food from the legal hunts, some gained employment, but every one of the locals gained something. Poaching threatened all of this. The Badenhorst brothers sailed close to the wind though, several sets of tusks escaped the dying pits or the fire piles and went missing each year, netting them over three hundred thousand US dollars, which they banked off-shore. It was their retirement fund, and although fifteen years separated the two brothers, they aimed to have just over three million dollars each when they retired. Their ranch-style house, complete with swimming pool and grounds, and even an airstrip, was an easy sell, and they posted company profits of around one and a half million rand a year, or just over one hundred thousand US dollars after hefty director’s salaries and dividends. Enough to pay taxes and have a healthy income, but much was put back into weapons and ammunition, vehicles and equipment. These were then sold for cash in the next tax year and not put back into the business. The practice had started when finances had been tight after their father’s death, and had now escalated to the point where a thorough tax audit would land them more jail time than Nelson Mandela. Hence the out. The off-shore accounts were steadily building not only with their blood ivory, but from the sales of rifles, ammunition and used vehicles. Some to hunters and other businesses, and some to warlords in provinces and countries further north. Romo Badenhorst always joked that any potential tax inspector might well wander off into the bush and get to meet a lion closer than recommended, if or when the time came for an audit.  
 
    When people cross the lines of both legality and morality, the slope is both steep and slippery. It rarely levels out. Hence men like the hunter they were going to find. People who wanted to use a more testing rifle calibre. For years, the .375 magnum rifle cartridge was the legal minimum for African big game. More powerful than rifles used for deer in the rest of the world, and more powerful than the most military sniper rifles or squad machineguns, over twice as powerful as the NATO forces personal weapon of 5.56mm. Regulating the killing of game with a minimum cartridge meant a humane and efficient kill. Most hunters, for reasons of ego rather than humanity, chose bigger calibres. The .416 was popular, or even the .500. Mainly rifles with a long bolt pull to accommodate the massive cartridge. Rubber buttstocks to cushion the tremendous recoil. But this slippery slope of overkill also encouraged the Badenhorst brothers to cater for bowmen, hunters with spears and occasionally, hunters who liked to wound with a smaller calibre rifle, track the wounded beast and finish it by hand with a knife. The South African brothers had no such desires, but they banked the cash from the people who did. It wasn’t unusual to have hunters shoot a less powerful weapon, but these people tended to be less skilled than the humane hunters. They were not supreme shots. However, the man who had killed a springbok at seven hundred metres would have to be about the best shot they had heard of. And Romo Badenhorst could see an opportunity to make more money. A marksman this talented, had to have a secret. And secrets could cost people money to keep them that way. 
 
    The ridge was a few hundred feet higher than the track. It wasn’t accessible by vehicle because of the number of boulders scattered across the face. The gradient was steep, and neither man relished the climb in the searing African sun. The needle was nudging forty degrees centigrade this far inland, although the nights were still seeing a harsh frost.  
 
    Both men got out of the truck and adjusted themselves. Romo wore a large revolver in a holster on his belt. It was a .44 magnum, Ruger Blackhawk. A modern recreation of a six-shooter from the Wild West. He also carried a bowie knife with a ten-inch blade set into an antelope horn hilt above his left hip. Neither were any use against a charging Rhino, but he liked theatre and the hunters paying twenty-five thousand US dollars for a three-day hunt lapped it up. His younger brother carried a traditional bolo machete. A useful tool in the bush. 
 
    Vigus unfastened the shotgun, opened the breach and checked the barrels. They were .12 bore three-inch magnum loads, packed with titanium BB’s. If one man had the shotgun, then the other would carry a rifle. That would cover the bases of taking down rapidly charging animals, and a killer follow-up shot. In this case Romo Badenhorst used an Anderson Wheeler .500 double barrelled big game rifle. It had cost its former owner over eighteen thousand pounds, and a lot more besides.  
 
    A big name in the London financial sector, the man had turned up looking like Allan Quartermain and had wanted to hunt elephant. Subdued after taking a mature bull, that had not been a clean kill, he had taken himself back to town and the airport and left behind every piece of his African adventure kit at the lodge, including the rifle. Wanting and doing were two entirely different things. The man hadn’t known that elephants cry. That they shed tears and express fear as you stand over them, see your own reflection cast in their glossy, intelligent eye and finish them off at close range. He hadn’t known that fact, but he soon did, and from that moment, he had looked haunted by his actions. Hollowed out by guilt and regret.  
 
    The rifle, which to the uninitiated looked like a traditional side by side shotgun, wasn’t equipped with a telescopic sight, but Romo wasn’t planning on hunting at long range, just merely keeping themselves out of the food chain. The open iron sights were adjustable out to three hundred yards. The Anderson Wheeler was an old school piece of kit, but packed an enormous punch. 
 
    At the summit of the ridge, they were afforded the expansive view of the plateau. The flat ground spread out before them to the next line of hills some twenty miles distant. Interspersing the flatness were clumps of trees and thorn bushes, as well as sporadic boulders the size of family cars. They seemed to shimmy in the heat haze. The sky above the distant summit graduated from washed out blue, to the darkest, clearest azure imaginable.  
 
    “Dulla said that he saw the man firing down the side of the gulch. The ground is flatter, like a billiard table, and there are no obstructions for the entire line of sight out to six thousand metres.” 
 
    “What?” Romo looked at his younger sibling. “He’s not even firing from an elevated position?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The older man shook his head. “This gets better and better,” he said. He took off his hat and used it to shield his eyes from the sun as he squinted into the distance. “I can’t see him,” he said.  
 
    Vigus shrugged. “Maybe he’s gone back, eh ‘bro?” 
 
    Romo shook his head. He studied the terrain, then stopped and stared. “You got the field glasses?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    Romo squinted. “There’s something down there. There are bushes and rocks in the way, but the shape is wrong.” He shouldered the rifle and aimed. He wasn’t taking a shot, just gauging the distance using the blade of the foresight and a rock he knew to be at least six feet tall. “About one and a half clicks.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I think he’s prone, eh? I think he’s lining up on a shot.” 
 
    “Are we going down there to take a look, or what?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s see what this gamie can do.” 
 
    The two men made their way down the slope, a slightly steeper gradient than their ascent. There were more rocks too, and progress was slow as both men kept their wits about them. There were leopards in these rocks, baboons also, and both were fearsome predators. The baboons were worse, they could mass in numbers quickly and if they reached twenty or more, then the men would be in real trouble. Baboons feared nothing in a large enough group.  
 
    Snakes like the puff adder and black mamba liked the shade afforded from direct sunlight and the morning warmth of the rocks as they heated in the sun. In the day, they nestled in the tufts of grass and under thorny bushes. Both creatures were game changers if they bit an unsuspecting leg. Black Mambas had been known to chase people down and bite for no apparent reason. They were also Africa’s deadliest snake.  
 
    “Can you see him now?” Vigus asked. He looked in the direction his brother had been studying. “I can’t see shit, bro.” 
 
    “No. We’ve dropped too much now,” he replied. “But I’ve got the area marked. When we hit the plateau, it’s five hundred paces or so to the rocks. He was behind them, twenty paces out, I reckon.” He shrugged. Distances were relative in the African sun; the man may well be fifty metres out from where he had best guessed.  
 
    Vigus dropped down, the shotgun raised to his shoulder, Romo followed suit with the double rifle. He frowned across at his brother.  
 
    “Lions,” Vigus explained. “Two females, both large.” 
 
    “The Biedmet pride,” Romo replied. “No other prides come in here. They haven’t been here for weeks either.” 
 
    “There are two males nearby, juveniles. Banished, lucky not to have been killed by the older male. It may be time to take out the old fella and let the other two fight it out for the crown. When is our next lion client coming in?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” the younger brother said. “I’ll mark down a sighting on the map when we get back. Those two juveniles follow the pride for scraps. The old male would make a great trophy. He’s a big fella and has a full mane. They like that in the photos.”  
 
    “Good. Get Dulla to start tracking the pride. If they’re here, then it will be a good score for the next client.” 
 
    Both men remained crouched, not wanting to risk being seen. They would wait and see what the two lionesses did before moving onwards. They did not subscribe to the practice of firing warning shots; animals soon became immune to the sound and it was neither good for hunts, nor good for them to be drawn into a standoff so soon. 
 
    The lions padded across the open ground and sided up to the largest rock. One of them stopped briefly to scratch. They were soon out of sight and did not emerge on the other side. 
 
     “You know, bro? If that was our man you saw down there, he’s as good as lion food now.”  
 
    “That’s what’s worrying me.” 
 
    “Chance a run and fire a few rounds to scare those females off?” 
 
    Romo shook his head. “We’ll take it slow, bro. We’ve got the guy’s money,” he said. “Let’s not be too hasty. If they get him, they get him. Maybe he’ll be lucky.” 
 
    “Yeah, not good for business though.” 
 
    Romo shrugged. He had an inkling that the man was already part of the food chain.   
 
    They made their way across the brush, the thorn bushes as tall as they were, some more so, and thick with giant thorns the size of a child’s fingers. The older man looked at the sky. Blue and cloudless. There were vultures circling lazily and rising on the thermals. They were almost overhead. A sign they had spotted carrion. He caught his brother’s eye, nodded skywards. They shared a look. It wasn’t looking good for the man who reckoned he could shoot at six thousand metres. 
 
    The rock gave them a little shade as they neared. They could hear animals feeding. It wasn’t just the sound of meat ripping from bone, it was the sound of hierarchy and dominance. The occasional growl, a snap, a whimper. The sound of dirt being scattered as an animal bolted out of the way of a larger, more dominant animal. The South African bush was a place where a kill brought every carnivore together. The smaller wild dogs usually made it first, then the hyenas, then the leopards and finally the lions. The lions chased everything else away and kept them at bay, until the numbers became too large to hold off. But by then, they’d usually eaten their fill. 
 
    It hadn’t got that far yet. There were two hyenas circling, and some vultures had perched on nearby rocks, but for now the two lionesses were feeding and the hyenas had tried their luck. One was limping, it’s luck having run out. Both brothers had seen similar beasts become the next meal. This one was favouring a front paw. It would probably make it, so long as it did not show weakness, or bleed too much. 
 
    “What the hell was he using as a target?” Vigus asked. 
 
    Romo looked down the line of sight, five, maybe even six thousand metres into the heat haze. The ground was flat, but the curvature of the earth meant he couldn’t see far beyond this. If he could get a hundred feet or so above the ground, he could expect to see double that distance, but the heat haze was heavy. “No idea, bro.” He shouldered the rifle and covered the lions. “Fire a couple of shots. Stick some buck shot into the ass of one of those hyenas. With any luck, it will take off for a few hundred yards before it goes down. Let’s keep the next dinner away from here for a while.” 
 
    It was a long shot for the shotgun and the spread pattern would be wide, but Vigus fired and the hyena leapt three feet into the air, screaming and howling. It charged off across the plain, followed by the rest of the pack. It was clearly favouring a hind leg. Vigus fired again, this time just above the feeding lion. The vultures took to the air and one of the lions darted off into the bush. The other lion looked up obstinately, then continued to feed. Vigus opened the breach and both empty shell casings ejected over his shoulder. He reloaded, aimed just in front of the lioness and fired again. Dirt and stones flew up into the creature’s face and she backed away, quickly at first, then more slowly and stubbornly. She stepped into the brush and grass and instantly became invisible. 
 
    “We haven’t got long, Romo,” Vigus paused, reloaded the left-hand chamber. “That stubborn bitch will be back soon.” 
 
    “I hear you, bro,” Romo walked towards the corpse and shook his head. “I still don’t see what this asshole was using as a target…”  
 
    But he did. He knew what the man had been using for a target when he saw Dulla’s remains. The post that he had been tethered to had been broken, ripped down as the lions had torn into the corpse. He could see the bullet hole, bigger than his fist in diameter, in the centre of his chest. He looked back down the veld, a heat haze cutting his view short of five thousand metres. He did not hear the shot, but he saw a distant flash, and then the sky as he fell onto his back and lay still. He couldn’t feel his legs, couldn’t feel anything. It was as if he had been covered in resin and had set hard. The reasoning part of his brain knew his spine had been shattered, but the emotional part couldn’t accept it and he tried in vain to struggle. Above his own grunts and shallow breathing, he could hear his brother screaming. Urgency and desperation. He thought he could hear his brother shouting his name, the sound of him rushing over to him. Heavy footsteps on the ground, rapidly cut short by a thud, a wet squelch. His brother was still screaming, but now not because of fear or concern, but because of his own shock and pain. He heard his brother fall. Five or six clear seconds later he heard a crack and boom and a rumble down the plateau. Another few seconds and the second shot was audible, the shot that had felled his brother. So far away, so long for the sound to catch up. His eyes started to close, and he caught sight of the vultures circling above him in a beautifully cloudless sky, gliding on the thermals before darkness started to take hold, and gradually became everything.  
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    Two weeks earlier 
 
    Social media announcement 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Anarchy to Recreate $ociety 
 
    The people have spoken. No cause, campaign, charity or individual has achieved half as many likes on social media in such a brief time as our group. Your group. The group of the people. Anarchy to Recreate Society has achieved thirty million likes. We will soon be recognised as a terrorist organisation rather than a social and political awareness group. We don’t expect people to like this post. But the fact you are reading this shows that we have struck a chord in the hearts of the citizens of this world, and that cannot be disputed. 
 
    Today, one of the richest five people in this world will die. They will be killed by soldiers of our cause. The remaining names on the list will not go unpunished for their greed. When the last name on the list is dead, we will create a new list. A new list of the five wealthiest names. And so on. This will be our ongoing manifesto. It is now up to the rich to give up their wealth for their own survival. To avoid making the death list, they simply must use their money for the good of the population. Or die.  
 
    This group is now closed. 
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    King watched the coroner as she packed away her case. It was an old leather satchel, the type he imagined doctors used on house calls in the 1950s. It was well-worn and stretched. He wondered if it had been a gift from somebody with similar credentials in her family. Her father’s perhaps. Or her uncle’s. It was a manly affair. Or maybe she had soul? Maybe she liked antiquated things that were both different from the norm, marked her out as a character. An individual. Maybe she had hunted down such a bag after qualifying, or landing a promotion. King had done the same with his vintage Rolex. At the time, it had been a matter of money. He hadn’t had enough of it for a new model in a jewellers’ window. But now the older models made the same prices, or perhaps more than the new ones, but in his opinion, carried a little more sophistication and shouted far less. A different, more acceptable message.   
 
    She was a young woman. No more than thirty, but she was running this team and there were both men and women performing duties, who were well into their middle-forties. Which initially told King she was good at what she did. Or lucky. It didn’t matter to King. Luck had been a constant and welcome companion to him. He’d take luck over skill any day. 
 
    She looked up at King, as she snapped the case shut. “You’re not a police officer, are you,” she stated. 
 
    King shook his head. “You guessed.” He smiled. “I was hoping to wing it for a bit longer, to be honest.” 
 
    “So, what are you?” 
 
    “I’m with Interpol.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “An investigator?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So,” she paused. “What do you want to ask me?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Well, this is where I brief you on my findings. You then order a full autopsy, tell me to leave no stone unturned, give up my weekend… that sort of shit.” 
 
    “Have a nice weekend,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doing anything nice?” 
 
    “No, I…” She frowned. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “There may be DNA from one of the killers on the body of the husband. They fought. That much is obvious. He has a cut on his knuckle. I bet it came from the teeth or brow of one of the killers when he punched them.” 
 
    “One of the killers?” 
 
    “Yes,” King replied. “There would have to have been two.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “The man has the markings of a rifle’s buttstock on his face, the chequered grip.” 
 
    “So?”  
 
    “So, he was shot. After they had a fight. The buttstock wound came from an accomplice. They fight, the accomplice batters the husband and the person he’s fighting with draws back and shoots him in the head.” 
 
    “You suppose a great deal.” 
 
    “I thought it was obvious.” 
 
    “Really? Well, what about Snell? Care to add your thoughts?” There was a slight hostility to her tone, but she seemed to be keeping composure. She certainly hadn’t liked the supposition. “I can always use an expert’s opinion.” 
 
    King watched the two men, both clad in white coverall suits, zip up the body bag of who he now knew to be Mrs Katie Jameson. She had been thirty-four. “Well, a point three-three-eight bullet taking off the top of Snell’s head is going to be pretty difficult to disprove,” he said. “And Liam’s death looks to be pretty straight forward. The bastards knew what they were doing, that’s for sure.” 
 
    She sighed, apparently having softened in mood. “I’ve never seen anything like this. The couple, yes. But a long range, single shot with a sniper rifle? No,” she paused. King noticed her hands were shaking and there was a croak to her voice. She coughed, cleared her throat and wrung her hands. It stopped the shake, at least. It surprised him. He had CSI down as world-weary, dispassionate. “And certainly not the calculated suffocation of a child,” she added. “I’ve seen it done with a pillow, an attempt to pass it off as cot death on younger children. The classic deranged step-parent scenario. But the way they did that…” she trailed off. Her eyes were moist. The boy’s death had really affected her. She coughed again. “How about you?” 
 
    Learned it, done it, taught it, King thought. But not children. Even he had principles once. Instead, he simply shook his head. He stepped aside as the two men put the body of Mrs Jameson on a gurney, and started to wheel her out. He realised he had forgotten the coroner’s name. She had introduced herself back on the sun terrace. “I’m Alex, by the way,” he said. “Alex King.” 
 
    “Amanda Cunningham,” she smiled thinly. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you see much like this down here,” he said. 
 
    She shrugged. “I doubt they do,” she said. “I’m with the Home Office. I was flown down by helicopter and arrived about an hour or so before you did.”  
 
    “From London?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m staying in Truro. And you?” 
 
    “Just flew into the airport at Newquay. I’m not in a hotel, I’ve got somewhere to stay,” King said, then asked, “And what do you do now?” 
 
    “I’ll get the autopsy started on Snell in the morning. I want to collate my findings first. It’s important to get this right. He’s the sole reason I’m here,” she paused. “Some people in some very secretive offices want everything they can get on his death.”  
 
    King nodded, but said nothing in reply. He had one of those secretive offices now.  
 
    She shrugged. “The Jameson family will be left to the pathologist and his team in Truro. They’re a first-class unit, so I gather.” 
 
    King took out a card. It had his mobile number on it, his email too. It was shiny and embossed. There was an emblem with gates and a crown, a portcullis and a lion on the other side. He handed it to her and she looked at it. “My contact details, should you discover anything helpful to the investigation.” 
 
    “MI5?” she asked. He nodded. He couldn’t get used to the name. He had spent his career in different departments, different corners of the intelligence community. Dark and shady corners. A shadow world. He couldn’t see a way out of the world he was occupying now, so had started to embrace it. It was a sight more honest work than he had been used to. “I thought you said you were with Interpol?” 
 
    “I’m on secondment,” he replied.  
 
    “Just with this case?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she smiled. “Tough one.” 
 
    “That’s the truth.” King shook his head. 
 
    “So, are you any closer to catching them?” 
 
    “You tell me,” he said. “Tell me something, give me something to go on.” 
 
    “There it is!” she grinned. The two men were back. They wheeled the gurney in and went to Mr Jameson’s body. The bag had been zipped and sealed. A yellow tag on the zipper. “Finally, some cop talk.” 
 
    “I watched CSI last night, if that counts. That’s how I knew you were the coroner.” 
 
    “Pathologist. I’m a Home Office pathologist. I’m not referred to as CSI either.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, then added, “You’re pretty young for such a senior position.” He regretted it when he saw a change in her expression. 
 
    “Innovators usually are,” she said coolly.  
 
    “And you’re an innovator?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Ambitious?” 
 
    “I came out of university and medical college with a lot of debt. An obscene amount of debt,” she paused. “You either live with it forever, or you get to the top of your game pretty damn quickly.” 
 
    “And you’re at the top of your game?” 
 
    “Almost,” she said, her expression softening. “But not out of debt. That’s the price you pay for ambition, eh?” 
 
    “I suppose,” King said, but he didn’t know. He had taken a path different to most. His education had been a work in progress. He liked to think it was ongoing.  
 
    “So, what skills are you bringing to this? You’re clearly not a detective.” 
 
    King looked past her, through the now open window and across the valley to the California house. “Not as such.” He looked at the sun terrace, a shade under two thousand five hundred metres away. “But I have a skillset that the people at the top deem advantageous to the investigation.” 
 
    “Is that really it?” She grinned. “It’s not a case that you’ve pissed off enough people to be given the unenviable task of hunting down these killers?” 
 
    “You think I piss people off?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Have I pissed you off?” 
 
    “No, not yet” she replied. “But I don’t think you’re a man to be easily swayed. In those secretive offices, I imagine that wouldn’t bode well for you.” 
 
    King shrugged. She had a point. His eyes were still on the house. He imagined himself with the rifle. Knew deep down that he would have conceded and chosen a less tactical, but more achievable firing point. A range of fifteen hundred metres or so. Maybe two thousand if he’d spent a week and a thousand rounds of ammunition on the range beforehand.  
 
    “Why unenviable?” he asked, turning to look at her, study her expression. “Surely bringing these people down would be an achievement to be proud of?”  
 
    She nodded towards Mr Jameson’s body, the men now leaving the room. “For them, yes. For that ten-year-old boy, yes. For others caught up in this along the way, then yes. But you’ve read the social media, their posts. They were up to thirty million likes and shares when they closed the group. The world is speaking. Billionaires are shedding their money to avoid being in the wealthiest five. Hospitals, schools, homeless centres, charities… they’ve all had vast sums of money donated to them, or now have trusts set up to hold the money side-lined for such projects. Eleven billionaires have lost billionaire status this week. And they weren’t even in the running for the five. They’re pre-empting. The world is finally on track to redress the balance. People are feeling the benefits already. There is food and water getting into some of the poorest regions of the world. Health and medical supplies are running out, such is the demand to distribute them. Pop stars rehash an old song and raise millions and the money sits dormant for years. Billionaires get threatened, shown that the threat is real, and the money is there, the assets bought and the distribution underway. Money talks. Or fear, at least.” 
 
    King knew this, but he also knew that much of the dumping of money and assets had been down to hastily formed shell companies. The billionaires would get their wealth back once the killers had been captured. They weren’t billionaires for nothing. “You sound like you support them,” he said, a little coldly.  
 
    “How dare you!” she snapped, her eyes blazing. “That little boy, his parents!” 
 
    King held up a hand. “Exactly! That’s what people must remember,” he said. “Each assassination has had its innocent casualties.” 
 
    “Collateral damage.” 
 
    “I hate that term.” 
 
    “Just countering your argument.” 
 
    “This isn’t a debating class,” he said. 
 
    “You can’t dissect an argument without first hearing both sides.” 
 
    “You learn that in debating class?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Oxford?” he ventured. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Figures…” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Nothing, sorry.” 
 
    “Why, were you at Cambridge?” 
 
    King scoffed. “No,” he said. “I never went to university.” 
 
    “Figures…” 
 
    King shrugged. “Fair enough,” he conceded. “But people are skimming over these innocent deaths in awe of what is happening. They are voyeurs, eager to see what happens to the people they blame for world poverty. For class separation. Billions of pounds have been given to various charities, causes and trusts in such a brief period. And the trouble with social media is that claims are made daily, on all sorts of matters and people believe it all to be true. Most of it is a load of rubbish. The hype of what has been done is far outweighing the true count. Billionaires can easily falsify their donation claims, there isn’t the infrastructure to check. A good publicist on the case and some guy gets put down the list, another poor sod takes his place. Already the system, the ultimate penalty these people have declared, is being circumvented.” 
 
    “Sure,” Amanda agreed. “But they still have their list and they still intend to make good on their threats.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said King.  
 
    “So why you?” Amanda asked. They were alone now, the light fading outside. The curtains were drawn open and someone had turned on a light and it made the late afternoon look darker than it really was. “Your skillset. Why are you deemed necessary for this investigation?” 
 
    King nodded towards the house across the valley. “That was a highly skilled shot. I’ve made a few in my time. For another department.” 
 
    “Special forces?” 
 
    “Of sorts.” 
 
    “But you aren’t a detective,” she stated. “Surely there needs to be a team of investigators on this.” 
 
    “There are,” King replied, looking back at her. “But I’m good at finding people. I just need a trail, that’s all. I’ve found everybody I’ve ever looked for.” 
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    The cottage was dark. It would be. He hadn’t been back here since Christmas. As usual, the garden was unkempt, and the grass had shot up in the spring sunshine and rain. In the duchy of Cornwall, this seemed to come in equal measures. 
 
    King swung the Ford Mondeo into the gravelled parking bay and switched off the engine. He looked at the cottage with the same feeling of comfortable familiarity and gut-wrenching trepidation as always. He had been happy here. But he had been heartbroken and miserable here too. A misery indescribable to those who hadn’t experienced it themselves. An agonising, open, continuously raw wound which he sometimes thought would never heal. Dark years. And then, like a sudden change of wind, he had recently and unexpectedly been happy once more. As happy as he had ever been, and with that came an underlying feeling of guilt. 
 
    His wife had died in this cottage. She had taken an overdose and left him a note. It was her way to end it quickly. Not only for her, but for him. Ovarian cancer, but with further complications. She was a driven, young and attractive woman. Too busy and too immortal for regular screening or check-ups. And when it had been discovered too late, what was left of her life was going to be hers. Catheters, bleeding, baldness and bouts of incapacity through a cocktail of drugs just to draw out a few extra months was not on her agenda. King had gone to the shops. Jane had ended it after writing a letter for him to move on. He never thought he would be able to, but he had. It had been five years later, and only when he had found the woman he was with now.  
 
    Caroline Darby was a fellow MI5 agent and they had met on an operation he had been drafted in on. That had been over a year ago. They had come to the cottage a few times since, and each time, they wished they could stay forever. It always felt like it wouldn’t be long before they did, but once back in London and given another assignment, those cottage dreams fizzled and disappeared for a while longer. 
 
    King got out of the hire car and took his leather travel bag off the rear seat. He was only planning to be here for one night, so was travelling light. There was a plastic grocery bag as well. There was a good deli in a nearby village and he had caught it just before closing. He hadn’t felt like going out to eat. He approached the cottage, but the motion light didn’t come on. He always left it switched off when he returned to London, as he felt it would only indicate that nobody was home. In truth, you had to want to find this place to see it. Shrouded by trees, a hundred metres from the road and looking out over a distant tidal creek across farmland, it was as secluded as you could get in Cornwall. He liked it that way. 
 
    The door opened with the usual creek and resistance. This was Cornwall, so the weather was damp for almost half of the year and damper for the rest. He didn’t plane the door because for the eight weeks it dried in the summer, the gap would be large enough to post letters through. Or parcels. He hit the lights, flicked on the combi-boiler in the cupboard under the stairs and dropped the overnight bag onto the slate floor in the hallway. The place smelled damp and dormant, but the heating would soon take that away. 
 
    As usual, there was a pang of emptiness as he walked through to the kitchen. Jane had designed and furnished and decorated. It still had her stamp on it. Caroline had respectfully started to leave her mark on the property, with little knick-knacks and ornaments, a few scatter cushions and lifestyle magazines on the coffee table. And candles. Always candles. King would often joke that she needed to embrace electricity. But it was all about the various aromas, apparently.  
 
    There was always a feeling of being torn between the material things, the two defining chapters of his life, but King was not big on possessions and if he couldn’t carry it on his back, he knew he didn’t really need it.  
 
    He made his way back out into the hallway and took the bag upstairs to the master bedroom, dumped it on the bed and considered whether he had time to take a quick shower. He got his answer when he saw the headlights sweep across the window. The vehicle emerged from the rutted lane and the headlights swept across the cottage as the car parked next to his hire car and the lights switched off.  
 
    He knew he had made an error in judgement.  
 
    The end of a conversation, the offer, the rebuff, the alternative, the acceptance.  
 
    Twenty seconds of conversation that he now needed to move past, control and not allow to escalate. He took the stairs quickly, glanced into the hall mirror as he walked towards the front door. He was a rugged man, fit and handsome in an untidy, naturally casual way. But he only saw a man and had no idea whether he appealed to people. He thought his grey-blue eyes looked cold, a little cruel. People often thought he was angry when in truth, he was just looking at them. Caroline would often joke that his lack of pride in his appearance was what made him so appealing. He remembered his wife had said something similar. Like Indiana Jones towards the end of an adventure. Beaten up, but still going. Still worth betting on. 
 
    He opened the door and smiled at Amanda Cunningham. She had changed, put on a figure hugging dress. It was low and high. Low cut on the cleavage and high up the leg. Caroline always insisted that she would only ever do one, but not both. Flesh both top and bottom was an indication of desperation and sent out signals. King felt a pang of anguish. He had been naïve. Old enough to know better, young enough to still feel schoolboy excitement. 
 
    “Are you going to let me in?” she asked. She wore red lipstick and her hair was down, waves running through it. It looked salon fresh. Smelled like a salon too. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, stepping backwards and holding the door open. Stupidly he had stepped the wrong way and when she stepped in, she was forced to duck under his arm and brushed across his chest. She smelled of subtle perfume, hints of jasmine. She smiled again, handed him a bottle of wine. “Thanks,” he said, taking it from her. 
 
    “What are we having?” 
 
    “Steak,” he replied. He was regretting his offer. He had wanted to talk further, maybe over a drink. In truth, he had just needed a cup of tea after seeing all the death. He had made a point, a long time ago, of not drinking alcohol when his mood was down. Many years later he realised his mood was seldom up. His work had made for a flatline in emotion. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Delicious,” Amanda smiled. “I’ll get some glasses, red okay?” 
 
    King wasn’t planning on drinking more than a glass. He nodded and opened the patio doors. Outside was a barbecue he had paid too much for and he lifted the lid and looked at the bag of charcoal underneath. He had left a box of matches on top. It may have been a little OCD, but he just liked to be prepared. He opened the box, struck a match and lit the corner of the bag. The fuel soaked paper caught quickly, and flames licked high in the air. 
 
    Amanda joined him with two glasses of red and brushed against his shoulder. She shivered. “Rather chilly for a barbecue,” she said. She sipped from the oversized glass. Caroline had picked them out at a local art shop. 
 
    “Well, I’m only here for one night, two at the most, and it saves on dishes. Besides, it’s the best way to cook steak,” he replied. “Thanks for coming,” he added, a little offhandedly. “I wanted to talk about your findings, see what you have planned for tomorrow. It’s not the sort of talk for a hotel lobby.” 
 
    “Quite right,” she said. “You live here? I’m confused. I thought you came down from London?” 
 
    “I own it, used to live here with my wife,” he said. 
 
    “And, where is she?” 
 
    “She died,” he said, though not casually enough to make her feel uncomfortable. “Five years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    King shrugged. “Don’t be. It’s all part of life, isn’t it? I come down here a few times a year,” he said, then added, “With my fiancé.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” she said and sipped more wine. “I’m in a relationship. Have been since university. Or at least on and off. We’re very much on now, have been for some time.” She held out her ring finger for inspection. It was quite a rock. “We’re getting married next year. Just as soon as his divorce is finalised,” she smiled. “It’s complicated…” 
 
    Complicated or not, King relaxed a little. Mutual talk of their partners put a barrier out there. A condition. They wouldn’t cross the line if they talked about the significant other in their lives.  
 
    Would they?  
 
    “What does he do?” 
 
    She laughed. “Jesus, relax, will you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m not going to jump on you, Mister King! You’re worried that you invited me here now. Well, don’t be. No one will ever know. It will be our little secret…” She sipped more of the wine and walked back into the lounge. She picked up the bottle and poured another glass. “God, what a day!” 
 
    King followed her inside. “I know,” he said, seemingly relieved. “You must find it difficult to deal with, day in and day out.” 
 
    “We all die,” she said quietly. “It’s not the bodies, that’s merely an organic experience. A process. We die, our body starts to decompose. On a cellular level, it’s meat and fat and bone.”  
 
    King nodded. He’d spent much of his adult life analysing death, from the metaphysical to the biological. He had felt the need to justify and live with some of the things he had done. It hadn’t helped much.  
 
    “But it’s the abstract details,” she continued. “Had Mr and Mrs Jameson argued? Had they made love the night before, fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Cuddled all night? Had they realised what was about to happen, mouthed I love you before…” She drank more of the wine, half a glass in a gulp. “Liam Jameson. He would have been terrified. He would have wanted his mummy and daddy. He will never kiss a girl, drive a car, go to university…” She wiped a tear away from her cheek. 
 
    King looked at her. She was barely thirty. And she was burned out. He had seen it before. She was at the top of her field, but she was done. She didn’t know it yet, but her path led to addiction and failure. He watched her drain the glass. She still had failure to go, but it looked like the addiction was covered. He watched her pour another glass. The bottle was empty, and she drank the glass, the empty bottle still held in her other hand. 
 
    “How about those steaks?” she called out to him. 
 
    King dropped the two ribeye steaks on the grill and wiped his hands on a cloth. The steaks were thick and well marbled. The fat started to melt, and the flames licked at them through the bars. He twisted on some pepper from an oversized cruet, then he peeled back the lids on the two ready-made salads, and spooned them onto the plates. Caroline had designed and organised the outside kitchen area and they had enjoyed wonderful evenings sat outside, warming themselves from the evening chill beside the barbeque, which King would load up with kindling and logs after they had eaten. They would watch the flames and talk into the early hours. 
 
    He felt ridiculous. What had possessed him to offer to cook dinner? And now the woman was getting drunk. He had suggested a cup of tea or coffee, she had felt like a drink, offered her hotel bar, but he had not wanted to talk anywhere too public. Snell’s death had been subject to a non-discloser, or Section D. Nothing would be reported in the press until the authorities had looked at the cause of death. King had suggested his place and before he knew it she had taken it as an invitation for dinner. Now, as he spooned out some of the freshly prepared potato salad next to the coleslaw and dropped a few rocket leaves onto the plate, he knew he had crossed a line in his relationship. He knew he was not going to do anything with Amanda Cunningham, but he wouldn’t exactly be telling Caroline about this scenario either. That was enough to tell him he’d been an idiot in letting it get this far. 
 
    The steaks were ready for turning and he flipped them, huge flames engulfing the meat and lighting up the area briefly. He tossed on some sea salt that was flecked with seaweed and three kinds of spice. He couldn’t remember what they were. It had been a purchase of Caroline’s at a local food market. The fact he was using it made him feel worse.  
 
    “Looking good!” Amanda said, sidling up to him. Again, her shoulder brushed his arm. He noticed she smelled good, not only the expensive perfume he recognised as Caroline’s favourite, but shampoo or conditioner with a hint of vanilla. She was drinking white wine now. King hadn’t seen her carrying anything other than a small handbag and the bottle of red. He knew there were a few bottles in the kitchen, but wine wasn’t his thing. He sipped his red, more for a distraction than to slake a thirst, and took the steaks off the grill to rest on a plate. “I’m starving,” she said, slurring her words a little. The wine was evaporating fast. 
 
    King served up the steaks. He felt awkward about eating in Caroline’s outside dining area and made a move towards the lounge. He carried both plates. Amanda followed. Her glass was empty. She had put the bottle on the coffee table and King noticed it was half-empty. 
 
    “I’ll get us some cutlery,” she said and walked out to the kitchen. There was a sway to her hips that hadn’t been there before, but there was a lot of sway everywhere else that hadn’t been there before either. She came back with the knives and forks and perched herself down on the edge of the leather sofa. “This looks wonderful,” she said, and started to fork at the coleslaw. 
 
    “So, what got you into pathology?” King ventured. 
 
    “Well, you’ve got to seriously fuck up to harm the patients!” she giggled. “What got you into your line of work?” 
 
    He shrugged. “A lifetime of poor decisions.” 
 
    “Don’t you like what you do?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” he said. “My tasks have changed a bit over the past year or so. It’s been workable.” 
 
    “Do you work with your partner. Your fiancé,” she said, a little harsh emphasis on the word. 
 
    “Sometimes. We’re in the same department.” 
 
    “So, where is she?” 
 
    “She’s on something else.” 
 
    “Really? Your department doesn’t deem this important enough for a bigger team?” 
 
    King shrugged. “I don’t make the decisions.” He concentrated on his steak and picked at the salad. He watched her drain her glass. The elephant in the room was how the hell she was going to get back to her hotel in Truro. She’d put away too much to drive, and he had a sinking feeling she was going to suggest staying the night. He would suggest the spare room, but he could see matters getting messy. “Are you going to perform the autopsy tomorrow?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s pretty cut and dry,” she said. “A bullet the size of your index finger went straight through the man’s head.” 
 
    “Even so…” 
 
    “Cause of death is massive head trauma, a projectile penetrating the frontal lobe and taking the brain stem, the Medulla Oblongata, with it and exiting the cranial cavity. Pretty cut and dry, Mister King.” 
 
    King said nothing. When women called him Mister King in that same tone, they were either interested in him but not strictly available, like placing a barrier between them, yet willing him to cross it.  Either that, or he was in trouble with payroll. “Even so…” he started. 
 
    “Powder scorch marks on the curtain at the Jameson house, three dead bodies…” she interrupted again. “Even a dead dog,” she added flippantly. Amanda ate some potato salad and sat back in the sofa. Her glass was empty, and she fingered the rim absentmindedly. “And the target was shot through the head.” 
 
    “Murder victim,” King said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He was a murder victim. Assassins refer to the target. Home Office pathologists generally say murder victim.” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes burning into him. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Just an observation.” 
 
    “Well, Mister CSI, you didn’t seem to be in the know earlier today.” 
 
    King shook his head. “I’m not a cop. But I know my way around a murder.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I just don’t take things at face value, that’s all.” 
 
    “So, there’s more to it than a simple gunshot?” She shook her head, looked around for the wine bottle. It was empty. King still had half a glass of red. She got off the sofa, wobbled unsteadily, checked herself and smoothed down the dress, which had ridden high up her shapely legs. She picked up her handbag, held it close to her. “Where’s the lavatory?” she asked curtly. 
 
    “Upstairs, on the left,” King replied.  
 
    He watched her walk unsteadily up the open wooden staircase, then looked at his watch. It was eight-thirty. It wasn’t the night he had planned. He wasn’t sure what he had planned, but it certainly wasn’t this. He rested his head back against the sofa and thought what a mess he was in. First, the seemingly impossible task of investigating Snell’s death, and the whereabouts of the people behind Anarchy to Recreate Society. GCHQ had quickly traced the computers used, the separate IP addresses and tracked them to random accounts set up in India. Posts had been done via smartphones using data roaming and were unable to trace the cash bought phones as they were pay as you go, and not contracted.  
 
    Now this. A drunken, seemingly provocative young woman in his house. There was something about her personality, her mood. She had the demeanour of someone who would take down everybody around her, if it came to it. If not for her own ends, then merely for her own entertainment. He had known women like her before. They had been brief affairs, nothing more. Women King had left behind after assignments. No forwarding address, no number. 
 
    Amanda reappeared at the top of the stairs and walked down slowly. She seemed a little more composed, but her expression wasn’t as soft as it had been up until his comment. He had touched on a nerve. “So, CSI. What’s the big conspiracy? Why is a bullet not enough for you?” 
 
    “I never said it wasn’t,” King replied neutrally. “I was sent down here by someone who had met with the Prime Minister just twenty minutes after receiving the news that Sir Ian Snell had been killed. I was half an hour away from London at the time. I got into town, met with my boss in my department and was on a plane to Newquay airport within the hour. You arrived at the house an hour before I did. Now that tells me that forensic and pathology tests were important enough to this incident not to draw quick conclusions. I think every contingency needs to be looked at. It’s called processing steps.” 
 
    “I know what it’s called!” She slinked out into the kitchen and returned with another bottle of Caroline’s Australian chardonnay. It wasn’t cheap, but it was cheap enough for a screw cap and she had it undone, dropped the cap onto the table as she poured into her glass, the wine washing up the sides of the glass and spilling onto the coffee table. “I know my job, Mister King. Mister CSI…” she smirked. 
 
    “How did you get down so quickly?” 
 
    “By helicopter,” she said. “Maybe Home Office pathologists rate more highly than inexperienced investigators? I had a government Sikorsky. What were you in, Ryanair?” 
 
    King sighed. There was too much tension between them, albeit loaded on her side, to make headway with the investigation, or anything else. Even talking civilly, or so it would seem. “Look,” he ventured. “It’s getting late. Or late enough for another long day tomorrow. I’ll make you up a bed and we can talk some more in the morning.” 
 
    She sat down heavily on the sofa and downed the glass. “Fine,” she said, curtly. 
 
    King went upstairs and opened the door to the spare room. The bed was unmade. The covers, sheets and pillow cases were all in a trunk at the foot of the bed. It was another of Caroline’s touches; she had found the trunk in an antique shop in Falmouth. The shop had been having a closing down sale, and she had bought quite a few pieces.   
 
    He wasn’t an expert with duvets, but he got the basics sorted and had started to shake it out when he heard the vehicle. He peered out of the window and saw Amanda’s hire car tearing up the lane. He spun around and ran out across the landing and down the stairs. He snatched the keys off the hall table and ran out into the night. He couldn’t let her drive with the amount of alcohol she had consumed. The roads were narrow, and she risked hitting another car, perhaps even injuring or killing innocent people. But he also realised that if he chased after her, she would drive even more erratically. She certainly wouldn’t pull over and calmly stop, agree that she had a touch too much to drink and was being ridiculous. 
 
    King drove the Ford down the lane, turned right and made his way down the tree lined road. It was a single lane with no white markings. The trees had met overhead, their branches entwining, and it gave the effect of driving through a tunnel. He hung a right and after another mile, turned right again onto the main Truro to Falmouth road.  
 
    Truro was around six miles away and he approached sixty miles per hour until he crossed over a roundabout and accelerated up a steep stretch of dual carriageway. There was no other traffic and he got the Ford up to eighty, slowed for the next roundabout and kept the car at fifty for the next winding stretch of road into the city of Truro, Cornwall’s only city and capital of the duchy.  
 
    There were a few cars travelling in both directions, but he saw no sign of Amanda’s rental Ford Focus. He did not know where she was staying, but he knew there were not many hotels in Truro and he cruised the outer roads of the city, then drove straight through. He passed a couple of small hotels, saw that her car was not parked in the hotel carparks or on the road outside and continued his search. On the other side of the city, he pulled into a large hotel, which looked like a monastery or an abbey. The carparks showed no sign of her rental Focus, and he drove back down the drive and up the one-way dual carriageway, risking an illegal U-turn and heading back down the hill into town. He realised it was a futile exercise, but he didn’t feel comfortable with Amanda driving after the best part of two and a half bottles of wine, and him doing nothing about it. He drove up the steep hill and negotiated a weird double mini-roundabout and eight-way junction and headed back onto the Falmouth road. He slowed up as he drove through a winding wooded area with a steep siding that dropped away on the opposite side of the road, but there were no signs of a crash or incident, so he accelerated on as he neared a service station and re-joined the short stretch of dual carriageway. 
 
    It occurred to him that Amanda could have taken another road, but this was the most direct route, and the myriad of roads meant that he could essentially search all night. He drew a line under it and as he crested the steep hill and turned left into his lane, he could at least satisfy his conscience, if not the nagging feeling inside that he had been missing something. It played on his mind, as he drove down the bumpy lane, right up until his windscreen shattered and he heard the gunshot.  
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    The bullet had entered the windscreen, punching a tiny hole slightly high and right of King’s head, and travelled out through the back window, blowing out the glass completely. Afterwards, on reflection, King put this inaccuracy down to the severe potholes which pock-marked the lane. The car dipped half a foot at the point of impact. Glass peppered King’s face, and he ducked down, floored the accelerator and swerved into the gravelled driveway. He had heard the gunshot at the point of impact. That indicated the shooter was close. But only in sniper terms. Anywhere from a distance of point blank to one hundred metres. He noted, as he remained low, that the bullet hole was small. Not a .338 Lapua Magnum, that was for sure. The sound had been that of an assault rifle. A sharp report, the crack of a high velocity bullet breaking the sound barrier, but some of the sound leaving the open breach of the weapon as it cycled another round into the chamber. 
 
    The second and third shots were fired in quick succession and smashed through the driver’s window, and half of the glass shattered into a thousand pieces like cut diamonds and covered King as he crawled across the seat and opened the passenger door. He rolled out onto the gravel and darted for the front door. He realised that he had not locked it behind him in his haste, which was great for taking cover, but there could be more people inside.  
 
    That’s how he would have done it.  
 
    A shot buzzed past his head and thudded into the oak door. King barged through the door and fell into the hallway, the hard slate floor almost breaking him as much as his fall. He grimaced and carried on to the hall table, where he had left his .357 magnum revolver in the drawer. He opened the cylinder and checked it as he turned back towards the door and switched off the lights. The cottage was in darkness, but he knew his way around. He took a breath, deep and calming. They hadn’t waited for him inside. They hadn’t checked the cottage for a weapon. Some of the skill of the sniper’s incredible shot at the California house was being redressed. He had felt overwhelmed, outclassed in a world where he had once been in the higher echelons. This gunman had made a mistake, and that meant King had a chance.  
 
    He went through into the kitchen and stopped at the back door. There were an array of light switches and he turned on the outside lights, but only the PIR sensor settings. Turning the key in the door cautiously, he listened. There was a layer of thick gravel chippings surrounding the house. A nightmare to weed, but good for drainage. But primarily, he had laid them as a warning to footsteps. He could hear anybody making their way down the side of the house. 
 
    King eased the door inwards and listened. Nothing. He took one step across the thick gravel and pushed himself up onto the wall of the raised ground beside the cottage. He wouldn’t have called it a garden – it was far too overgrown for that – but it had been once, and the bushes and shrubs were so big and bushy, that they provided perfect cover. He moved slowly until he reached the front of the property, crouched low and kept the handgun out in front of him. 
 
    The night was still and quiet. A little breeze, but most of the trees were still in bud, not yet thick with leaves, so the ambient noise was at a minimum. No leaves rustling. King heard the first tentative step on the gravel at the front of the cottage. The attacker would have fired his first few shots from the fallow field in front of the property. Far enough back from King’s headlights to remain undetected.  
 
    The fence was broken in places and low. King could imagine them stepping over, the timber slimy and wet, the line of rail wobbling as they teetered with a leg each side. He could hear the direction of the next crunch of gravel, aimed the handgun, waited for the figure to merge into silhouette in the darkness, his eyes needed to catch up. His night vision was not there yet, certainly not up to the attacker’s. He turned his head and used his peripheral vision. It was sharper in the darkness. The light sensitive layer of cells at the back of the eyeball, called the retina, is comprised of two types of cells: rods and cones. The cones require a large amount of light to operate and are functional during daylight but are almost useless at night. Simply turning your head and looking a foot or so past what you want to see gives you better vision in the darkness. King had used this technique many times. He remained low, shrouded by the shrubbery.  
 
    Another tentative footstep.  
 
    King waited.  
 
    He figured one more step. 
 
    As it was, it was two steps, but when the outside light illuminated, it caught the lone gunman by complete surprise. King saw that the attacker was a man, tall and slim and dressed all in black. He was wearing a black beanie, special forces style. He carried a compact rifle, a bullpup design. There was a moment of indecision, but not on King’s part. The man outgunned King, his weapon was equipped with a scope and the light now gave the man the advantage. He had the range and superior firepower and he had the scope on top of the rifle for greater accuracy. But the advantage briefly ran to King too, because the gunman had not seen him. And that meant King had two choices.  
 
    Not three.  
 
    The first choice was to hide. But hiding was not a definitive action. If he hid, the man would still be there. The other option was to shoot while he had the element of surprise.  
 
    King still couldn’t see a third option.  
 
    He couldn’t shout and expose himself, and he couldn’t walk out, covering the man with his weapon and apprehend him. That would more likely force a western style duel. And the man had all the firepower. But King wasn’t one to hide or runaway, so he was left with one choice only.  
 
    He fired.  
 
    The man went down. The .357 shattered the night time silence and the flash of yellow white light from the muzzle briefly lit up the sky as much as the outside light. Centre mass, large pistol calibre. King doubted the man was wearing body armour, but it was an option. He stepped out from the shrubbery and walked in a semi-circle, skirting the gravel on the fringe of grass in front of the fence. The prone figure was twenty metres away with his back to King. There was movement, but King could not see the weapon. He aimed the sights on the man’s back, the red illuminated blade of the foresight steady on the centre of the man’s shoulder blades. King recognised the movement as hampered breathing. And pain. And shock. He knew what the man was going through – he’d been there himself. He’d also been in the man’s predicament. He’d had his back to an approaching enemy before. It worked out that time for King. This guy wasn’t going to be so lucky. King tightened the semi-circle, placing himself at an angle the man would be unable to cover with his own weapon merely by rolling onto his back. 
 
    “Hands in the air!” King shouted. “Drop the weapon, you won’t make it!”  
 
    “My back’s busted,” the man wheezed. His accent was East European, perhaps Russian. 
 
    “Let go of the weapon then!” The man moved a little, but the weapon stayed where it was, still clutched in his right hand, the barrel resting on the gravel. King was a dozen paces away now. “Tell me who you are working for!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    “Drop the weapon and raise your hands where I can see them. Roll onto your back,” King paused. “Do it, or you’re a dead man.” 
 
    “I’m dead anyway,” the man wheezed. “If you don’t kill me, they will.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Fuck you!” 
 
    “Tell me. I’ll get you protection.” 
 
    “You can’t protect me!” 
 
    “Trust me. I’ll get you medical attention and protection. My department…” 
 
    “Your department knows shit! Your department hasn’t got a clue!” 
 
    “Well tell me!” King snapped. “I work for the British government. I am with MI5.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” The man shifted. King was close now, the handgun unwavering. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” King said coldly. “Now take your hand off the weapon. Do it or I’ll fire again.” 
 
    “Well do it! You’ll be doing me a favour!” He rolled slowly onto his back with a grunt, brought the compact rifle around unsteadily. The barrel was tracking across open space. King would soon fill the gap.  
 
    King shifted his aim and squeezed the trigger. The man recoiled sharply as the bullet shattered his thigh. But he had let go of the weapon and it clattered onto the gravel. King lurched forwards and kicked it away. The man clutched his thigh, his teeth grit together and his eyes white. He hollered and wailed, twisting on the gravel. “Bastard!” 
 
    King stepped around and looked down at him. “True,” he said. “But I’ve gotten over it. Now, tell me, who sent you?” 
 
    The man panted for breath. He pulled his hand away from the wound, looked at his palm. It was soaked, looked like it had been dipped into a can of red paint. The wound was spurting blood at an alarming rate. The man put his hand back onto the gunshot wound, then looked up at King and seemed to relax. He took his hand away from the wound, and it pulsed and pumped with blood. He forced a smile. “Nice shooting, shithead.” 
 
    King looked at the wound. He hadn’t meant to, but he had hit the femoral artery. There was no telling what bone fragments and splinters would do - the bullet for that matter, all twisted and sharp and misshapen. This guy had been unlucky.  
 
    King shrugged. “Those are the breaks, I guess,” he said. “So, are you going to talk to me, cleanse your soul, that sort of shit? Or do you want a moment alone?”  
 
    They always wanted time alone, a moment to prepare. 
 
    “Please, leave.” The man started to sob. “I have a wife and child back home…” 
 
    King nodded, then bent down and picked up the bullpup rifle. It was a French made FAMAS. The shortened commando version in 5.56mm calibre. A specialist piece of kit, and one difficult to get hold of in Britain. Even on the black market. He walked back towards the cottage, knowing the man would likely be dead before he got back inside. 
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    King had loaded up with some tea. He took it strong and sweet, the same variety that he had found a taste for in Turkey. He had spent a great deal of time in Turkey over the years – the gateway to Iraq, Iran and Syria. It was going to be a long night, so he spooned in a little more of the dark sugar. It was a Fairtrade variety with a hint of vanilla that Caroline had bought, and as much as he had scoffed at the price at the time, he had taken a liking to it.  
 
    His first call was to his handler. This was his go to contact in the operations department of the Security Service, otherwise known as MI5. He had left a message – standard procedure, as it was never answered first time. Simon Mereweather called King back and they spoke in depth. King outlined the attack and Mereweather had said he would call and direct a containment team. From the start the incident would be ‘Section D’d’ under national security. Which meant it as good as never happened. The police would be called after the containment team were in place and the findings would be noted, the investigation handed over to MI5 personnel and a notice put out that there would be no press involvement. The team would use a Home Office coroner, and the body would be moved to a facility in London. 
 
    King was curtly reminded of his duties involving the case and instructed to continue with his investigation. Now all he could do was wait. Simon Mereweather was a career MI5 officer with most of his experience in planning, analysing data and acting as go-between with other government departments, the police, GCHQ and MI6 – their sister service dealing mainly in foreign operations – and what the service called ‘damage limitation’ in the field. King didn’t dislike Mereweather, which was unusual for him, but he did dislike the company line the man so often stayed the right side of. He knew Mereweather was in line for the deputy directorship of operations, so King didn’t go out of his way to antagonise the man, but he wasn’t afraid of voicing his opinion when he felt the integrity of an operation was being lost in favour of a smooth ride for the service.  
 
    He then scrolled down the contacts list and hesitated, his thumb hovering over Caroline’s number. He backed up, locked the phone and put it back in his pocket. They had their rules, and Caroline was mid-operation. She would call when she could. 
 
    King emptied the two spent cases and four live shells from his revolver and placed them on the hall table, along with the weapon with its cylinder left open. It was evidence now and making it safe was the next logical step. He sipped more of the tea and decided to take it with him upstairs.  
 
    In his downtime, King enjoyed painting. During his time with MI6 a department psychotherapist had recommended King take up an artistic outlet and once it became evident that he liked to paint, the psychotherapist had later casually asked to see some of his work. King had known the woman’s motive to get an insight into his psyche, and had set about painting a scene which had made Dante’s Inferno look tame. It had become one of the biggest jokes in the service, and someone had even ‘liberated’ it and had it framed and hung in the Special Forces Club in Knightsbridge, along with a handwritten note telling the story.   
 
    Despite King’s notorious work hanging behind the bar in that most exclusive members only club, he now only painted landscapes. Each room throughout the cottage was adorned with one of his watercolours or oil paintings. He had become more proficient over the years. A favourite of his was of a derelict cottage and watermill he had painted when Jane had been alive. They had picnicked and made love on a sunny afternoon in May in a bed of bluebells within a copse of trees nearby. King had sketched out and photographed the cottage afterwards while Jane had lain back in the grass and teased him about his newfound hobby. It was true, the picture wasn’t that good. Early art never compared to later offerings from the artist. It would never get stolen, that was for sure. Which was why he had picked it over the others. King lifted it off its hook to reveal an open recess. A Glock model 19 pistol filled the space, along with twenty loose 9mm bullets and an empty magazine. The gun had been there a long time. The only other item was a brown paper wrapped package. Inside this was a false passport and five thousand pounds in twenty-pound notes. He deliberated over taking this also, but stopped himself. It was his bug-out package. He had many more around the country. All with a false passport, a weapon, ammunition and a similar amount of money. All taken from operations over the years. There had always been equipment he should have disposed of and expense money, mostly ludicrously overfunded, that was unaccounted for. It was a precaution that belonged to his old life. He hoped it was a part of him, the uncertain life he had once lived, that would remain in the past.  
 
    King replaced the painting and set about loading the magazine. You never kept a magazine loaded for a prolonged period as it weakens the spring and can later cause feed problems and stoppages. This was a standard fifteen-round magazine. He preferred this version, as it fitted flush to the grip and kept the weapon both lighter and a better dimension for concealed carry than the aftermarket extended capacity varieties. He liked the Glock too – an ergonomically proficient design with no external hammer or safety catches to snag on clothing. A simple flap on the tip of the trigger acted as a safety. If your finger wasn’t near the trigger, the weapon couldn’t fire. Not even if it was dropped. The sights were a simple three dot affair. One luminous white dot on the front ramp sight and one on each side of the squared vee. Simply put all three dots in a line and aim the row of dots on what you wanted to hit. It was a great weapon to use in low light conditions. Over sixty metres and you simply tilted the weapon to raise the middle dot. King had the discipline down to an art over years of training. Ideally, he liked to use a handgun under fifty feet from the target, but he was proficient enough to make consistent one hundred metre hits on man-sized targets with most handguns.  
 
    Once the magazine was full, he loaded the weapon and made it ready. He dropped the five loose rounds into his pocket, tucked the pistol into his belt and pulled his shirt tails out to conceal it. He checked his pocket knife – he always carried one – a small folding lock knife with a three-inch blade honed to a razor’s edge. It was light and featured a graphite skeleton cut-out body and blackened blade with a thumb stud for opening with one hand. 
 
    He grabbed his travel bag and took it downstairs with him. He wouldn’t be staying the night now that the cottage had been compromised. King picked up the assault rifle and walked to the car. He dropped his bag on the rear seat amongst the shattered glass, then looked out across the field. He shouldered the rifle and checked the sights. They were a low-light set up, mildly illuminating everything he swept over. His view was in a green tint, but in different shades. He swept the rifle over the field, stopping for a moment at clumps of bushes he had allowed to grow through lack of care. He had no livestock, and it was all he could do to keep the cottage dry and mould free. He rarely had time to work on the grounds as well.  
 
    There was movement in the far corner. He tracked the rifle, caught sight of a figure sliding over the hedge. His finger tightened on the trigger and the crosshairs centred briefly on the person’s lower back. He knew he wouldn’t fire, he had no way of knowing if the person was armed or whether they even posed a threat. People often shot rabbits at night with lamps and .22 rifles, shotguns or air rifles. He had seen them before in neighbouring fields, skirting the hedgerows and climbing the hedges. The figure had disappeared, and King took his finger away from the trigger. A moment later, the red glow of a vehicle’s tail-lights lit up the other side of the hedge and an engine started and idled. They must have been brake lights as the person started the engine with their foot on the brake. The headlights flicked on and cut a swath of light briefly across the far side of the field as the vehicle moved away. King realised this was where the road curved dramatically, then straightened out after fifty metres or so. The vehicle appeared to stop, its lights dipped and its engine idling.  
 
    King was in no doubt this was the dead man’s accomplice. But why hadn’t they waited in the house? Why had they sat back on the side lines? They had proved to be an ineffective backup, and little use as a getaway driver. King swept across the field once more with the rifle scope. He turned slowly and surveyed the house. Maybe the person had not seen what had transpired. Perhaps this was part of the plan, a secondary rendezvous. He could hear distant sirens. That was it. The driver of the getaway vehicle had pulled ahead of the bend out of sight of the approaching vehicles.  
 
    King turned in the direction of the sound of sirens. He guessed the police hadn’t listened to the brief. Their blue strobes lit up the night sky as they filed single file down the lane. An ambulance followed. He turned briefly in the direction of the vehicle on the other side of the hedge, but saw that it was driving away, distant tail lights fading out of sight. He looked back at the cottage, where the lights of the first police car illuminated the body on the ground. 
 
    King took a few steps towards the cottage. He lowered the weapon, carrying it by its frame in his right hand, barrel backwards and butt first, a universally unthreatening way to transport a weapon. Armed police officers had filed out of the lead vehicle. King raised his left hand, raised his right to his waist, his arm outstretched. He considered dropping the weapon altogether, Cornish armed police didn’t get out much and the sight of a man with a FAMAS walking towards them may prove too much to take in and get those trigger fingers twitching. 
 
    The thud happened a second before the white light. King felt it vibrate in his internal organs – a wave of pressure and nauseous unsteadiness. His entire equilibrium off kilter, for just hundredths of a second. The secondary noise, the immense explosion left his ears ringing and his eyes momentarily blinded by white light. He dropped onto his knees, involuntarily, then rolled onto the ground as his senses caught up. His senses were acute; the police were not so experienced. And they were a lot closer.  
 
    The glass blew out of the windows and showered onto the armed officers in the driveway. Splinters of wood and pieces of rubble and what was left of the interior of the cottage smashed into the vehicles, and personnel who were lucky enough to be near their vehicles ducked down for cover. Some were luckier than others, who bore the brunt of it upon their heads.  
 
    There was a scene of confusion as police officers were torn between keeping cover or tending to their colleagues, and the chain of command was lost in the ensuing panic. King got back to his feet. The cottage was gone. The whole façade was open, and the roof had dropped four or five feet. Fire had broken out and the flames licked at the ceiling, the wooden staircase and fixtures. There was a loud popping noise and King figured it was the first of the four live .357 magnum rounds cooking off in the heat. One of the armed police officers returned a volley of fire at the cottage and prompted two more to do the same, as the burning ammunition fired back at them. One of the armed officers, King presumed him to be the team leader, shouted to ‘cease fire’ and after a few seconds of confusion, the armed officers started to tend to their wounded colleagues. 
 
    King looked at the burning cottage in dismay. He had seen explosions like it before. Used them too. A secondary incendiary of phosphorous, burning at over one thousand degrees Celsius and propelled outwards both by the detonation and gaseous backdraft from the initial ignition of the incendiary. A bomb of three parts. Specialist equipment. 
 
    King searched the chaos for a senior officer, he guessed that the man in his fifties, dressed in plain attire, was his best bet. The man was of medium height and weight and wore a drab raincoat. He looked ruffled, but King would bet he hadn’t looked much better before the explosion. He was speaking into a mobile phone, standing over the body of the gunman and looking like his world had shifted on its axis and he would never get it back. Some of the armed police officers nearer to the burning building were hobbling away, helped by officers who had been further away and protected by the vehicles. King quickly ascertained that there had been no fatalities, and the paramedics at the ambulance were busy organising a makeshift triage.  
 
    King walked out from the darkness of the field and walked up to the officer. “Who’s in charge?” he asked. 
 
    The man spun around, recoiled when he saw the assault rifle, but the decision-making part of his brain soon discounted King as a threat. Maybe it had been the relaxed posture. “I am,” he said. “Detective Chief Inspector Trevarth. You must be the MI5 guy.” 
 
    King nodded. “Shame you didn’t catch the brief.” 
 
    “I was informed of a lethal shooting,” he said. “I’m not putting my officers at risk turning up unarmed.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see they’re worth their weight in lead,” King replied sardonically. “Nobody could foresee the explosion, but I’m surprised they all rocked up in one vehicle and didn’t set up a cordon.” 
 
    “They didn’t know what to expect.” 
 
    “Then they should have been wary,” King mused. “Or I suggest they knew there was no threat, as you were briefed by my control, and no doubt briefed them in turn, and were merely a show of force because MI5 are operating on your patch and you don’t like it.” 
 
    “The police don’t work for MI5.” 
 
    “They do tonight,” King said. “And the last time I checked, the boys in blue work for the British government. So tonight, by default, you’ve gone against orders and created your very own shit storm. All you needed to do was dispatch a couple of detectives, or come in person alone, supervise the Home Office coroners to take control of the body and have a run through the Official Secrets Act,” King paused. “Familiarise yourself with national security protocols.” 
 
    DCI Trevarth looked dumbly at King, then glanced back at the officers gathering around the ambulance and damaged police vehicles. “I…” he hesitated as he watched the fire roaring within the cottage, the flames licking at the roof. He looked back at King anxiously. “Shit, what do I do now?” 
 
    “Damage control, you mean?” 
 
    The detective nodded. He looked up and stared at the blue strobes of the approaching convoy of fire engines and ambulances. He shrugged. “I suppose.” 
 
    King looked over his head. It was getting worse. Two lights approached in the sky. King looked back at the detective. “Get two officers into the field. A torch in each hand. Position them twenty metres from the hedges, fifty metres apart. Get them to hold each torch at arm’s length and kneel down.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing, Trevarth,” King paused. “For the moment, you have a pension. Do what I say, and you may just keep it.” 
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    “Well, it’s a cluster fuck, this little lot, isn’t it?” 
 
    King waved a hand towards the burning cottage. Two fire engines, or tenders, were spraying the flames with hoses, there was no threat to life, so the rest of the firefighters were milling around, waiting to take a turn with the hoses. “I’d offer you a cup of tea,” King paused and shrugged at Neil Ramsay, the designated officer for the operation. “But the kitchen is in a bit of a mess.” 
 
    “So…” he said, looking at DCI Trevarth. “This little lot is down to you, is it?” 
 
    The detective was about to speak, when King cut in. “I heard that an off-duty officer heard gunshots, couldn’t get a signal on his mobile and roused the troops personally.” 
 
    “Really?” Ramsay said incredulously. “Which station?” 
 
    “Fal…” King was cut off. 
 
    “Camborne!” Trevarth interjected. “I’ll file a report later. Your orders crossed with the duty sergeant, who got this lot together.” 
 
    “I think the DCI was just a few minutes too late to stop the procession,” said King. “Unfortunate, but those are the breaks.”  
 
    “Right,” Ramsay said, somewhat dubiously. But he had a story to go back with and years in the field mopping up mistakes had taught him not to dig too deep, and not to question enough to know all the facts. If he didn’t know everything, then the buck could always be passed on. “Well, I can tell we’re in the bloody countryside. Something to do with all the bullshit I can smell around here.” 
 
      King shrugged. “Well, nobody could have foreseen the incendiary device. The fire brigade would have to have come out for an explosion.” 
 
    “The what?” Trevarth frowned. “Incendiary?” 
 
    “He means the gas explosion,” Ramsay said nonchalantly. “Left the bloody gas on. Careless really.” 
 
    “Incredibly so,” said King. “Seeing as I have an electric combi-boiler and a log fire.”  
 
    The flames were dying, but the firefighters were still busy with the hoses. The walking wounded had been taken to hospital in Truro and two detectives were assisting the Home Office coroner and forensic scientist who had travelled in the helicopter with Ramsay. Two MI5 officers, both ex-Metropolitan police MIT detectives, were comparing notes next to the body, which was now being secured in a body bag. The FAMAS rifle had been declared safe by one of the firearms officers, and bagged and tagged. King’s Smith & Wesson revolver was still inside the burning building. As a piece of evidence, it would surely be useless. The MI5 officers had gathered the local police and medical crews together, along with a rotation of firefighters, to go through what events had transpired and sign the Official Secrets Act.  
 
    King watched the smouldering building. He was left feeling confused, his emotions torn. In some way, the destruction of the cottage signified the final materiel piece of his wife’s existence, severed forever. He knew that he should feel devastated, but in truth, it came as a relief. As if hanging onto this one piece of her had curtailed him from moving on completely. The flames had not yet died, but he already knew he would move on without looking back. The insurance would be paid and the property re-built, but he would sell. His life was with Caroline now and they would buy a place together, start from scratch. Build their own memories, good or bad, create their own history, look forward to their future together. The feeling was almost invigorating. Caroline had made this past year better, but he now knew he could look forward to better things to come. 
 
    “…wouldn’t you say, Alex?” 
 
    King looked away from the fire. Ramsay stood there with his cell phone. DCI Trevarth was walking away towards the police vehicles. “Sorry?” he asked. 
 
    “I said, I suppose a bed for the night is out of the question,” Ramsay repeated. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Just got shot at, killed a man and watched my marital home burned to the ground.” 
 
    “Well, you could have my problems. I mean, is there ever a fucking phone signal down here? We came down a couple of years back for a few days, I don’t think I had a two-bar signal for the entire holiday. Do you know how bloody tedious teenage girls can be without a phone signal?” He tapped on the home screen once more, then held the phone aloft, as if an extra half metre would solve his problems. “Bloody place!”  
 
    “You could always use my house phone.” 
 
    “Funny.” Ramsay scoffed. “Have you got funds?” 
 
    “Company card.” 
 
    “That will do,” he said curtly. “I’m flying back to London with the body. You have a return to London from Newquay, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, better not waste it then. Get back to London by the afternoon for a briefing. You’d better find a hotel for the night. I would offer you a lift, but I’m sure you need to get your hire car back to the airport. Besides, there will be no room with the body and all.” 
 
    “The car’s full of holes.” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” he said. “That’s the company’s deposit lost now.” 
 
    King did not know whether the man was joking or not, but he suspected he was quite serious. He shrugged like it didn’t matter. He’d get back to London when he was finished here and not before. He had other matters to attend to. He wasn’t about to tell Ramsay that, the man was on a clean-up mission and would not take the news well. All he was focused on was getting MI5’s presence out of this mess and back where it could be controlled effectively. 
 
    Ramsay pocketed the phone and shook his head. “You’ll need to file a report back at Thames House. Take your time and get it right. I don’t want repercussions, just something that will close the file and keep it closed,” he said.  
 
    King nodded. “You can get a signal at the end of the lane. There’s a lot of granite here, which interferes phone signals and radio-bands, and the trees seem to cut the signal off further in spring and summer.” Ramsay looked at him incredulously. King added, “In winter, the trees are bare, so it doesn’t affect the signal so much. In the summer, they are full with leaves.” 
 
    “Bugger me, what a place!” He shook his head. “It’s okay, I’ll wait until we’re airborne. Now, go and find a place to stay.” 
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    King had adopted the soldier’s mantra of eating and sleeping when he could. There were enough periods of activity for it to have made no significant difference to his waistline. He worked out regularly, with daily routines he could perform anywhere. These were complimented by runs and swims. He used kettle bells, but didn’t lift heavy weights, always preferring instead to use his own bodyweight, either pulling himself up or doing push-ups or squats. He had learned the importance of getting out of trouble more quickly than he had got into it by running. He didn’t jog. He ran at a pace which would lose marathon runners or middle-distance runners, but he could do it for five miles. He could run at a full sprint for three minutes before slowing. He hadn’t run any distance for a while, but the last time he had he had carried a rifle, thirty pounds of equipment and an eleven-stone wounded colleague for sixty miles in the Syrian heat by day, and below zero by night. So today, in keeping with the hotel, he decided to ignore the gym or the opportunity for a run along the promenade and sit down for a full English breakfast and several cups of tea. 
 
    The restaurant at the St. Michael’s Hotel afforded King a spectacular view of Falmouth Bay overlooking Gyllyngvase Beach. Even so, King had chosen his table carefully, aligning his back to a pillar whilst still able to keep his eye on the entrance to the restaurant.  
 
    Old habits die hard, old warriors died harder.  
 
    The sea glistened silver in the rising sun and was as flat and calm as a millpond. The sky was blue and cloudless. King took in the view, the restaurant’s surroundings, and wished Caroline was with him to share it. He hadn’t spoken to her for two days. It was protocol. She was on a mission; it would be up to her to make contact. You never broke the rule. 
 
    He saw movement out of the corner of his right eye. He took in a casual glance, stopped in his tracks. Amanda Cunningham spoke to a member of the waiting staff. King knew she was relaying her room number and would be told to pick a table. The hotel was quiet. Just so long as a single guest or couple didn’t go and sit on a table set for six it wouldn’t be a big deal. He watched her hover at her table, listen to the waitress, nodded a few times and King could lip read her asking for coffee. She took a short walk to the buffet table and came back with an orange juice. She looked around the restaurant at her fellow diners and King caught her eye. He waved discreetly, and she frowned. She wandered over, the frown growing. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Are you following me?”  
 
    She hovered uncomfortably, and King beckoned her to take a seat. “If I were, then surely, I would be in Truro?” he replied. “That’s where you said you were staying, right?” 
 
    She was midway through sitting, looked perplexed as she sat down. “No, I…” 
 
    “Truro,” he said. “I can’t think how I’d confuse that.” He dipped his knife into a rosette of butter. “I was worried when you left last night. I drove into Truro and scouted about.” 
 
    “I can’t think why,” she said. The waitress arrived with a pot of coffee and a jug of milk. She didn’t say anything as she placed them down beside the upturned cup. “Thanks,” she said to her, then looked back to King. “No, I don’t recall saying that I was staying in Truro. So, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “They do a good breakfast,” King replied, not wanting to elaborate on the events that had transpired after she had left. He shrugged like it was nothing and decided not to bring up the fact she had been seriously over the drink-drive limit. He hadn’t been an angel in his past life, certainly wasn’t going to get evangelical about it. “So, are you going back to Sir Ian Snell’s house this morning? Or the Jameson’s?” 
 
    She sipped from her cup. She had made the coffee creamy and sweet. “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You’re all wrapped up, then?” 
 
    “I am performing the autopsy on Snell’s body this morning.” 
 
    King nodded. “I think you should do the Jameson family as well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    King had spread marmalade on the wholemeal toast and took a bite. He had used a lot of butter and it dripped down his chin. He dabbed it with the back of his hand, realised he wasn’t in a wadi in Iraq or Syria and used his cotton napkin. “Transference,” he said. “The spread of DNA through fibres, materials, particles or liquids.” 
 
    “I know what transference is,” she said sharply. “I’m the one with the PHD.” 
 
    “And I watch CSI.” He moved his toast as the waitress swept in and placed a plate in front of him. He smiled a thank you and picked up his knife and fork. “Apparently, they usually have a buffet, but the kitchen is cooking to order because it’s so quiet. I had to bribe the waitress to double up.” 
 
    Amanda looked at his plate of food, pulled a face. She stood up and smiled. “You’ll have a coronary with all that fried food,” she said. “Trust me, I’ve seen enough clogged arteries to know. I’m going to get some fruit.” 
 
    King watched her walk to the buffet table. The irony that she had drank a month’s worth of alcohol units in a night wasn’t lost on him as she left to fetch her healthy alternative. He buttered more toast and folded it around a slice of bacon, dipping it in the egg yolk. He didn’t factor in lunch, so had decided to make hay. It was on expenses after all.  
 
    Amanda came back with a large fruit salad and a bowl of yoghurt. She picked over the fruit with a fork. “There will be no transference at Snell’s house. He was killed with a bullet at long range.” 
 
    King shrugged. “I just think it should be contained, that’s all. I spoke to my boss this morning and he thinks the same.” 
 
    She smiled. “I was sent here by the Home Secretary himself,” she said. “I think my chain reaches a few links higher than that of your boss.”  
 
    King continued to eat through his plate of food, ignoring her attempt to pull rank. He’d ignored Prime Ministers before now. They were long gone, but he was still here.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” she asked. 
 
    King nodded. “I heard.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s your career.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “You’ll make or break on this. You’ll climb a few rungs higher, or you’ll plummet beyond recovery,” he said. He put down his cutlery and drank some tea. It was cold, so he topped up with more from the pot and a splash of milk. He stirred in a spoonful of sugar, watching her as he tapped the spoon on the rim of the cup. “This will be your biggest case. There will be little chance of you ever topping this. It will be looked at for years to come. If it isn’t thorough, if it isn’t perfect, then you will be a footnote in history. They will use you as a lesson in what not to do. You’ll be a training resource on that PHD of yours.” 
 
    She went to say something but thought better of it. She sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “Okay,” she said. “I suppose it won’t hurt to keep the provincials out of it.” 
 
    “It never does.” 
 
    “I’ll phone and tell them that I will start the autopsy on the Jameson’s this afternoon, after I have finished Snell’s autopsy.” 
 
    “I’ve already done that,” King said. 
 
    She frowned. “You are presumptuous.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m in charge of this investigation. Whether you like it or not, you’re working for me. So, you’ll work on the Jameson’s after you have worked on Snell, but only after we’ve taken another look at his house.” 
 
    “His house?” 
 
    “Yes. You can give me a lift, I have a problem with my car and the mobile service will fix it while I’m out.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I don’t see what else can be gleaned from looking at his house again.” 
 
     “We’ll see.” King shrugged. “About last night…” 
 
    “Forget it,” she interrupted. “You were questioning my work, and it had been a long day. I should have said goodbye, but I also didn’t think it was appropriate for you to ask me to stay. You have a fiancé, Alex.” 
 
    “I offered you my spare bed for the night,” King snapped at her, annoyed she had turned his offer around on him. “Given your state, there was nothing wrong in that.” 
 
    “What state?” she asked incredulously. “I was tired, that’s all.” 
 
    King shook his head. He wasn’t going to drive the fact home like a nail in a coffin, but he hadn’t liked her slant on what or was not appropriate. He left it there, but decided he’d had enough breakfast. He put down his cutlery and picked up his cup and sat back, looked out at the sea view like she wasn’t there. She was in denial and she wouldn’t recover until she accepted it. He wasn’t a charity worker and he had more important things on his mind than her sobriety. He hadn’t heard from Caroline in a while but knew the procedure. She’d said she would call and she would when she had the opportunity. It didn’t stop him worrying though. 
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    Cape Town 
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    It was a cool day, colder than she had anticipated, but certainly warmer than she had been used back in London, or Lyon in France, where she had been spending a great deal of time recently. 
 
    The light was incredible, reflecting off the boats in the marina and the sea looked slick and glossy. Perhaps there was some fuel on the surface from the engines, but she liked to think it was reflected from the tremendous sky of blue that seemed bigger somehow, bigger than she had ever seen. It was such a bright and cloudless day; the sky so azure it wouldn’t be hard to imagine seeing stars with a suitable pair of binoculars. She didn’t even know if that was possible, but it didn’t seem out of the question to her to try. She would like to see the night sky, witness the stars with such clarity, but doubted she would get the chance. It had been raining when she arrived late last night, and this was to be a flying visit, if she managed to get what she wanted, she could well be on a plane by early evening. At least she had no time difference to contend with. Sixteen hours of flying, and her body clock was still ticking along just fine. Longitude travel was the way to go.  
 
    Caroline Darby threaded through a few men who were casting fishing rods into the marina. They were black and dressed shabbily. She got the impression they were not fishing recreationally, but more as a direct attempt to secure food. They certainly didn’t have vast tackle boxes or the latest equipment. She noticed one man was using a length of bamboo as a rod and a small empty plastic drinks bottle for a float. She noticed too that the boats had changed from expensive pleasure craft to wooden work boats as she had worked her way down the harbour breakwater. She had strayed far from the tourist area on her run. She slowed up, looked back at the town and decided to head for the street and work her way back to the hotel. 
 
    There were all manner of stores and shops. Some were serving soup and coffee and many people were wandering around dipping great chunks of bread into cups, taking their breakfast on the go. She had never seen people eating bread and soup for breakfast, and hoped breakfast at the hotel would be more acceptable.  
 
    There were many dogs, all ribs and teeth, rooting around in piles of rubbish that had spilled out of overfull bins or ripped sacks. Everyone eyed her curiously as she jogged past in her colourful tight-fitting active wear, her glossy blonde ponytail swaying from side to side. She knew she had strayed from the tourist area, but she was making good pace and on track to make the marina in another ten minutes of so.   
 
    Ahead of her, three large men fanned out in front of her. They wore tattered T-shirts and faded and ripped jeans. One wore a pair of scuffed trainers, the other two went barefoot. She glanced across the road. There was a parked van with the sliding panel door open. The driver got out, looked at the men, then nodded.  
 
    She knew she was in trouble. She could take any one of these men on their own, but not in a group. She glanced behind her, noticed a white saloon car driving behind. For a moment, she thought of her fiancé Alex. What would he do? He would have been carrying a knife for sure, would probably have used it by now. She cursed herself for being taken in by the magnificent hotels, the marina. She should never have run so far, taken the city on face value. She’d been a dumb tourist. She wished she had used the hotel’s gym instead. 
 
    “Miss Darby!” the man called from behind her. He had stopped the car, it’s engine still running. He rested a large black semi-automatic handgun on the roof of the car, casually and unassuming, but the dangerous end was aiming at the man in the middle of the three. “What a coincidence,” he said. “I was early for our meeting and thought I’d take in the sights as well.” He looked at the three men, who were all frozen on the spot. “You fellas got someplace else to be?”  
 
    They hesitated, seemed to catch the man’s drift in unison and scattered in all directions. The man with the van was already driving away, the door still open.  
 
    The man with the gun smiled at Caroline. He was tall and bronzed, his hair was fair, and he wore an open shirt which was not quite Hawaiian in design, but was in the same postcode. He looked like he should have been advertising Old Spice in the seventies. “I’m Peter Kruger, State Security Agency,” he said as he holstered the pistol in a cross-draw holster under his shirt.   
 
    Caroline stepped off the pavement. “Well, I’m glad you just happened by,” she said, then smiled. “I don’t think you did, but I’m certainly glad you came along.” 
 
    “Cape Town is a beautiful place, but like all towns, it has its bad places,” he said, his accent was thick with tones of Afrikaans and a guttural drawl.  
 
    “Well, I’ll make sure I don’t go to any of those places again,” she replied casually. In truth she was relieved, felt a release of adrenalin from the close call. It didn’t bear thinking about what the men had wanted to do with her. 
 
    “Oh, believe me, this is a good area still, compared to most,” Kruger said seriously. “But you would certainly have seen a worse place with those guys.” 
 
    “What do you think they wanted?” 
 
    “Here, get in,” Kruger stepped around the bonnet and opened the passenger door. He waited until they were both inside before continuing, “They would have gangbanged you for sure,” he said. “Gang rape. A pretty white woman like you, well… Let’s just say, they would have called all their friends, made a little money for the day.” 
 
    She was visibly shocked. “That happens a lot?” 
 
    “More than it should, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, it shouldn’t happen at all.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah. It happens. They take a woman back to the townships, some are worse places than others. There was a young, white South African girl found out near Khayelitsha last month. She’d been raped so many times, well… Anyway, she was eventually strangled, and her body dumped outside the township. The police tried their best, but the investigation is going nowhere. Too many blacks living outside the system.” 
 
    Caroline wasn’t comfortable with the way Kruger spoke, the way he seemed to rest the emphasis on blacks, but she had been forewarned that Cape Town wasn’t London. Culturally and politically, it was worlds apart. Apartheid was over, many of the jobs had gone to black people, but there were still white people with twenty-year-old views living and working in the system. Many of them were disgruntled at the change in tide. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Caroline asked. “I need to take a shower and change before we visit the prison,” she said. She could see the Victoria and Alfred Hotel to her right in the distance, but the road was winding around to the left.  
 
    Kruger pulled the car into the side of the road and a tanned man with a long ponytail opened the rear door and slid in, he wrapped his hand around Caroline’s chest, let the tip of the knife rest under her chin. She froze, pressed her head back into the headrest to avoid the glistening blade. 
 
    “Should have let those caffer gangbangers take you back there,” Kruger said. “But they might not have finished the job, eh ‘bro?” 
 
    “Fucking right,” the man with the knife said, then added, “No body, no pay, eh?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Caroline gasped. 
 
    “Thought we made that clear?” 
 
    “Is this about Vigus Badenhorst?” 
 
    “Who?” Kruger glanced at his accomplice in the mirror. “You know that name, Vince?” 
 
    “No, ‘bro.” 
 
    “Never heard of him. Is he the guy you’re visiting at the prison?” 
 
    Caroline remained silent. 
 
    “You want her to talk, ‘bro?” the man in the rear seat asked. “I’ll make her fucking sing!” 
 
    “Don’t need to, Vince. Just need to cut her throat and dump her someplace. Like I said, should have let those caffers have their way with her and kill her for us.”         
 
    “Oh, I think we can each have a go in her before we do the deed.” 
 
    Caroline wanted to scream and shout. She wanted to lash out, to tell them what she thought of them. But she also wanted to get away. There were ways of doing that, and keeping calm would be one of them. She was a former soldier, an intelligence officer in 14 Intelligence Company before joining MI5. She had been in tight situations before, and now that they were moving and the man who had called himself Kruger was concentrating on driving, as far as she was concerned the only one of threat to her was the man behind her with the knife. Once they found someplace quiet and both men got out of the car, then she would be as good as dead. 
 
    They left the road at a junction and Cape Town was fading into the distance behind them. There were occasional shacks. Some were clearly homesteads, others were open for business selling everything from fruit and vegetables to tacky gift shop souvenirs. One shack seemed to sell nothing but broom handles. A mile down the road and the next shack sold broom heads. Both owners must have kept in business by remaining in the chain. Stores could have learned from this worldwide. 
 
    Another mile and they turned off at a sharp right-hand junction and the road, although still tarmacked, was in a terrible state of repair. Kruger didn’t slow his speed accordingly and they rattled and shook over the potholes. 
 
    Caroline took several deep breaths. The man behind her had relaxed his knife hand a little, and the blade waved eight inches or so in front of her neck. She glanced at the speedometer. They were travelling at fifty miles per hour. She had been travelling with her hands in her lap. She carefully raised her left hand to her breast, fingered an imaginary itch. 
 
    “I suppose it’s better than falling into the hands of those caffers,” Kruger said. “You’d have been passed around like a piece of meat. They’re clumsy too. Not professional killers like us. We’ll have a ride first, then do it really quick.” 
 
    Caroline turned towards him, moved her right hand across and rested it on her right knee. “You’re assuming a great deal.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re assuming a great deal,” she said again. 
 
    Kruger turned to her. “Listen, lady…” 
 
    Caroline heaved on the handbrake and the vehicle slewed on the poor surface. It slowed suddenly and with it the man in the rear seat was thrown forwards with the inertia. Caroline grabbed his hand around the wrist with her left hand and pulled. At the same time, she chopped the edge of her right hand into Kruger’s throat. There was an audible gasp and he took his hand off the wheel and clutched his throat as he fought for air. Caroline got both hands around the other man’s wrist and twisted his arm over. She could hear him grunting, but his arm had twisted to such an angle, he was unable to use his superior strength to right himself. It wasn’t going to snap, but he couldn’t fight against her either. She went for the knife, but as her grip halved, the man was already getting back some control of his arm. The car was slowing steadily, and the inertia which had briefly propelled the man in the rear forwards was levelling out. Caroline finally got control of the knife and she whipped it around in an arc and stabbed Kruger in his stomach. It glided in like it was butter and stopped at the hilt, with Caroline’s fist resting against his stomach and in the blood that had quickly appeared. The man screamed, but it trailed off to a gasp. Caroline twisted in her seat to take on the man in the rear, but he was scrambling over the headrest and pummelling her with an onslaught of vicious blows. She had pulled the bloody blade from Kruger’s gut and slashed it backwards catching her attacker’s forearm. He didn’t seem to notice, but soon would as it had filleted almost a pound of flesh from the bone, leaving it hanging by a mere flap of skin. He started to scream, clawed at the door and rolled out onto the dirt as the car slewed to a halt.  
 
    Kruger was reaching for his pistol, but Caroline buried the knife into his stomach once more and he gasped again, groaning as he exhaled. She caught hold of the butt of the pistol and pulled it clear. It was a 9mm Beretta model 92 and she had used one before. Many years ago, but you don’t forget. She eased back the slide, just enough to see a glimpse of brass from the chambered round, let the slide drop forwards and flicked up the safety catch with her thumb.  
 
    She felt the rush of air as the door opened. She barely had time to look, let alone aim, but she twisted around to see the other man standing over her, his right arm a mass of red, his left holding the door wide open. She got the muzzle less than two feet from the man’s midriff and fired three times in quick succession. The man buckled at the knees, but he wasn’t down. She moved her torso and bettered her position, but screamed as she felt Kruger’s forearm grip around her throat from the driver’s seat. Again, she fired multiple shots at the man in the door opening, then smashed her elbow backwards into Kruger’s chest. She already had the pistol tracking back towards him as he recoiled. She put the weapon into his bloodied gut and fired again. Once, twice, three times. The man went limp and still behind the wheel, but he exhaled long and slow, like a tired sigh. She had heard the sound before, the man’s final breath, followed by a wet death rattle in his throat. She hurriedly unbuckled her seatbelt and clambered outside, stepping over the man on the ground. She was almost clear, when she felt him grab onto her leg and pull her close. She screamed again, but already had the weapon pointing downwards. She fired once at his head and felt his grip release. A fountain of blood pumped out of the exit hole and into the passenger foot well. It surged and waned with every heartbeat, but became more diminutive with every second. She staggered backwards then fell onto her rear, watching the surge of blood ebb and flow as the man bled out.  
 
    She looked away, then down at her blood covered hands. The working parts of the pistol in her hand had locked open, indicating that the weapon was empty. She dropped it onto the dusty ground beside her and cradled her head in her hands.  
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    King had left the keys to the hire car with reception. He had organised the replacement glass through the hire company, declined their offer of a replacement vehicle as he was going to travel with Amanda Cunningham so would not need one, and had been told that both screens would be replaced by a mobile specialist. The hire company were sending out someone to valet the interior by mid-day.  
 
    He was waiting for Amanda in the hotel’s nautically themed foyer when his mobile phone rang. He checked the caller ID and was relieved to see it was Caroline.  
 
    “Long time no speak,” he said.  
 
    “Oh darling!” she said breathily.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. Caroline wasn’t one for dramatics. 
 
    “I was abducted. Don’t panic. I fought them off, I’m okay…” 
 
    “Where? Are you sure you’re alright?” He felt his heart pounding, his gut squeezing tightly. “Is there still a threat? Keep moving, don’t be static, never stop moving!” 
 
    “It’s okay, they’re down. And they’re staying that way.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    “I want friendlies. I was meeting someone today. Either he was a hostile, or the locals can’t be trusted. I think he was an imposter,” she said. “Somebody knew I was coming.”  
 
    “Have you got good battery? Your signal must be okay.” 
 
    There was a pause while she checked. “Yes, good battery, average signal.” 
 
    “Location? Approximates and headings?” 
 
    “I’d say six or seven miles northwest of Cape Town. It’s a couple of roads parallel to the main highway. There are shacks on the approach,” she paused. “Hills, scrub, no immediate buildings.” 
 
    “Right, I’m hanging up now. I’ll make a call and ring you back,” he paused. He wanted to say he loved her, to be careful. Instead he said, “Find a weapon, stay alert and keep out of sight,” and hung up. He dialled Simon Mereweather’s number. The call went straight to voicemail. He spoke concisely, his tone clip, “Alex King. Priority. Agent in distress! Return my call, now!” 
 
    A tense two minutes passed, in which time King had paced the foyer and ended up climbing the steps to the carpark. His phone rang, and he pressed the answer icon. 
 
    “King?” 
 
    “Simon, Caroline’s in trouble. Got a pen?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. She’s been abducted, she says she’s taken care of her abductors.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    “That’s what I said. She estimated that she’s six or seven miles northwest of Cape Town. She has a good signal and battery life on her mobile.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ll run it…” 
 
    There was a long pause. King could hear the tapping of a keypad. He knew Mereweather would be searching for her signal. “Got her yet?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    “Yes. I have GPS co-ordinates. I’ll get the MI6 man at the Embassy to send an asset to liaise with the locals. Did she say how she got away, or to what extent she has taken care of her abductors?” 
 
    “Not really, only that they were down and staying that way.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “More than a few, I’d imagine. Look, leave it with me. I’ll call her and put some meat on the bones.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “How are you doing down there? It’s all kicking off, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” King said. “If only we knew why. Look, I’ll get a report back to you today, an email or airdrop from my iPhone later. Just concentrate on Caroline’s situation for now.” He hung up and called Caroline back. She answered on the first ring, which told King she was scared. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Simon Mereweather has your location. He’s calling the Embassy and SIS will send a trusted local over to you. I’m not sure what police presence will follow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, it’s South Africa. If you’re alright and nothing can trace back to you, it might be best to leave things be.” 
 
    “What? I’m not having that hang over me. Jesus, you know what it’s like to give the wrong people some leverage!” 
 
    King couldn’t argue with that. “How bad did it get?” 
 
    “Two men. They didn’t touch me, but they let me know what they were going to do alright,” she paused. “They were going to rape me and kill me.” 
 
    “Oh, Caroline…” He gripped the phone tightly, wanted to do some killing of his own. “How did it go down?” he asked. She told him, didn’t leave anything out. He felt helpless, wanted to hold her, comfort her, but by the sound of it she hadn’t needed protecting. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Alex. I asked where you were at reception,” Amanda Cunningham said as she stepped next to him, then looked at the phone in his hand. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you were on the phone.” 
 
    King nodded, turned back to his call. 
 
    “Who was that?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “It’s the coroner.” 
 
    “Where are you? She said, reception…” 
 
    “I’m at the St. Michael’s Hotel, in Falmouth.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look, this should be about you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. 
 
    “Look, I’d better go. Simon Mereweather needs to speak to you, he’ll be trying to get through.” 
 
    “Why are you at a hotel? I thought you were staying at the cottage.” 
 
    “Look, I’ve had problems too,” he said. “The cottage was compromised. Call me when it’s all in hand and you are safe. I’ve got to go back to Snell’s house and check some things out. Mereweather will need to speak to you before he requests MI6’s help. Take care, goodbye.” He waited, but she hung up without another word.  
 
    He cursed inwardly at not telling her that he loved her. It had noticeably irked her that he was in the close proximately of another woman. At a hotel. He knew he should have put her mind at rest, but hadn’t wanted Amanda Cunningham listening in. The woman hadn’t given him much space, and certainly no privacy. It had surprised him that Caroline had asked who he had been with, as he hadn’t thought her possessive before. They had worked together for much of the time since King had been drafted into MI5 just over a year ago. He had served his country in MI6 for most of his adult life, recruited from a very different existence and trained to operate in a different sphere from that of his current role. He was a better man now. He could look in the mirror for longer these days. 
 
    “Trouble?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he replied irritably. He walked out into the carpark, searched for Amanda’s silver hire car. He had parked his at the rear of the hotel, as instructed by the receptionist when he had told her the hire company would be sending the windscreen repair company out to replace both front and rear screens. The receptionist had made arrangement for an end space so that the company could work alongside the vehicle. He had found the reception staff exceptionally accommodating. 
 
    “So, they’ll fix your windscreen here?” she asked. She pressed the fob and the lights on one of three identical cars flashed. “That’s a great service.” 
 
    “Can’t complain,” King said. He watched her closely. She was an attractive young woman. Five seven, slim and shapely. She had glossy blonde hair and it was tied back in a ponytail. She was similar in appearance to Caroline, but younger. At least six or seven years. If he wasn’t in love, he would naturally be attracted to her. If he was honest with himself, he would say she was his type. But looks can be deceptive. There was none of the warmth that Caroline could exude. Amanda Cunningham was driven, but he imagined her treading on people’s toes to get where she was. He had already experienced a few different facets to her character, and he had not liked what he had seen. The drinking aside, she was quick to rise. King’s work had required him to calculate his options carefully, search for the opening, the angle, and devise the best strategy. He had no time for anger and over-reaction, and nor did he have time for this in the people he worked with.    
 
    Amanda was an erratic driver with neither the gift of anticipation or humility. She gave no quarter and saw every gap as an opportunity and something she had to swerve the car into. King was starting to wear the mat with his right foot in anticipation of her braking, or rather, lack of it. She also worked the accelerator hard and together with the excessive braking, it made for an uncomfortable ride. 
 
    She took the road through Truro. King had thought about telling her of a quicker route, via the King Harry Ferry from Trellisick to the Roseland, but thought better of it. The roads were narrower via that route and driven swiftly by the locals. Tourists tended to hug the white line somewhat nervously, when the secret to driving in Cornwall was to hug the hedge. Not great for negotiating cyclists, but better than meeting a caravan with nowhere to go. At least the city traffic was routed in wide lanes and as he pondered the ferry waiting times along with loading and unloading, he imagined it was probably a dead heat for time. 
 
    They hadn’t spoken much, and the silence would have been awkward if King had reason to care. He didn’t, but he was curious about her. Her behaviour was beyond what he would have imagined of a pathologist at the top of her game. A young woman who would have had to work twice as hard due both to gender and age, to reach the higher echelons of the Home Office register of forensic pathologists. To be tasked with such an investigation meant she would have been the very best. For all his beliefs in equality, King could just not see it in her. 
 
    “I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t agreed to work on this,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. Perhaps she had been doing a great deal of thinking of her own in the long, drawn out silence. 
 
    “Why?” King asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s like you,” she said. “You’ve obviously pissed off enough people that they have given you something like this. I mean, you have been tasked with finding out who has been killing the richest people on the planet, but in doing so, risk cutting off the money the rich have donated to keep themselves off the death list. Charities have never been better off. People at the most basic economic level are actually feeling the benefits, something no government and no country has ever done before, nor likely ever will.” 
 
    King had mulled it over enough. He had his detractors, and was sure he had ruffled a few feathers during his brief time with MI5. But nothing unforgivable, nothing drastic. He’d had worse. Some of his own people at MI6 had come after him before, used him, betrayed him and hung him out to dry. Another time, another life.  
 
    They were all dead now.  
 
    But it wasn’t until she said it out loud, had mentioned it yesterday at Snell’s residence, that he had truly thought of the enormity, the impossibility of the task ahead of him. So, four men had died. Who cared? Millions of dollars and pounds were finding its way into the lives of others every hour. But King cared about more than the money. He cared about the Jameson family. He cared about a little boy suffocated just so a terrorist organisation could shoot and kill a billionaire for some warped socio-political manifesto. That, and the other innocent lives caught up in this organisation’s crusade, was what he would be using for his motivation.   
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    The outskirts of Cape Town  
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    The South African sun was hot, even for April. Whether it was unseasonably so, Caroline did not know, but it was nudging thirty degrees centigrade and there was little wind. The ground was dry and dusty; and although it had been raining when she had arrived last night, it didn’t look like it had rained in weeks. It was an arid heat that seemed to reflect off the ground and increase in both density and temperature, heating you from all directions like an oven. She had heard that the cape had a microclimate, and she could well believe it. 
 
    There were flies around the bodies, which were now starting to smell. There was no smell in the world like spilled blood in the heat. A sickly, sweet and intoxicating putridity that worked its way into the nose and throat and stayed with you for so long, that you never quite noticed it leave. There was the odour of urine and faeces too, the muscles relaxed in sudden traumatic death and nature took its course. It was a wholly unpleasant experience that went hand in hand with violent death.  
 
    It had been an hour since she had spoken to King, although he had sent a short text message saying he loved her. She had texted back, reciprocating, but she needed to keep her phone signal clear and limit the battery’s use. She looked at the body on the ground. Neither man had died quickly or cleanly, which she had found so often to be the case, and there was a great deal of dried blood on the ground which had turned the dust into a crimson coloured mud. 
 
    She had checked both bodies for identification, but neither man had carried anything. Both men had two thousand Rand on them, just walking about money really. Enough for fuel and a couple of meals. Around one hundred and twenty pounds sterling.  
 
    They were professionals alright.  
 
    Both men carried only cheap mobile phones, both locked, but Caroline suspected there would be no numbers stored, and they would be what law enforcement referred to as burners. Store bought non-contract phones, entirely untraceable if they had been bought with cash. 
 
    The man called Kruger had carried a spare magazine for the 9mm pistol. Caroline had wasted no time reloading the weapon and tucked it into the waistband of her jogging pants. She noted the second man had carried only the knife. She suspected both the gun, the phones and the knife would have been disposed of after they had killed her.  
 
    She had taken a walk around the car, filmed the scene with her smartphone and recorded her version of the facts as she had filmed. She uploaded the recording to her iCloud. She would be able to take photographs off the film if she needed to. She was pleased with the documentation.  
 
    It always paid to hold the aces.  
 
    She had no idea what the local police would make of the situation, nor how thorough their investigation would be. Nor how quickly they would want to tie it up. She hoped it would not get that far. Hoped these two thugs could be lost in the system. But that was for the Foreign Office and their man at the Embassy. She just hoped he had both vision and perspective. 
 
    She regretted asking King who he had been with. She trusted him, had done so with her life in the past. She knew that he trusted her too. She knew how the game worked, for they always referred to their work for the intelligence services as a game, and she knew that he would need his head in the game and not to be fretting about what she was thinking. It was a two-way street, and so far, they had respected that. The woman had just sounded so damned familiar with him.  
 
    So comfortable.  
 
    And then there was the hotel. King had told her he had been compromised at the cottage. Now she wanted to know what had happened, but didn’t want to bother him while he was on assignment. She knew she would just have to wait until she was out of this, or indeed, back home. 
 
    The car arrived after another thirty minutes. It was a new Toyota Land Cruiser in white with heavy black tints on the windows. The front windows rolled down simultaneously, revealing a man behind the wheel. She stood up and watched as the driver turned a tight circle and parked facing out the way he had come, noted the man had most likely rolled down the windows to put her at ease. That was a good sign, an experienced field professional. But the two dead guys had been too. She was wary, but it was only to be expected. 
 
    “Caroline Darby?” the man said.  He removed a pair of aviator sunglasses and made eye contact. The gesture counted for a great deal. Especially when the person he was meeting had already shot and killed two men. “Of course, you are. Not many attractive thirty-seven-year olds out here with two dead bodies, I suppose?” He smiled, but waivered when she didn’t reply. She had a hand on the hefty butt of the Beretta and he seemed to realise this. “My name is Ryan Beard, I’m SIS station officer here in Cape Town. I am also unarmed.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” she said. “Lift up your shirt and show me.” 
 
    He did so, high and slow. He turned around, so she could see his back. “Is that okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Unarmed?” 
 
    “I am unarmed. But there’s a Sig nine millimetre in the glovebox. This is South Africa after all, but I didn’t want to spook you.” 
 
    “A sound idea,” she said. “I’m surprised you’re alone.” 
 
    “We’re based up in Pretoria, the Embassy, that is. I’m all there is down here.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Fair enough. Tell me, who was your contact from MI5?” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken with anybody. The SIS section chief called me and passed on your details.” 
 
    “And they were?” 
 
    “A Security Service agent in distress. Caroline Darby, thirty-seven, blonde, five seven, approximately ten stone, athletic build,” he paused. “Abducted by two men. Both of them down. I am assuming they’re both dead?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Weapon?” 
 
    “A nine-millimetre Beretta. Their own.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    She took the pistol out from her waistband, held it loosely in front of her. “You’re not telling me more than someone could already know just from standing here,” she said. “The driver knew my name. That indicates that between MI5 and the South African Security Service, there has been a significant leak.” 
 
    “But I’m here.” 
 
    “And so were they.” 
 
    “I’m not carrying credentials. Basic security.” 
 
    “Yeah, that goes for them,” she said, nodding her head towards the car. “They knew my name, and others could do so just as easily.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Hey, that’s fine. But I got a call from Pretoria telling me to get down here quick smart and they gave me the co-ordinates and a description. You’re in the shit, MI5 have no assets out here and you need Six to help you out. Beats me what Box are doing out here. You’re a long way off your own turf.” He turned and walked back to the Land Cruiser, then looked back as he caught hold of the door handle. “Good luck on your own…” he trailed off as Caroline raised the weapon and aimed it steadily at him. 
 
    “You’re a little too close to that Sig for my liking,” she said. “I’ve had quite a morning and haven’t even had breakfast yet, so don’t do anything you won’t live to regret.” She had his attention, but she was still no closer to trusting him. This was a pre-arranged point where the men had decided to kill her. They had clearly been working for someone, and that person could well know details like the location they had been taking her to. She waved the pistol, indicating him to step away from the vehicle. He did so, reluctantly. “How long have you been with MI6?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Ten years,” he said. 
 
    “An Embassy man?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “So, you’ve seen operatives come and go in the dark, small hours? Provided them with sanctuary, equipment or information?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Dark deeds. My job has sometimes been that of a facilitator.” 
 
    “All over?” 
 
    He nodded. “Europe, Middle East, Asia,” he paused. “As well as several African countries.” 
 
    She fished her phone out of her jogging pants pocket. She thumbed the screen, settled on a picture of her and Alex. A selfie overlooking one of her favourite bays in Majorca. The place King had asked her to marry him. It summed up their relationship perfectly. Alex had supposedly been recuperating in Majorca from an injury. He had taken himself off to buy the ring while she had taken a long swim. He had taken down two Russian agents and held a Russian terrorist for an MI5 snatch team ready to whisk him away. A clockwork mission, and he had proposed to her within the hour.  
 
    “Have you ever seen this man in your time with MI6?” She held the phone out for him, lowered the pistol and kept it tight on her hip. She wouldn’t miss, and he wouldn’t get to the weapon before she could empty the magazine into him. Some couples played tennis together, others did this sort of thing. 
 
    He stepped closer cautiously, looked at the photo. His mind was racing, searching for a time, a place where he could put the face into context. He looked at the man’s features, concentrated on his eyes.  
 
    The eyes, the window to the soul.  
 
    “Jesus,” he said. 
 
    “You recognise him?” 
 
    He nodded, looked at her curiously. “I know him,” he said. “People in certain departments called him The Reaper.”  
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    There is always a trail. There is always a point where discovery of a crime weaves a trail to the truth. Whether that trail can be followed is another thing entirely. Right now, there were two bodies. Bury them and the risk of discovery would lead to an investigation. Burn them in the vehicle and the investigation is merely hampered. But it is what it is. It shows premeditation either in the committing of the crime or in the attempt to cover it up. 
 
    Cape Town had numerous opportunities that could be exploited. Like bending with the wind. Do as little as possible, and it would be better than devising an elaborate plan. The principal opportunity rested in the many townships. Many were lawless places, some being complete no-go areas. It had been arranged using local criminals and a generous sum of money, for the two bodies to be dumped in a quiet place on the fringe of one of these no-go areas. A place where the police knew that the chances of a conviction was so low, it would barely warrant an investigation in the first place. The usual suspects of rapists, drug dealers, thieves and murderers would be brought in and if the charges could be made to stick, it would mean a few more scum off the streets. Karma convictions. Maybe not punishment for the crime they had done, but they would get the time they deserved nonetheless. The car they had used would be wiped clean and left in another area with the keys in the ignition. It would be stolen within the hour and would most likely be someone’s illegal taxicab within a few days.   
 
    The man from MI6 had driven Caroline in the Land Cruiser. He was an amiable man, tall and athletic with straight blonde hair and young to have had ten years’ service at around thirty. He drove steadily, but they made timely progress. The SUV was equipped with large all terrain tyres and sailed over the numerous potholes with ease. 
 
    Caroline unloaded the Beretta as they drove. She was careful and meticulous to clean her fingerprints off the pistol with an oily rag she had found in the boot. She wiped both magazines as well, then placed the weapon and magazines in a carrier bag Ryan had given her. The men’s mobile phones went in too and after she had cleaned the knife and folded it using the cloth, she dropped both the knife and the cloth in as well and tied the handles. 
 
    “I’ll get rid of all of that,” Ryan said. 
 
    “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better to go to the police and tell them what happened?” 
 
    Ryan Beard shook his head. “The station chief was adamant not to let you get into their system,” he said. “If I could make it look like a crime and extract you cleanly, then that was what I had to do.” 
 
    “And the fact that MI6 is bailing out one of MI5’s agents won’t hurt them in the future,” she said. “Money in the bank.” 
 
    “I see you’ve been around long enough to know how it works,” Beard commented dryly. “Hey, I don’t make it up, I just do my job.” 
 
    She nodded. She knew how it was, who made the decisions and why. She also knew there was always an angle. MI6 would exploit that angle later. She looked at the bag in the foot well, already deciding it would come with her when she reached the hotel. Her DNA would be on it, and she imagined it winding up in an evidence bag under the British Embassy in Pretoria until someone deemed it useful. 
 
    She watched the road ahead widen. The shacks were trading every half mile or so. She could see the highway slicing through the brush in the distance. She turned to Beard. It was nagging her, twisting her gut. She needed to know. “The photo I showed you,” she paused awkwardly. “You called him The Reaper.” 
 
    Ryan Beard watched the road ahead. He didn’t look at her as he spoke. “You’re close,” he said. “Judging from the pose.” 
 
    “He’s my fiancé.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    “You called him The Reaper,” she repeated. 
 
    “I don’t think I should say more.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” she cut in. “Or naïve. Alex worked for MI6 for more than a dozen years. I know he’s killed people while carrying out his duties, he’s been all over the Middle East, in all sorts of dirty wars and secret missions for MI6…” she trailed off. She had seen him kill, seen him show no mercy. But she had also seen his compassion, his kindness. King wouldn’t blindly follow orders, he would usually disobey them and follow his own lead, partly one of the reasons he was often out of favour with the top tier of MI5, but Ryan Beard’s expression when he had seen the photo, his sudden recognition of him, the moniker even, denoted there was more, something notorious.  It didn’t sit well with her and she couldn’t stop thinking about it.   
 
    “I only knew him as The Reaper,” he said.  
 
    “His name is Alex,” she said. “Alex King.” 
 
    Beard shrugged. “Names are sometimes best left out of it. I knew he was an asset, would be told where to meet him, what sort of assistance to give. I saw him three times. I won’t say where, but they weren’t the nicest places on earth. He was quiet and unassuming, but I guess you already know that better than most.” He glanced across at her, but she remained impassive. “In recent years the men have changed. Much of what the dirty tricks departments sanction now in the Middle East is done by heavily tattooed and bearded security contractors who are full of bravado and bullshit. Ex-special forces mercenaries who have made a fortune doing the things the CIA and MI6 don’t want to be tainted with in Iraq and Afghanistan, Syria even. Half their back story is bullshit, I even doubt half of them were in anything more than the regular army. The TA more like. But they’re deniable and expendable,” he paused, swallowed to clear his throat. “But he was old school. He would make contact, pull the file and the next thing you would know, the target was eliminated, and he was gone. He would infiltrate and work his exfiltration on his own. No favours asked, no involvement requested. It was good for the Embassy, because the handlers ended up knowing nothing incriminating. There were never the calls for help in the middle of the night, or a lift to the airport to get recorded on CCTV. It was clean.” 
 
    “And The Reaper tag?” 
 
    Beard shook his head. “He just breezed through and it was done,” he said. “Nobody stood a chance. Like the Grim Reaper touching you. Your time was up.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” she said. She was finding it difficult to listen to and put it with the man she shared her bed with. She had only seen King kill in conflict. Since her previous boss had recruited him into MI5 to search for a missing nuclear warhead and eliminate an Islamic extremist group, much of his work had been intelligence gathering. She knew King had a past, but he never talked to her about it. Now she felt that she had betrayed his trust, gone fishing for something behind his back. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it was often talked about,” Ryan Beard paused like he knew he shouldn’t reveal more, but it was going to come out now regardless. Caroline didn’t try to stop him, so he continued. “There was an Embassy man, old school, long time serving. He managed to skim money from SIS over the years. It grew to treachery and selling secrets. He was beyond the realms of even Kim Philby, because unlike Philby, he remained undetected for so long. His treachery was never made public. He cost the British GDP billions, he set NATO back decades, because the shift in North Korean, Chinese and Russian military and computer technology shifted so quickly as a direct result of the secrets he sold. We lost our edge. He levelled the playing field, so to speak. Everything from Korean missile technology, to Russian software and malware development enabling state-funded hackers to alter the course of US elections, to the Chinese motor industry advancement.” Beard slowed as he negotiated the on ramp then accelerated. They joined the highway and the road felt like silk under the vehicle’s tyres. “This man was one of ours. The CIA and the NSA sanctioned a hit on him, and to cover our arses, get back into their good books, we needed to get to him first,” Beard paused. “The Reaper knew this man. And the man knew The Reaper. He knew his reputation. He killed the man with a cup of coffee…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ryan Beard nodded. “He found this man. Found him in Switzerland. He waited until the man was drinking coffee outside a street café on Lake Geneva and he sat down at the neighbouring table and ordered a coffee. He waited until the man looked at him and caught his eye. The story goes that he sipped his coffee and stared the man in the eyes. Those eyes are cold, so severe.” 
 
    “I like them,” Caroline commented sharply, then feared she’d looked and sounded foolish. It was true, they could be cold, but never with her. 
 
    “Well,” Beard paused, unperturbed. “Let’s just say they would never lose a staring contest. Not even with a rock.” He smiled. “Well, he stares this traitor down. His saucer in one hand, an espresso cup in the other, and he nods slowly at the man. The man looks away, and when he looks back, The Reaper has gone.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” she laughed. “Who was watching this? It’s like a scene in a film!” 
 
    “It’s a story,” Ryan said defensively. “I’m sure it’s been elaborated upon. All good stories are.” 
 
    “Well, I make the man’s breakfast and I can tell you, he drinks tea. I’ve never made him a coffee. Not once. Tea in a mug and he dunks his biscuits.” 
 
    “Well, the story says that it was a coffee,” Beard continued unperturbed. “But the point is, the man looked at him and knew he was as good as dead. He wasn’t going to get away, he wasn’t going to beat him, it was over. All he could do was choose an ending. The Reaper’s, or his own. He wasn’t going to win a fight against him. He wasn’t going to get the drop on him, shoot him first, or creep up on him with a knife. It was over. The Embassy man went back to his apartment and he got very drunk and had a very hot bath and he sliced his wrist open with a very sharp kitchen knife. Right down to the bone. So deep, he couldn’t even hold the knife to cut the other wrist. Severed the tendons and opened up the arteries.”    
 
     Caroline shuddered. “Really?” 
 
    Beard nodded. “That’s how the story goes,” he paused. “The Reaper.” 
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    “I have to be getting back to the pathology suite to start the post-mortem.” 
 
    King ignored her. The blue and white police cordon was wrapped around the property. They must have used a whole reel of tape. Perhaps two. He had a key, they wouldn’t be long. Technically, he should have told someone he was re-entering the scene of a murder, but he didn’t know who, was still learning on the job. He just wanted to check a few things out, satisfy his curiosity. It was a long-range sniper’s bullet that had killed Sir Ian Snell. There had been nothing to go on in the house. But he had a feeling, and he had learned to trust those over the years. 
 
    “Whose car is that?” Amanda asked. The driveway was so large that the Bentley Continental GT looked lost beside the fountain. 
 
    “My thoughts entirely.” He didn’t need to check the Glock that was tucked into the waistband of his trousers. He knew he’d loaded it and that it was within easy reach, but as he got out of the car, he casually adjusted it for a better fit. He turned to Amanda, who was reaching into the backseat for her satchel. “What’s the procedure for re-entering a crime scene after the initial investigation?” 
 
    “Seriously?” She shook her head. “I thought you had filed a readmission order.”  
 
    King shrugged. “We’ll just have to wing it then.” 
 
    King didn’t know if the security system was in place, but he doubted it judging from the arrival of the car, which had not been here yesterday. He tried the door handle and it gave. He eased the door inwards and listened. He could hear a motor of some sort. Soft, monotonous and in the background. Like a washing machine on a long cycle. He frowned at Amanda and held a finger to his lips before stepping inside.  
 
    “Worth calling out?” she whispered. 
 
    King shook his head. He could hear movement and voices coming from upstairs. He walked across the hall and looked up at the mezzanine above. The stairs were a prominent feature constructed of chrome and glass and marble. He started to climb the first few treads. Solid marble, utterly silent. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered, but this time it was shrill and far from quiet. 
 
    “Taking a look,” he said quietly. He had long since grown to realise that whispers carried further than merely lowering your voice. “You can wait down here.” 
 
    She looked worried, shook her head. “No, I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    King carried on. He could hear more noises the further he climbed, the mezzanine echoing and carrying the noise further. He could hear the types of noise now. Not voices, not a conversation at least. Softly spoken words. Instructions and compliments. A woman’s voice. There were grunts and sighs and moans. Now at the top of the stairs, he could hear a bed creaking, shuddering. 
 
    It wasn’t a moment he wanted to interrupt, nor be a voyeur to, but a man had died here yesterday, and he had been tasked with investigating before news of it got out. Amanda looked at him and he shrugged. “You go back downstairs, and I’ll go and look.” 
 
    “You can’t!” she exclaimed. This time a little too loudly. The noises stopped altogether. 
 
    King glared his annoyance at her, then turned towards the door at the end of the landing. He imagined a couple, frozen in embrace, daring not to breathe or speak for fear of drowning out further noise like the one they’d just heard. That was exactly what he found as he paced across the landing and pushed the door open. But for only a fraction of a second, because the man was off and up in an instant and bounding towards King with the toughest and most ruthless of expressions upon his face. King backed up, took the pistol out from his waistband and almost got it aimed, but the man was both quick and skilled and was already too far into disarming him for King to resist and fall foul of an arm restraint. Instead, he let go of the weapon and barged the door into the side of the man’s head using his shoulder. He followed with a kick to the man’s groin. The man was naked and bore the brunt of the blow, but doubled up fast absorbing it, bringing his left hand around in a blow that caught King on the brow. King was surprised how fast and skilled the man was, and what started as drawing the weapon to threaten and stop the man in his tracks had turned into a fight for survival. This man wasn’t going to back off now with a few choice words. King dropped low, kicked out and caught the man’s kneecap. He yelped and favoured his leg, but he was closer to the pistol on the floor than King was, and he was already reaching towards it. King already knew that the man would know what to do with it if he gained possession and he dived forwards, over the man and into a roll. The man reached the weapon and was aiming it at the empty space to his right. It wasn’t a smooth motion to bring the pistol back around another one hundred and eighty degrees and it bought King a split second. He rolled backwards, both knees coming back down either side of the man’s shoulder blades and pinning his arms to the floor. The man still had the weapon, but King was already sending his second punch into the back of the man’s skull. It was only when the man’s face dropped to the floor and he rested still that King could hear the woman behind him screaming.  
 
    He picked up the pistol and rolled back onto his heels. The woman was pulling the bedsheets up to cover her breasts and launching into a tirade of abuse. 
 
    King tucked the weapon back into his waistband and looked at her. He understood Russian enough to know his parentage had been brought into question. He shrugged it off. It meant nothing. He’d gone most of his life being called a bastard, the people not knowing how true it was, or that he even cared. He smiled at the woman in front of him. Dark hair, long and straight, eyes as dark as jet. Her skin was pale, and her features were sharp. She was attractive, but not beautiful. She looked predatory. Something animalistic and ruthless about her. Like she got what she wanted and gave very little in return. She was lithe, but had spent some of her husband’s money on cosmetic surgery. He had caught a glimpse of her before the sheet had covered her assets. She had been a dancer before she had met Ian Snell. At least that’s what the file had called it. 
 
    “Helena Snell, I presume?” King asked, but he already knew the answer. Formerly Helena Milankovitch, thirty-three and from Kiev. She and Sir Ian Snell met when she was twenty-eight. He had been twenty-three years her senior and recently divorced. They had married a year later. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” she drawled, her accent thick, her tone heavy. “And what the fuck are you doing in my house?”  
 
    The man on the floor was coming around. King noticed how muscled and toned he was. He was tattooed too. A heady mix of military and prison artwork. King took the pistol back out and took another pace away. It had been a tough and unexpected fight. He could tell that the man had experience and feared nothing. But he’d never met King before. 
 
    “I’m with the home office,” he said. “I’ve been assigned to Interpol to investigate the recent murders by the terrorist group, Anarchy to Recreate Society.” 
 
    “Well you’re too late. He’s dead,” she spat at him. “What kind of investigator are you? A rubbish one, I bet! My husband is dead.” She looked forlorn, like she was holding back tears. “My poor husband!” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see you’re all about the grieving,” King said coldly. 
 
    “What do you know!” she snapped. “I am sad, I needed company…” 
 
    “Get out of bed,” he said. “Your husband’s not even cold yet. Get up, get some clothes on, wake up lover boy and come down stairs. I want to talk to you both.” He turned around, side stepped the man, who was moaning and starting to roll rhythmically from side to side, and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
    “What the hell?” Amanda asked as King walked towards her. 
 
    “The grieving widow,” he said, glancing at his watch. “Less than twenty hours after Snell was shot, and twelve hours after she would have been told the news.” 
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    Cape Town  
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    Ryan Beard had dropped Caroline Darby back at The Victoria and Alfred Hotel. She had taken the bag containing the gun and the knife, much to his consternation. He had convinced her to leave the two mobile phones. She had refused at first, but it made sense. Beard was a self-confessed techy and he argued that he may be able to get the phones open and find a link to whoever had ordered her hit. If his skills didn’t work, MI6 had people who could get it done. Caroline couldn’t see how it would hurt, there had been a leak somewhere, and that needed to be found. She had insisted she would take the gun and knife though, as she had used them both. She didn’t trust MI6 enough to have that hanging over her. He had protested as much as was practical, but he had to concede it was going nowhere. He wasn’t about to try and overpower her, some battles were better left not started. He shrugged it off like it didn’t matter, but Caroline sensed it did. She imagined some backroom mandarin rubbing his hands together at the prospect of having a hold over MI5. It was part of the reason both she and Alex were behind the concept of a joint intelligence service. 
 
    Beard had asked what she had planned to do, and she couldn’t decide whether he was coming on to her or fishing to find out what MI5 were up to in Cape Town. She hoped it was the latter, but was flattered at the notion of the former. She wouldn’t tell him her plans, but he opened the glovebox and nodded at the 9mm Sig. “Take it,” he had said, but she had already noted he didn’t touch it. “It’s loaded but not chambered. I wiped it clean. It’s brand new and unfired since leaving the factory. Completely untraceable. Keep it, then dump it wisely.” 
 
    She had hesitated, but finally accepted. The incident had left her feeling shaken. She had walked back into reception, the weapon tucked into the front of her jogging pants and her top pulled down over to conceal it. Her contact from the State Security Agency had been waiting and was surprised to see her still in her jogging wear. 
 
    “Ms Darby,” he said, his accent thick and guttural and not dissimilar to the man who had called himself Kruger. The man whose body was destined for the townships. “I am Peter Kruger, with state security.” He glanced at his watch. “You’re an hour late for our meeting. Is everything alright?” 
 
    Caroline nodded. She couldn’t tell the man what had happened, but it was obvious that the State Security Agency had a leak. Whoever it was knew Kruger’s name, and knew he had been assigned to chaperone her. “I went for a run and got lost, sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Is that blood on you?” Kruger asked. He stepped forwards, but she backed away. 
 
    “I tripped and fell,” she said. “I need to shower and change, I’ll be down in fifteen minutes. And I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.” Caroline turned and walked swiftly through the foyer and to the lifts. 
 
    As she waited for the lift, she watched a waitress walk through a door and heard the clatter of plates and cutlery. She followed her in, and saw the source of the noise. The kitchen was immediately to her right, but the waitress walked ahead of her down a corridor, where Caroline could see daylight ahead. She followed and walked past a still-room with coffee and tea making facilities and kitchen porters scraping plates. The waitress veered off to a staff room, but Caroline walked on past and out into a shaded courtyard. She saw the collection of coloured bins and dumpsters. It wasn’t ideal, but she glanced around, then strode over confidently and lifted the lid of one of the bins marked: General Waste. She dropped the bag inside, closed the lid and returned the way she had come.  
 
    Once inside her room, Caroline closed the door and slipped the chain on the latch. She looked at her phone. There had been no calls or messages. She knew King was busy, and he would message her when he could. She couldn’t remember who would make first contact. King had his rules, a code by which he worked. For the best part, Caroline went along with it. She knew he had once operated within a different remit, but that code that meant so much to him had kept him alive. He wouldn’t break it for anyone.  
 
    She had expected contact from Mereweather, but Britain had many unfolding security problems at present and her situation wasn’t going to pose a direct threat to civilian life. But she did suspect that the whole affair would leave some sort of stain on her record. Having to ask MI6 for assistance would not go down well in some quarters. Not hearing from him confirmed this fear for her and allowed her to speculate. 
 
    She dropped the phone onto the bed and took out the Sig, checking the action. Like Beard had said, it hadn’t been made ready. She pulled back the slide, chambered the first round and dropped the de-cocking lever before applying the safety. She had been issued with a Sig Sauer model P226 while deployed in Northern Ireland with her old army intelligence unit. She was familiar with the weapon, having spent a few hours on the range with one, transitioning from the sixty-year old Browning. She slipped it under the pillow while she stripped off and went for a shower.  
 
    Caroline let the spray play over her shoulders and neck. She ached and felt exhausted. The subsiding of adrenalin had left her feeling weak and lethargic. She had missed breakfast, probably didn’t have time for any even if she could speak to reception. After she had showered, she put the tiny kettle on to boil and made a cup of coffee between dressing and brushing her hair. There were some biscuits with the tea and coffee sachets and she ate them as she dressed. She brushed her hair, pulled it back into a damp ponytail and applied the merest of makeup as she drank the coffee. She felt a little better, and as she slipped the pistol into her handbag, she felt secure and in control once more.   
 
    She took the stairs to give herself time to think. Her arrival and her reason for travelling to Cape Town had struck a chord with someone. The Home Office had tasked MI5 with the investigation into Anarchy to Recreate Society. They had carried out their threats and murdered the four wealthiest people on the planet. There was one more person on that list. He had his own security, but had blatantly, and very publicly refused twenty-four-hour police bodyguards.  
 
    The terrorists, for that was what they were now classified as, were an organisation so new that nobody even used an acronym to refer to them. Did they have influence? They certainly had support from around half the population. People so disenfranchised from society and politics and income constraints and austerity that they even accepted the deaths of the few for the gains of the many. Was there a leak in the Home Office or within MI5? Or was security merely weak in South Africa? Enough for someone connected in the SSA to have been bribed to organise a hit to hamper the Security Service’s investigation?   
 
    She had little choice but to go with this man Kruger, if only to keep what had transpired earlier under wraps. She wished that the incident could have been made official, bring the police into the mix and place her in the openness of the system. But if someone was willing to sanction the assassination of a British intelligence officer, there would be others. She knew that trusting the South Africans was now a risk. All she could hope for was to do the job she’d been sent to do and get back on her flight home. 
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    King led the way down the stairs and across the hall. Amanda followed, still carrying her medical bag. King turned and watched her, she didn’t look confident and carried the bag like a child nervously carried a satchel on their first day at school. 
 
    “What now?” she asked. “You assaulted that man.” 
 
    “I didn’t assault anybody,” King replied hostilely. “He fought good enough. Gave the first blow.” 
 
    “Well you put a gun in his face first. What was he supposed to do?” she argued. “You fought with him, beat him up. He might press charges.” 
 
    King did not reply. He made his way into the kitchen, hunting the source of the monotonous sound. The dishwasher was running, nearing the end of its cycle judging from the light display. King squatted down and studied the display. He couldn’t make any sense of it so gave up and simply opened the door to disrupt the cycle. The steam clouded in his face and some drips of hot water splashed out. He studied the load. Nothing but a few coffee cups. He looked past the steam and water dripping from the spinners. It was a set of six cups, large with a curious curvaceous shape to them. Most likely an expensive set, but in one of the homes of the fourth richest man in the world, King supposed they were bespoke and made by a prominent up and coming artist. He doubted they were from The Range.  
 
    King got back up, left the door of the dishwasher open. He walked to the cupboards and started opening them. At the third wall unit, he found the coffee pot and milk jugs, even a small creamer.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the man said from behind him. “You pulled a gun on me. You do that again, I fucking kill you!” 
 
    King turned around and smiled. “Shall we see?” He smiled. “Back off, Ivan. The gun can come out and play anytime.” 
 
    The man squared up obstinately. He had pulled on a loose-fitting shirt and a pair of jeans. They were a fashionable and expensive pair. King thought they would look more suitable on a man ten-years younger. He turned his eyes to Helena Snell. She had barely put on anything at all. A slip and a silk dressing gown. It was short and barely covered her dignity. For what little she had. 
 
    “Why are you here? Why did you break in?” 
 
    “The door was open,” King said with conviction to her. 
 
    “Then why are you trespassing?” Helena asked. 
 
    “I’m asking the questions,” King said. “Do cousins do that where you come from? It gets cold in the Ukraine. Do you keep warm at night doing your own cousin?”  
 
    Amanda frowned, but both Helena and the man glanced at each other.  
 
    King leaned back confidently against the counter top. “So, you met Ian Snell, fell in love and married. Sweet. Then you brought over your cousin,” he paused, looking at the man who was glaring at him. “Ivan Kerchenko. Ex-army captain and a former bodyguard to Vladamir Putin, no less. So perfectly qualified to look after the wife of one of the richest men on the planet.” King shook his head. “Ivan Kerchenko, your cousin.” Helena looked at the man beside her. She bowed her head, was about to speak, but King cut her off. “Except, it’s not Ivan Kerchenko, and he’s not your cousin.” He turned and stared at the man. “Viktor Bukov. You served with Helena’s cousin in the military and borrowed his identity. You had similar skills and experience, except you later served in Spetsnaz.” 
 
    “Spetsnaz?” Amanda asked. “What’s that?” 
 
    King smiled. “Russia’s best of the best. Their equivalent to our TA. That’s territorial army.” 
 
    “Niet!” Bukov screamed. “Your SAS!”  
 
    “If you say so chum.” 
 
    “Except we’d eat your SAS!” Bukov sneered. 
 
    “Of course you would,” King smiled. “It looked that way when you were butt naked and unconscious upstairs.” 
 
    Bukov took a step forwards, closing the gap between them and squaring up to King who was still three paces away. “Watch what you say!” 
 
    “I’m right here, mate. No need to stop walking,” King said coldly. 
 
    “Viktor,” Helena said quietly. “Calm down. They are here to ask questions. To investigate Ian’s murder. We must co-operate.” 
 
    King winked at Bukov. “Do what the boss lady says, Viktor. There’s a good lad. You’ve had a knock on the head, maybe you should take a seat and have a mug of warm milk and a biscuit.” He looked at the cupboard with the remainder of the set of cups. “Oh, hang on, you seem to be out of mugs.” He looked at the open dishwasher. “So, what’s that all about?” 
 
    “You’re here to talk about coffee cups?” Helena scoffed. 
 
    “And you’re here to have sex with your long-term lover less than twenty hours after someone blew your husband’s brains all over the patio,” King paused, looked at Amanda. “Are they even meant to be here?” 
 
    She hesitated, looked at them both, then back to King. “No,” she said. “The tape meant it’s still off-limits. There was a non-admittance order taken out. There was meant to be another twenty-four hours to allow for the autopsy and subsequent findings before anyone was granted further access.” 
 
    “So, washing dishes in the middle of a murder investigation would be a bit of a no-no then?” King said, his tone off-handed. “Well, to me, that would look like cleaning up something you didn’t want found in an investigation.” 
 
    “We had some coffee,” Helena said, tiresomely. “So, sue me, that is, if you can afford to,” she scoffed. 
 
    “And the sex?” King mused. 
 
    “I fuck who I want!” she snapped. 
 
    “I suspect your husband wasn’t aware he was employing your lover to look after you in that way. He had his own protection team, you must have had to convince him to circumvent it, have your own personal close protection. And from what I’ve seen, you don’t get any closer than that.”  
 
    “You know shit,” she replied. “Have you read Lady Chatterley’s Lover?”  
 
    “It never made my reading list,” King smiled. “Maybe if it had pictures.” 
 
    “Ian turned a blind eye to my extra-marital needs.” 
 
    King shook his head. “No, I don’t think he did. I don’t think he had a clue.” 
 
    “Prove it,” she said. “Are you done here?” 
 
    King shook his head. “Not by a long chalk.” She frowned at the expression. He added, “No, I’m not. Now open up the patio doors for me.”  
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    Tokai  
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    It was a fourteen-mile drive from Cape Town to Tokai and the notorious Pollsmoor prison. The traffic was reasonably light, and Tokai had good roads and a decent one-way system that meant they avoided hold-ups and made swift progress. The car was another white Toyota Land Cruiser, standard government issue in these parts, and Kruger drove expertly, keeping at the high end of the speed limit and seeing obstructions well in advance. Caroline suspected he was trained in evasive driving. There was an automatic rifle in the rear foot well. Kruger had told her it was loaded, cocked, but the safety was applied. The fact that it was there made her tense, and she was relieved she carried the 9mm pistol that Ryan Beard had given her.  
 
    South Africa was a dangerous place. A country where tourists could fall foul at the merest of wrong turns. But the fact that Kruger had told her about the rifle made her relax about both his identity and her ability to trust him, if not for the risk of violent carjacking that was so rife in South Africa.   
 
    Pollsmoor Maximum Security Prison was the place where Nelson Mandela said he did his hardest time. It was built to hold four thousand four hundred prisoners in four separate mediums, but recent figures from the judiciary department showed there were in fact seven thousand three hundred inmates incarcerated. It was desperately overcrowded and only getting more so.  
 
    The prisoner Caroline was there to see had been unlucky. Even after the bulk of the blame had been directed by his defence towards his deceased brother for the tax evasion, and his lawyers further proving he was ancillary to defrauding the state, Vigus Badenhorst had been sentenced to two years. His defence had lodged an appeal, but it had been overruled.  
 
    A year meant everything in Pollsmoor. The difference between hell and purgatory. Sentences over a year meant that you were in a completely different lock-up, with a completely different type of prisoner.  
 
    Your life would never be the same again. For many, it would be over.  
 
    “Sign here,” the captain said. He held out his hand for Caroline’s bag. She had secreted the Sig under her seat as they had got out of the vehicle. The captain took the handbag and dropped it into a clear, plastic self-sealing bag. He sealed it and handed it to a guard. Both men were black and built like front row rugby players. 
 
    Kruger signed his name also and checked in his pistol. It had been agreed that he would be present during the interview as part of Interpol’s liaison with the South African intelligence service. 
 
    A white man with an ample stomach and fair hair, combed across and backwards in a quiff which would have made Donald Trump jealous, walked through the inner door. He walked up to Kruger, held out his hand. “Preet Boesak, I’m the governor here at Pollsmoor,” he said. He nodded a brief acknowledgement to Caroline, then turned his attention back to Kruger. “I will help in any way I can,” he said. “What is it you wish to know?” 
 
    “I wish to talk to your prisoner Vigus Badenhorst, as arranged through Interpol and the South African government,” Caroline paused. “I believe you had written notification of my visit. And I’m over here, Governor Boesak.” 
 
    Boesak smiled. “Sorry, my dear,” he said in a thick, guttural drawl. “Naturally, I thought you were Agent Kruger’s assistant.” The two black guards sniggered, then carried on checking in the security bags.  
 
    Caroline yawned. “Governor Boesak,” she paused. “Bigger, better and far more influential men than yourself have tried and failed to belittle me in the past. What makes you think your petty and infantile attempts at male chauvinism are going to lose me a seconds’ sleep? I hunt down terrorists for a living.” 
 
    “Listen, little lady…” He glared. 
 
    Caroline interrupted him. “When addressing me, use non-gender specific referencing, if you please. I’m not lady, darling or sweetheart. I’m certainly not little lady. You will address me as Ms Darby. I have been asked to file a full and detailed report on Pollsmoor Prison’s assistance with this enquiry by the South African judicial department. I’m guessing when they say Pollsmoor Prison, they actually mean you?” 
 
    Kruger smiled as he intervened. “Thank you Governor Boesak, we just need somebody to take us to him.” He was calm and polite, and it was evident he had only spoken to diffuse the situation. 
 
    Boesak nodded, but his eyes were still on Caroline. He looked over slowly to Kruger. “Of course,” he said. He nodded to the taller of the two black men. “The captain will take you down. Enjoy the walk, Ms Darby.” 
 
    Caroline nodded. “Thank you, Governor Boesak,” she said, but she figured she knew what he had meant. She had never been inside a prison before, and Pollsmoor’s reputation was unrivalled.  
 
    The captain waited for the door to open electronically then led the way down the corridor. The walls were whitewashed and smooth. At the end of the corridor, approximately fifty metres further down, there was a clear Perspex door, behind which, Caroline could see steel bars. The captain hesitated at the door and turned to Caroline. “They’s not seen a woman in a while, missy,” he said. “Your boy is in Medium B Prison. He’s not a hard man, maybe because, well, you know. So, he’s a woman now.” 
 
    Kruger drew near to Caroline. “Young offenders go to A Prison, and prisoners sentenced for up to a year or due for parole go to C Prison,” he explained. “B Prison is renowned for gang members and in here, the gang members rule.” 
 
    “But what did he mean by he’s a woman now?”  
 
    Kruger pulled a face. “It’s rough in here,” he said. “There’s men in here with multiple life sentences. You’ve heard of prison gay, haven’t you? Well, gangs like the Twenty Eights, they use rape as a means of asserting their authority. They give new inmates a choice: be their woman or they’ll be killed. Often, they use a new inmate in the opposite way: kill this guy, or you’ll be raped by every member of the gang.” 
 
    “And the guards know this goes on?” she whispered. 
 
    Kruger nodded. “From what I’ve heard, the guards encourage it,” he whispered back. “It keeps everyone busy.” 
 
    The captain waited at the Perspex door and looked up at a camera. The door slid open smoothly and they were enveloped by it all. Truly an assault on the senses. A miasma of heat, body odour, screaming, jeering and the banging of metal bars on reinforced steel doorframes filled their senses. Caroline took an involuntary step backwards, then checked herself, feeling slightly embarrassed at her reaction, and followed the captain into the melee. Kruger followed. He did not seem fazed and Caroline suspected the agent had been here before. 
 
    They walked on a steel grate, a skywalk away from the prisoners, who were milling around below them, or leaning on the railings adjacent. Caroline felt wetness on her face, realised that a man was spitting into the palm of his hand and flinging it her way. She screwed up her face in disgust, wiped the spit away with her sleeve. Resisted the urge to vomit. 
 
    “You’re lucky it’s just spit,” the captain said through a lecherous smile. “We might go back another way, before he gets busy with himself and gives you a real surprise!” 
 
    Caroline grimaced. She could hear what the men were shouting, picked up the odd line between the cacophony of noise that seemed to reverberate inside her chest. She looked down on the men, glanced to her right as they walked, realised what a hell on earth this place was. 
 
    There was an identical set of steel bars and another Perspex door at the other end of the skywalk, and thankfully it was in sight. There were curious looking viewing towers protruding from the walls. Caroline saw a man sitting inside one of them holding a shotgun. She realised that these were most likely used in case of a large fight or riot. The guard didn’t look interested in anything much, not even the attractive blonde-haired woman striding across the walkway in front of him. The captain stood for the camera and the steel gate opened. They stepped through and it closed behind them, briefly boxing them in before the Perspex door slid open. Caroline and Kruger followed the captain and the Perspex door closed behind them, drowning out the noise so suddenly that they felt light headed and off kilter for a few moments. 
 
    “Takes some getting used to, eh? I used to hear it in my sleep,” the captain smiled. “Prisoner Badenhorst should be in an interrogation cell for you by now,” he said. 
 
    They walked on around a long curve in the corridor and came up on a desk and a bank of monitors. It was a CCTV station of the general population and specific isolation cells, and a guard was ignoring it all and reading a newspaper at the desk. He looked up but didn’t abandon his paper. He nodded at the captain and the two exchanged words. Caroline didn’t understand any of it, so broad, so pidgin that it sounded like another language. She supposed it could have been a shared tribal tongue, but didn’t feel she could ask Kruger. She glanced at one of the CCTV screens, saw two prisoners beating another. The prisoner went down, and the two men started kicking him. 
 
    She pointed at the screen. “There’s a fight taking place,” she said. 
 
    The guard glanced up at the screen, then looked back at his newspaper. 
 
    The captain ignored the screen also. He nodded down the corridor at them, cocking his head towards a series of doors. “Cell four,” he said and pulled out a chair. He sat down without another word and picked up another copy of a well-read newspaper that was folded on the desk. 
 
    Caroline led the way to the door and studied the handle. It was a simple pulldown lever. It wasn’t the design that had halted her, but the dried blood covering the handle. She opened the door using the point of her elbow and eased the door inwards.  
 
    Inside, a hunched and cowed figure sat at the stainless-steel table. There was a ring on the table and the man was tethered by a set of handcuffs. The chain was short, and he was attempting to scratch his nose when they entered, but was having difficulty.  
 
    “Mister Badenhorst, I am Caroline Darby and I’m an agent with Interpol,” she said, her tone somewhere between warm and authoritative. “Thank you for meeting with me.”  
 
    The man looked thin and gaunt and Caroline noticed the reason he had been struggling to carry out the simple bodily function. His left arm was gone from what would have been just above the elbow. 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly given a choice,” he said. 
 
    Caroline nodded. “Well, it is appreciated. Now, Mister Badenhorst,” she paused, looking at his arm. “I wish to know about the man who did that to you. I want you to help me to find him.” 
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    King looked out across the valley to the Jameson’s farmhouse. Two thousand five hundred metres away. He could see the window that the shot had been taken from. He could remember the look of surprise on the woman’s face, the man’s bruises and cuts, the neat little bullet hole in his forehead. He thought about Liam.  
 
    Callously and meticulously suffocated.  
 
    He had seen worse, that was human nature. He had seen atrocities in the war-torn areas of Northern Iraq and Syria that were indescribable. But this wasn’t a warzone. This wasn’t some foreign scrap of dirt in the middle of the fighting grounds of an Islamic State. This was leafy Cornwall, and this was the grisly and unnecessary end to a family who had been pulled into a campaign which was being praised by people all over social media.  
 
    Ordinary people were publicly accepting and even condoning innocent deaths as collateral damage in a war on the wealthy. The absurdness that people spouted online was beyond comprehension for King. The anonymity of living a sheltered life through Wi-Fi, a keyboard and a screen, and losing touch with reality.   
 
    A redundant existence.    
 
    “So, why are we out here?” Amanda asked. “Are you not happy with my investigation? I can assure you I have been meticulous.” 
 
    King ignored her and turned his back on the farmhouse. The chair in which Sir Ian Snell died was still there, pulled out slightly from the rest of the furniture set.  
 
    He pictured the image of the man when he had first seen him. Slumped forwards, his head blown away above the bullet’s entrance and exit points. It had left a crimson splash on the patio, which was now scrubbed clean, but still the stain was visible. More than just a water mark yet to dry. There was still enough protein left in the bleach and water solution used to sluice the blood away to leave its grisly mark. 
 
    “Does that not strike you as weird?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Helena Snell and her lover coming back here, so soon after her husband’s death.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If they are having an affair, then maybe losing her husband wasn’t the worst thing that could happen?” 
 
    “No doubt,” King said. 
 
    “Maybe that’s how she gets over grief, of sadness. Losing herself physically and emotionally with someone else? Maybe she just likes sex and wanted to feel good?” 
 
    King shrugged. 
 
    “But you think there’s more to it?” 
 
    “There always is,” he paused. “And the cups. Why are there nothing but coffee cups in the dish washer?” 
 
    “They drank coffee?” 
 
    “Two cups.” 
 
    “You’ve never drank a drink and put the cup on the draining board, only to pour another into a clean glass?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” King shrugged. “Glasses maybe. It’s a visual thing. Glasses smear with lips and fingerprints. You often change what you’re drinking as well. But cups? People just make another, don’t they? Pour tea or coffee straight into the same cup. I do. Most of the people I know do as well. And then there’s the fact that they didn’t use a milk jug, or a creamer, or even a pot to make it. Or one of those plunger things, even.” 
 
    “A cafetiere?” she smirked. 
 
    “Yes.” He ignored her expression. “This isn’t a Nescafe house. Helena Snell isn’t going to drop in a teaspoon of instant granules. So, where’s the rest of the things to make the coffee?” 
 
    “There’s a five grand Italian coffee machine in there.” 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    “Yes. Set in the wall, next to the oven.”  
 
    “Still need a spoon, don’t you? There were no spoons in the dishwasher, just mugs.” 
 
    “The machine makes it how you want it. Finishes it off with frothed milk, I imagine.” She shrugged like it didn’t matter anyway. “You knew all about… what was his name? Viktor Berkoff?” 
 
    “Bukov,” King corrected her. “Yes. MI6 did some background checking and it was flagged up. Sir Ian Snell’s company, GeoSpec, won the contract to produce the motherboards for the new Goliath ICBM system. The nuclear weapons that will eventually replace Trident. After confirmation of the deal, GeoSpec’s shares went stratospheric. Naturally, anyone working for Snell and his company were thoroughly background checked by the government. There tends to be a pattern of concentric circles when checking an individual. The further out from the priority, the less stringent the check. So, Sir Ian Snell and his executives, his family and close friends all get thoroughly vetted. The catering staff and cleaners, those on the outer circles, at GeoSpec all get checked but the vetting isn’t so concise. Otherwise, where does it end? But being Ian Snell’s employee, his wife’s personal bodyguard and family member, Ivan Kerchenko was in that inner circle,” King paused. “Except it was soon realised that Kerchenko, the real one, was back in Russia. MI6 being what they are, kept the imposter in play. They decided to watch to see what the scam was. The bigger picture. They handed this information over to MI5 and Interpol when it became evident that Snell was on the kill list. I was tasked with the investigation.”  
 
    “So, you were already investigating Snell when Anarchy to Recreate Society started killing the top five on the rich list?” 
 
    “I was investigating, yes. But not just Snell.” King nodded. “MI5 kept me in play, and with Interpol’s remit, I was tasked with investigating Snell. Especially as the killing had been done with what was clearly military expertise.” 
 
    “The sniper.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, what have you found out so far?” 
 
    King shrugged. “Not a hell of a lot,” he said. “Or, more than I can make sense of at the moment, at least. It’s like a chunk of rock. There’s a statue in there somewhere, it just needs chipping away at.”  
 
    He could see Helena Snell and Viktor Bukov watching them from inside. Helena was perched on a loveseat, her long and shapely bare legs tucked under her. She looked feline, her arms on the seat, her long fingernails tapping in rhythm with her breathing. Her eyes were focused directly on King, almond shaped, predatory. But she was calm, her expression unreadable. By contrast, standing behind her, his eyes staring daggers, Bukov looked seething. But more than that, he looked worried too. Out of the two, Helena was the poker player. Bukov was more roulette. He’d either win or go bust. But Helena would play the strategies. 
 
    King looked back at the stain on the ground, then to the house across the valley, then to the stain again, then further towards the wall. He was forming a picture in his mind. He looked back at Bukov, then back to the wall. There was a flicker in the Russian’s eyes, but his lover remained calm and composed.  
 
    The wall was made from stones that ranged from shards the size of a paperback through to rocks twice the size of a shoebox. Pieces of cut and shaped granite, laid with earth between the stones, Cornish hedge style. Lavender and rosemary grew on top and a flowery plant was trailing down, the fronds touching the patio. King did not know what type of plant it was, nor did he care. He walked over, knelt and studied the wall. He ran his hands gently over the wall, looked back at the house for confirmation, then lifted the plant out of the way. There were tiny chips of stone on the edge of the patio where it met the wall. He looked up at Amanda. “Here, hold this out of the way,” he said. “And bring your bag of tricks.” 
 
    “What is it?” Amanda hurried over, glanced over her shoulder at the two behind the glass of the patio doors. They seemed impassive. Helena still watching, tapping her fingers. Bukov’s eyes must have been hurting now from maintaining the menacing stare. She looked back at King. “What have you found?” 
 
    King took out his pocket knife, thumbed open the blade and dug it into the rock. After digging and prising it, the deformed bullet dropped onto the patio. It was flattened like a mushroom, the copper torn up into shards, the soft lead underneath grooved and textured from hitting the rock. “I’d say this was the first shot fired,” he said. He pulled back the tendrils of the plant without care and laid it flat on top of the wall.  
 
    “That would have made a hell of a racket, hitting the granite wall like that,” Amanda said. She picked up the bullet with a pair of plastic tongs and dropped it into an evidence bag.  
 
    “And here’s the next one,” King said. He looked back at the house across the valley and then down at the stain on the patio. “Right a click, up a couple more.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said.   
 
    The wind had been crossing the valley from the Carrick Roads yesterday. A westerly. Two to three miles per hour. Just enough to send the .338 bullet a few inches in front of Ian Snell’s face as he drank his coffee and read his paper. 
 
    “You mean sight calibrations?” 
 
    King frowned at her. “You know about those?” 
 
    “Sort of,” she replied. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “So, the first bullet went low and wide. The rifle is sighted and accurate, so you don’t just aim a bit right and high. That’s winging it. Alright in a fast-moving combat zone, where you want to keep your weapon calibrated for multiple scenarios. Not at two thousand five hundred metres. You can’t just hold the crosshairs high and right and hope at that range. You need minute adjustments, and if you don’t have a spotter…” 
 
    “A spotter?” 
 
    “Yes. A partner watching and feeding the information back to you. So, if you’re on your own, you adjust the sight turrets and compensate. Right a click, up a couple more. The next shot gets closer, you identify the bullet strike. Another shot, another adjustment. Then…” 
 
    “Bullseye,” Amanda interrupted. 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” agreed King. “But on a range, that’s fine. Out in the open, say, Afghanistan, yes.” 
 
    “So, what about here?” 
 
    King dug the blade in between two rocks and prised out a less misshapen bullet. It dropped, like the first, onto the patio. “Snell wasn’t going to have two, point three-three-eight  calibre bullets travel past him and slam into that wall with a closing speed of four hundred miles per hour and not look up from his paper. The point three-three-eight Lapua Magnum isn’t a suppressible calibre. Not practically at least. It still makes a hell of a racket. So, no suppressor, or what most people will know as a silencer. Not for a two thousand five hundred metre shot. The suppressor robs the bullet of too much muzzle energy and velocity. As well as two bullets slamming into the wall, Snell would have heard at least two gunshots before a third one took his head off. Enough for him to move, look across the valley and present himself as a more difficult target.” 
 
    “But he was shot, nonetheless,” Amanda said. She put the second bullet into another bag and stood up. 
 
    King stood up too, looked at the two behind the glass. Bukov was still staring at him, King returned a jovial wave and smiled as the Russian looked to implode. He turned back to Amanda. “He was,” he said. “But I have my reservations on the cause of death.” 
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    “You have to get me out of here!” 
 
    “Mister Badenhorst,” Caroline replied calmly. “Tell me what you know, and I will have a word with the South African government. “But first, you need to tell me about the man who killed your brother.” She looked at his stump of an arm. It was wrapped in a bandage that was both grimy and discoloured. “And, did that to you.” 
 
    Vigus Badenhorst flung himself back in the chair, tears in his eyes, his face ashen. “Look, you don’t understand!” 
 
    “Mister…” she stopped herself, realised the man had started to sob. She glanced at Kruger, who shrugged benignly. 
 
    “Listen Badenhorst,” Kruger said, his accent broad and thick. “It’s tough here, I get it.” 
 
    “You don’t get shit!” the man snapped. “I got asked for, requested by the leader of the Twenty Eights - do you know what that means? No, of course not,” he paused, attempted to wipe his eyes with the end of the stump. “It means I’m his fucking bitch!” 
 
    “Mister…” Caroline trailed off as he snapped again. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice! I tried to refuse, but they pulled out my cell mate, held him down and gouged out one of his eyes. They told me they would do the same to me. It was so horrible, the poor man screamed for hours. There were six of them, they beat me up, then held me down.” He tried to wipe his eyes again, but the stump restricted him, and the other hand was clamped firmly to the table with the handcuffs.  
 
    Caroline pulled a clean handkerchief out of her pocket and reached across the table. She dabbed his eyes for him, left the handkerchief on the table in front of him.  
 
    He looked at her, nodded. “Thank you.” He shrugged, then said quietly, “When they had all finished, they told me I’d been broken in, was a proper woman now. Not a butt virgin anymore. They said if I ever refused their advances, they would dig out my eyes and castrate me. They own me.” He continued to sob, and Caroline dabbed his cheeks again. 
 
    “I will speak to the Governor,” she said. 
 
    “He knows it goes on,” the prisoner said bitterly. “While it does, the convicts are kept busy. My only chance is to give you the information you need in return for being moved. Or have my sentence cut, which gets me into a lower category prison. No gang members are in the lower categories. For heaven’s sake!” he snapped, anger flashing in his eyes. “I’m only in here because my brother fudged the taxes!” 
 
    “It was more than that,” Kruger interjected. “You got off lightly. The illegal trade in ivory, weapons, tax evasion… come on! You were lucky to get two years. Had your brother been alive to have his say, you’d be in here for at least ten years, maybe more!” 
 
    Badenhorst looked at him. “Do you know how they do it? How they rape a man? No? Well let me enlighten you.” He was clearly fighting back tears. He dabbed at his eyes with the end of his stump, then said, “They put you on your back and two men hold your legs in the air. Like the missionary position. Another man holds some glass or a shank against your eyeball while the man…” he hesitated. “While the man fucks you. You break eye contact and they take out one of your eyes. It’s all about looking the man in his eyes, so you know who is the boss. Who owns you. I see that bastard in my dreams!” 
 
    Caroline looked at Kruger, then back at Vigus Badenhorst. “If I can swing something, you’ll talk?” 
 
    “To my last breath,” Badenhorst said desperately. He looked at her, then at Kruger. “I see the other bastard too. The one who did this to me. The bastard who killed my brother. I see him in my dreams, my nightmares. I see his face, hear his voice. So, get busy on your phone, before I start to forget.”  
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    “So, what are you looking for?” Amanda asked. “I mean, there has to be something in particular.” 
 
    King was checking his phone. There was a message from Simon Mereweather. His contact from MI6 had informed him that their asset was safe and well and had been dropped at The Victoria and Alfred Hotel in Cape Town. He relaxed a little, sighed at the thought, but knew Caroline would have contacted the South Africa Secret Service to liaise with an agent for her trip to Pollsmoor Prison. He knew she would be on tight time constraints, and hoped that was the reason she had not called him back or sent a text message. He knew what it was to be in the field, but he also knew she had taken exception to hearing Amanda’s voice in the background, and the coincidence in staying at the same hotel. He just hoped she had taken it for what it was and moved on. 
 
    King put his iPhone back into his pocket and looked at the hospital as Amanda drove away from the main thoroughfare and around the rear of the main building. “You tell me,” he said quietly, somewhat thoughtfully.  
 
    She shrugged, didn’t bother re-iterating. “Do you think there is more to the Helena Snell and Viktor Bukov thing?” 
 
    “He’s banging her. Her husband’s only just cold. What more do you want?” 
 
    “No, I mean, are they suspects?” 
 
    “Everyone’s a suspect,” he said.  
 
    She waited as she opened her window and spoke into the speaker at the barrier, announcing her name and credentials. There was a camera lens at the top of the speaker and she was told to hold up her ID. She did so, and the barrier rose slowly. “I’m not a suspect,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe you are,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where were you yesterday?” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” said King impassively. He saw the sign for the Pathology Unit, unclipped his seatbelt as she swung the car complacently into a free space. “But I have more than a few doubts about those two,” he added. 
 
    “Then why not question them further?” 
 
    King had called DCI Trevarth and had him escort the couple off the premises. They had been instructed to wait for permission to return, as the house on the Roseland was still a crime scene. Helena Snell had protested vehemently, but after a short while, she had relented. King could see she was pragmatic. There was no sense in fighting a losing battle. Viktor Bukov, by contrast simply did what Helena Snell told him. They had reverted to speaking Russian, unaware that King was conversational in the language, if not fluent.  
 
    And that was when he decided they did not need further questioning. 
 
    “It would have been a waste of time. They didn’t kill Snell.” King opened his door and Amanda followed. 
 
    “You don’t think so?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So, what are we looking for here?” 
 
    “Toxicology.” 
 
    “For a fatal shooting?” Amanda asked incredulously. “Seems like a waste of time and resources to me.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
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    After the noise and sensory overload of the prison walk, the silence of the Governor’s office came as a welcome relief. Governor Preet Boesak seemed to have changed his attitude towards Caroline, but it had been short-lived. Her request to move prisoner Vigus Badenhorst to a lower category wing, pending authorisation from the South African government, had sent the man over the edge and he had shouted the odds, to which Caroline had acted bored, almost indifferent to the man and started to make the first of many phone calls on her mobile phone. 
 
    Kruger had escorted Boesak outside to cool down, and must have spoken to somebody for a coffee, because Caroline had been brought a cup on a tray with cream and biscuits. She was ravenous from the shock and emotion, not to mention exertion from her ordeal that morning, as well as having missed breakfast, and soon finished them off with her coffee.  
 
    Her first call had been to Simon Mereweather, who following standard operating procedure (SOP) did not answer, but had listened to her message and called her straight back. He had listened to what she had to say and ordered her to get Badenhorst’s information at any cost while he set about putting a deal in motion. Caroline knew what the MI5 liaison officer had meant, but having witnessed Vigus Badenhorst’s desperation and emotional breakdown, she was not about to lie and promise the man the earth with no intent to make good on her side of the bargain. She knew he deserved her trust, could see just how desperate he was. The man was on the edge, and had suffered terribly. She reflected that he would no doubt merely be one of a number. Pollsmoor was indeed, a living hell.  
 
    After her conversation with Simon Mereweather, Caroline had then called her Interpol contact to get a deal brokered at their end. It couldn’t hurt to play two hands. Interpol was a large agency, perhaps they would have more luck with the South African government than MI5 would with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, who would then set out to broker a deal with the South African government and judiciary department Pretoria. The FCO were not renowned for the speed with which their diplomats did their work. By contrast, Interpol would already have South African law enforcement personnel in their offices and contacts within the government. That was as good as a direct line. It seemed like a logical step, and one with which to circumvent a protracted deal. 
 
    Bérénice Duval was the senior investigator and leader of the Terrorism Incident Response Team. Her remit was to liaise with police forces from around the world and enable the smooth running of joint investigations where Interpol facilitated a brokerage between law enforcement agencies. Interpol were to act as a go between in any investigation into the group known as Anarchy to Recreate Society. Caroline had met the forty-five-year-old woman and former counter terrorism officer with the Préfecture de Police de Paris, along with other representatives from law enforcement agencies of the nations of the five richest people making up the names on the kill list. Also present had been representatives from countries of the next five people, but the dramatic shedding of wealth had changed the line-up almost daily. Caroline had liked the woman, had spoken enough with her at the group dinner and in subsequent meetings to have built up a rapport. It couldn’t hurt throwing out a deal with the South Africans while MI5 did what they could with Whitehall. 
 
    Bérénice Duval had been pleased to talk to Caroline. She had listened intently and when she heard that the deal could mean as little as striking a year from Bordenhorst’s sentence, she had seemed confident in obtaining a result. She called back within twenty minutes, just as Caroline could hear Governor Preet Boesak return to the outer office, his thick, guttural tone barely contained by the heavy oak door. 
 
    She glanced down at her phone, saw Duval’s number. 
 
    “Bérénice, that was quick,” she answered. “Good news or bad?” 
 
    “Good,” she replied. “For us, but I think he will buy it. It doesn’t sound like the man has many choices.” 
 
    “You could say that. What’s the deal?” 
 
    “The South African government will grant him freedom in the form of a suspended sentence with gratuity. One wrong move and he’s back inside Pollsmoor Prison, but this time for four years instead of two. He will have to co-operate with our investigation, give us a result which leads to further positive intelligence. They wanted his information to lead to the capture or conviction of the people we are after, but I didn’t think Badenhorst would go for it. There has to be some carrot as well as stick.” 
 
    Caroline marvelled at the woman’s fluent English and turn of phrase. “Sounds fair,” she said, feeling excitement, a rush of adrenalin. Not only could she close the gap in the investigation, get a step closer to finding the terrorists, but she would help the man out of his nightmare. She knew he had broken the law, avoided paying taxes, but she had read the file on him, seen that his older brother had been the brains behind the venture. He had been running the operation while his younger brother was still in junior school. Vigus Badenhorst wasn’t a killer, a rapist or a thief. He didn’t deserve the living hell of being locked up with South Africa’s gang members, men who did what they did to the vulnerable.  
 
    “Well, there is also a stipulation,” Duval paused. “But I’m confident that he will go for it, given the alternative.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The government will be working with the four leading organisations for the prevention of the ivory trade to set up a task force. Organisations like TUSK and the WWF. This has been underway for some time, but with this new development, Badenhorst will have to give his co-operation, selling out the chain he and his brother used to off-load their illegal ivory.” 
 
    “I think he will agree to anything,” she said. She hadn’t told Duval the extent of Badenhorst’s reasons for commuting his sentence, but the woman was an experienced police officer with over twenty years’ experience, she knew the score. 
 
    She gave Duval the prison’s fax number so that Interpol could send notification to set the ball rolling, and was told the notification of Badenhorst’s release would be both faxed and emailed within the hour from the South African Judiciary Department.  
 
    Caroline replaced the telephone as Governor Boesak entered, his fax machine rolling. He looked at it curiously, then back at her. She was seated behind the man’s desk in his leather swivel chair. She beckoned the man to take a visitor’s seat and glanced at the whirling fax machine. “Don’t see many of those these days,” she said. “But I think you will find what it says rather interesting. Kindly prepare prisoner Vigus Badenhorst for immediate release into my custody, Governor Boesak. The official authorisation should be here within the hour, I don’t want any further delays.” 
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    There was something about the clinical, almost voyeuristic process of an autopsy that left King cold. The final indignity, as if death wasn’t enough. The humiliation of being taken apart and scrutinised, samples removed and then to be roughly sewn back together and the waste sluiced down a drain seemed so far removed from the being who had existed shortly before. No wonder Amanda, and many like her throughout her curious profession thought of the dead as nothing more than merely fat, muscle and bone. This did not surprise King. He had battled for years to justify, to be able to live with what he had both seen and done. He always knew he did it for a cause, for the freedom and protection of the oblivious people he lived amongst.  
 
    His country.     
 
    He was no stranger himself to death. He had killed in the heat of battle. Not great company advancements in a regular army, but secret wars. Deniable affairs with little in the way of support. All out close quarter battle against guerrillas and terrorists. He had gunned down people who had been trying to kill him. He had gunned down people who posed a threat to his country or the western world. He had killed with a knife, made death look like an accident and he had even killed with his bare hands. The first lives he had taken had been without a weapon, and he still thought of what happened and the two men whose lives he had taken that night. It was part of the constant baggage that travelled with him, for all these years on the path that had been shaped for him by second chances and secretive government departments. In many ways, what he had done for his country since was his way of making amends. Atonement. Of quantifying his mistakes, of becoming a better man and serving his country as those two men had, and would have continued to if words and actions, drink and ego had not got out of hand. It had been in his nature to attack, to never back down. He had always been that way. On the streets, in the boxing ring, on the run.  
 
    A long time ago.  
 
    Another life. 
 
    King had watched Amanda Cunningham remove the organs from Snell’s body and place each in various dishes and containers. He had watched the measured way she had peeled back the flesh, the muscle, prise the bone apart or make significant cuts and remove the necessary body parts. The way she had dissected the organs, taken samples and placed them in a selection of test-tubes and petri dishes. He couldn’t help thinking it a final humiliation. First the life taken, then the body opened, the internals dissected and broken down into components. 
 
    He had watched, but found the experience cold and dispassionate. He wondered how a woman like Amanda Cunningham would get into the profession. He had taken himself outside to get some fresh air, to air the stink of death from his clothes, his skin. He wondered if it was why Amanda Cunningham drank. She clearly had a problem. The excessive amount she had consumed, the denial afterwards in the sobering light of day.  
 
    He took out his phone and checked the display. Nothing from Caroline. He quickly texted: Are you ok? Call me xxx. He fired it off, then instantly regretted it. They had a rule. But they were on separate missions and he needed to know if she was safe and well. He hoped she was not stewing over Amanda Cunningham staying at the same hotel. He needed to fill her in when he could, but he still thought he’d keep quiet about their ill-fated dinner at the cottage. That was a mistake, and nothing happened. Nor was it even on the cards to happen. Naivety and stupidity. Both Caroline and King worked on a need to know basis, and as far as he was concerned, this would be one of those times. 
 
    King wandered through the connecting corridor, bought a cup of tea at the hospital café and walked back around the main building. The hospital was a large site, with what looked to be four main buildings and a connecting corridor running between them. Many people were choosing instead to walk on the paths between the neatly kept lawns. He crossed over a helicopter landing pad, passed by the accident and emergency department and walked back around to the pathology unit. He sipped his tea, perched on a wall and thought back to the house on the Roseland Peninsula. Helena Snell and Viktor Bukov did not kill Sir Ian Snell. He had caught enough of their conversation in Russian to know that they hadn’t been anywhere near. But he was troubled nonetheless. Something was going on and he needed to connect the dots. He took out his mobile phone again, checked to see if there was a message from Caroline. There wasn’t. He just hoped she was ok.  
 
    King had lost count of the amount of times luck had saved him. The amount of times he had walked away, when others every bit as good or as professional as him had died. He had begun to question whether he had been blessed with luck. Not from his childhood, that was for sure. Not many children would have lived a worse life than he had. Not children born and raised in Britain, at least. He had known hunger and pain. He had known true fear and despair. He had been beaten by his mother’s constant succession of partners. He had gone days looking after his younger brothers and sisters, without money to buy them food, or to pay the rent, while his mother had been coming down or out dealing drugs, or turning tricks to fund her habit. But he had survived. Survived the care homes after she had died. Survived life on the streets. Survived when he had a contract put on him by boxing promoters who had lost a fortune when he refused to take a dive in the ring. He had survived the deadly fight which had landed him in prison. He had survived his incarceration too, and the ex-soldiers in there who would look to even the score against the comrades he had slain. And he had survived his recruitment into the shadowy world of MI6 and the life they had channelled for him. He had survived against the IRA, secret wars against Russian spetsnaz and the FSB, the Taliban, Al Qaeda and most recently, the evil that was ISIS. He had survived even when his own people had turned on him. His luck was good. But was it luck? Did he possess a sixth sense? He wouldn’t say he did. But he had learned to trust his instincts. He had learned as a child to trust his intuition. When he had a thought, he simply went with it. He didn’t double guess himself, and he never deviated from his chosen path.  
 
    King had felt his instincts start to doubt face value. And when that happened, it was enough for him to run with it. He unlocked his phone and typed out a quick message to Simon Mereweather. It seemed a simple request, but he had no idea how political it would be. What the repercussions would be. He would just have to wait and see.  
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    “I don’t know how you swung that,” Kruger said. 
 
    Vigus Badenhorst had been permitted a shower, had changed into the clothes he’d been sentenced in and had been begrudgingly given coffee and some biscuits by Governor Boesak at Caroline’s request. 
 
    Caroline walked beside Kruger and Badenhorst followed a metre or so behind. He looked bewildered, had sobbed and could not seem to believe his good fortune. He had only been in Pollsmoor for a little over seven months, but clearly it had claimed him. 
 
    It had taken two hours to process the prisoner. Several forms were signed, faxed, re-faxed, signed and countersigned. It had taken another hour to talk through the deal with him, and no matter how insistent Caroline had been, she could not persuade the man to continue the interview within the walls of Pollsmoor Prison. He remained adamant. He wanted out. It would go no other way. 
 
    Caroline glanced at Kruger as they reached the top of the steps and squinted in the brightness of the South African sun and a crystalline blue sky. “He has information concerning the sniper. Interpol and Scotland Yard’s Special Branch are convinced that the man who wounded Vigus Badenhorst, and killed both his brother and their employee is the same man who has assassinated the four men on the kill list.” 
 
    “Is it not a bit of a stretch?” Kruger asked, somewhat dubiously. 
 
    “Timings,” she said non-committedly. “It’s all in the timings.” 
 
    “Then you have someone in mind?” Kruger said wryly. “That helps.” 
 
    She nodded. “But only because of the timings. Absence at the time of the assassinations, absence at the time of the Badenhorst shootings.” She slipped on a pair of black Gucci sunglasses and looked back at Vigus. “Now we need to fill in the gaps. See if it is more than mere coincidence.” 
 
    “I will tell you everything,” Vigus Badenhorst said, somewhat meekly from behind them. “But only when we’re clear of this cesspit.” 
 
    “Then where?” Kruger asked. “We could go to service headquarters in Cape Town,” he suggested. 
 
    Caroline wanted to avoid being on the agent’s home turf. She needed to keep control of Vigus. Interpol was running this aspect of the case and she could not afford to get bogged down in bureaucratic disputes. Besides, from her experience this morning, she knew that the South African Secret Service was leaking information and confidentiality like a sieve.  
 
    “My hotel would be the best bet,” said Caroline. “They have some spare rooms, or did when I checked in last night. And it will give you a chance to get the SASS report on the incident before he flies back with me. You’ll forgive me for not wanting to go into your headquarters. You’re getting information from him regardless.” 
 
    Kruger merely nodded. He slipped on a pair of Ray Ban aviators, which he had been wearing stylishly tucked into the vee of his shirt, possibly unstylishly worn open four buttons down. 
 
    “Fly back? Where?” Badenhorst asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes,” Kruger added. “Where?” 
 
    “To London,” she said. They had reached the Land Cruiser, waited while Kruger unlocked it with his key fob. “And then on to Lyon in France to help Interpol and relay the information you have on this sniper to other law enforcement agencies. Numbers one and two on the kill list were American software and social media billionaires, so the FBI will want to follow up as soon as possible. Either at their New York office, or through Interpol with American staffers.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to…” Badenhorst started. 
 
    “You’re mine now,” Caroline interrupted. “Or Interpol’s. You’ll do what we say and go where we tell you.” 
 
    “For how long?” he asked, dejected, the enormity of his co-operation deal dawning on him. 
 
    “Until it’s done,” she said. “And then you will be flown back here for your co-operation with the South African wildlife agencies and their fight against the ivory trade.” 
 
    Kruger laughed. “Well, if you want to dance, ‘bro, you’ve got to pay the band!” 
 
    “Nicely put,” said Caroline as she got into the front of the vehicle. She discreetly picked up the Sig pistol and slipped it back into her handbag.  
 
    “I’ll move this,” Kruger said, picking up the assault rifle from the rear footwell and sliding it alongside Caroline’s leg. She nudged it against the centre console. “Not that you could make it ready with one arm,” he smirked, but seemed to realise it was in poor taste when Caroline pulled a face. He glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Sorry, bad joke.” 
 
    Badenhorst shrugged. “It won’t be so bad when I can get fitted for a prosthesis,” he paused. “Not that I have any money for a good one now. But I’d rather have this,” he paused and held up the stump for Kruger to see in the mirror. “Than the shot that bastard gave my brother.” 
 
    “I guess you know what it’s like to be hunted now, eh?” Kruger said. “Like those poor lions and elephants that you got paid to track down. It’s a pretty low thing to take money in return for allowing a wealthy American dentist to kill an innocent, majestic beast.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, fuck you! We employed almost forty people, culled wounded or aggressive animals to keep the rest of the animals safe and healthy and we organised the butchery and distribution of bush meat to over three hundred people who live below the poverty line. Without operations like ours, there is little employment, no conservation of animals, nobody to scare off poachers who will kill indiscriminately, and no extra food for people who are practically starving. So, go sign a Facebook petition and post a sad face with fuck all clue what we really do. Fucking bleeding heart, city boy.”  
 
    Kruger glared into the rear view mirror, but said nothing as he started the engine. 
 
    Caroline turned in her seat. “Okay. Feel better? I don’t buy the whole conservation thing, but that’s my choice as well. You profited extremely well from your hunting activities. And you sold illegal ivory, helped perpetuate the trade, so it’s time to get off your high horse and do what you’ve been released to do.” She had taken out her iPhone and pressed the voice memo function. She propped it in the coin tray beside the armrest. She looked back at him and pointed at his stump. “So, start with the man who did this to you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on woman,” Badenhorst said, looking subdued. “Let’s wait until we’re at your hotel. Where are you staying?” 
 
    “No, Badenhorst!” Caroline snapped. “We’ll start now. We’ll do it my way, on my schedule and wherever the hell I chose. That will be in the car, the hotel and even on the flight to England. I’ll remind you that I got you out of Pollsmoor and I can send you back anytime. I bet your husband is missing you already.” 
 
    “Jeez, lady!” Badenhorst looked taken aback. “You play rough!” 
 
    “You haven’t got a clue,” Caroline said. “Now, make a bloody start.” 
 
    Badenhorst shrugged. “Okay,” he said as he rubbed his stump subconsciously, turned and looked out of the window as Kruger wound the vehicle through the last of the twisting streets of Tokai and onto a quiet road into wine country. The vineyards were lush and green. New growth sprouting through.  
 
    Vigus Badenhorst thought he’d never see such beauty again. He sighed, leaned back in the comfortable leather seat. “Well, the guy was about thirty to thirty-five.” 
 
    “Why so specific?” Kruger asked. 
 
    “Hair, creases and wrinkles,” Badenhorst shrugged. “He just looked older than a carefree twenty something. Younger than a world weary forty something.” 
 
    “So, how old am I?” Kruger asked incredulously. “Just to test your abilities.” 
 
    “I’m guessing about forty,” he said. “On the world-weary spectrum. A bit of grey, a few creases. Yeah, at least forty.” 
 
    Kruger looked annoyed. Caroline smiled, she could tell he had been hoping for a younger guess. Kruger looked back in the mirror. “I’m thirty-eight,” he replied emphatically. 
 
    “Pretty accurate then,” Caroline said. She smiled. “What’s two years?” She nodded for Badenhorst to continue. 
 
    “Short-cropped dark brown hair. Not quite black, but dark. It kind of lightened in bright sunlight.” 
 
    “Greying?” she prompted. 
 
    “A little at the sides. Just a few flecks.” 
 
    “Eyes?” 
 
    “Dark.” 
 
    “Colour?” 
 
    “I don’t make a habit of looking into another man’s eyes.” 
 
    “Funny,” Kruger said. “That was the reason you were so desperate to get out of Pollsmoor.” 
 
    Vigus Badenhorst flung himself down into the seat like a stroppy teen. “Fuck you!” 
 
    “No,” Kruger said. “That’s a prison thing, or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Okay!” Caroline snapped. She looked at Badenhorst sternly. “For Christ’s sake, you couldn’t have said he looked thirty-two, could you?” She turned to Kruger. “If it makes you feel better, I thought you were thirty-four. Is that better? Can we get down to why we’re all here now? At least it proves the man can guess a person’s age.” 
 
    Kruger shrugged. He glanced into the mirror, studied the car behind, then nodded. “Okay,” he conceded. 
 
    “What else?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “He had a scar on his chin,” Badenhorst said. “A thin one, about two centimetres long. And another at the corner of his eye.” 
 
    “Which eye?” 
 
    Badenhorst thought for a moment. No doubt he was picturing a conversation, an incident. Maybe they were having a drink at the bar in the hunting lodge, or telling tales around the firepit. “His right,” he said, measuredly. “Yes, his right eye.” 
 
    “Height and weight?” 
 
    “Just under six foot, perhaps seventy-five kilos.” 
 
    “What’s that, eleven or twelve stone?” 
 
    “About twelve, I think,” Kruger said. “He eyed Badenhorst in the mirror. “Around my size?” 
 
    “A bit thinner,” he replied. “He had a flatter stomach than you. He was more muscled too. Like he worked out.” 
 
    Kruger looked about to rise, but seemed to think better of it. He smoothed a hand over his own trim stomach. He glanced at Caroline, caught her smiling. He turned back to the road, checked his mirrors. 
 
    “It’s the shot you have to look at,” Badenhorst said. “You need to check other militaries. Try special forces personnel, rather than regular infantry.”  
 
    “You think?” Kruger asked. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Vigus sighed. “I take,” he paused. “I used to take hunters on shoots. Professional marksmen. Some of them were even sponsored by firearms manufacturers, shooting supply companies, ammunition producers. Especially some of the seppos.” 
 
    “The what?” Caroline interrupted. 
 
    “Seppos,” Badenhorst said. “Septic tanks – yanks. Some of those Americans are on another level. Serious marksmen who can shoot the centre out of a bullseye, consistently. This man trumped them all. He shot a springbok at seven hundred metres with a varmint rifle.” He looked at Caroline, whose expression seemed to question him. “That’s a deer like creature with a rifle no more powerful than a military personal weapon system, like five-point-five-six. Good for three hundred metres on a man. Not meant for a tough hide and over twice the distance. Our head tracker said that the man was testing himself. I believe he was right. He hit me and killed my brother at around six thousand metres. That’s almost four miles. He is a sniper, I’m certain of it. One of the world’s best. And you only get proficient at that sort of distance in the military. The inquest said it was a point fifty calibre. That’s why it blew my arm clean off.” He held up his thumb between the seats. “That’s a bullet about this big. Just the head.” He spread his thumb and forefinger as wide as they would go. “With a cartridge casing that size. Full of powder.” 
 
    “With a bullet that big, and a range that long, perhaps it’s not such a difficult shot?” Kruger ventured. 
 
    “Rubbish!” Vigus chortled. “You’re not a military man, I can see that. No, to make a shot that far, the marksman would have to consider not just ground and air temperature and wind speed, but the actual curvature of the earth. Not only that, but the angle of seasonal tilt in the hemisphere and the direction and speed of the earth’s rotation.” 
 
    Kruger frowned. “Really?” 
 
    “That’s what I understand of it,” Vigus said resolutely. “I’m only familiar with close-up shots. We go for our client standing a chance of hitting what they’ve paid twenty thousand dollars to shoot. That, and a guaranteed kill. One hundred metres is about the most common distance.” 
 
    Caroline hated the idea of wealthy businessmen or brokers killing elephants and lions, but she wasn’t about to launch into a debate. She’d already let her feelings be known. “What else?” she prompted him. “Where was he from? Accents, colloquialisms, the way he talked?” 
 
    “Easy,” Badenhorst said. “Now here’s the thing…” 
 
    “Watch out!” Kruger screamed. He struggled to control the vehicle, the impact from behind shaking them in their seats and shunting the vehicle forwards. 
 
    Caroline turned around in her seat, just caught sight of the front grille of a large, black SUV, but was then thrown forwards as it struck them hard. It looked like an American truck, oversized and towering over even the considerable size of the Toyota’s rear window. The truck rammed them again, but this time there was a surge of speed as the pursuing vehicle accelerated. It was far more powerful than the Land Cruiser and the engine and exhaust note were clearly audible. Kruger dropped a gear and rammed the accelerator to the floor, but they were under the power of the truck. Kruger changed tack and slammed on the brakes. The rear of the Land Cruiser rose off the road and then slammed down, the tyres struggling for traction on the tarmac. 
 
    “If he hits us on an angle, towards the edge of our bumpers, we’ll spin!” Kruger yelled. “Better brace yourselves!” 
 
    Caroline knew this. She had trained in evasive and defensive driving, knew how to force a car off the road. The guy in the American SUV did not, but he might well get lucky. Even so, he had the size and speed advantage. She was about to turn around again, but saw the pickup pulling across the road in front of them. It was another oversized American make and it filled the road. A double cab and a double bed. More than twice the length of the Land Cruiser. 
 
    “Look out!” she hollered. 
 
    Kruger hit the brakes and the pursuing truck rammed into them again. He held the steering straight for as long as he could, but the Toyota started to slew sideways, and like a pendulum, once it started it was inevitable. The vehicle swung wide, the tyres smoking as they fought for grip travelling sideways against their tread. They must have been travelling more than forty miles per hour, and with the big SUV being top heavy and still propelled by the truck, the tyres gripped the road too much and centrifugal force came into the equation. The body rolled away from the spin and inertia did the rest. Caroline screamed as the Toyota toppled onto its side and rolled a complete rotation, coming to rest on the driver’s side. Kruger grunted as his door hit the road and the window smashed. Caroline was propelled out of her seat, but her belt stopped her falling onto Kruger. The Toyota became airborne for a moment again, as the truck hit them on the underside, then smashed back down.  
 
    Kruger screamed in pain.  
 
    The sound of metal and glass on the tarmac was overwhelming. The Land Cruiser was hit again. This time, the truck struck the underside of the vehicle with more force than before.  
 
    Caroline tensed as she realised there was a stench of fuel. It was all around them, enveloping them, the smell getting to their nostrils and the vapour burning the back of their throats. She could feel the sting of the fuel vapour in her eyes. 
 
    The big SUV slowed, and the sound of the scraping metal ceased as the vehicle rocked to a halt. The silence was ominous, but short lived. Rapid gunshots followed. Caroline could not tell from which direction. She searched for her handbag and the comfort of the Sig 9mm pistol. She could not see it.  
 
    Bullets impacted against the roof of the vehicle. Caroline looked in time to see holes punching through the headlining of the roof. She fumbled with the seatbelt release and dropped unceremoniously on top of Kruger. He grunted, was trying to get his weapon clear of his hip holster. He wasn’t managing it, and as Caroline stared down in horror, she could see why. The man’s arm was caught outside the vehicle and was taking the entire weight of the wreckage. He was dazed, operating on auto-pilot. There was a distance in his eyes, perhaps a realisation that he had been beaten. That he wasn’t getting out of this situation. It did not look as if he was registering any pain. Adrenaline would be coursing through his veins and numbing his senses. 
 
    Vigus Badenhorst grunted and was trying to get himself out of the rear foot well, where he had been thrown during the impact. He looked at Caroline, his expression one of resignation. “I’m hit…” he said. “I’ve been shot!” 
 
    Caroline ignored him, worked on getting hold of Kruger’s pistol. She almost had it clear of the holster, but the gunfire resonated again, and the vehicle was peppered by bullets. Vigus yelped, then groaned. Caroline struggled with the pistol. It was secured in a plastic holster with a thumb press locking the pistol in place via a stud on the inside of the trigger guard. A safety feature making the wearer of the rig about the only person who could get the pistol out. She had not come across a holster like this before, but her military days were far behind her, and she didn’t officially carry a weapon for her duties with MI5. She risked a glance and saw that Vigus was bleeding from his left shoulder. As she watched, a crimson dot appeared directly opposite the wound and he flinched again. The crimson swelled, resembled a flower, blooming in front of her eyes. She caught his eye, there was a knowledge behind his stare. The man had organised hunts all his adult life. He knew enough about gunshot wounds to know he was in trouble. The flower was now the size of a cabbage. His breathing rasped. Most of his torso was now red. Either a shard of bone or a fragment of the bullet had clipped the aorta. 
 
    Kruger could feel his injury now and had started to moan, gradually becoming louder and more desperate. He muttered something, but Caroline missed it as Badenhorst leaned forward and spoke into her ear. Caroline caught most of what he said over Kruger’s moans, but there was an intense sound, an all-encompassing thud and whoosh and she knew before she saw it, that the fuel had ignited. The heat was intense, like opening an oven door and bending prematurely, getting caught in the steam. Her only thought was in getting out of the vehicle. She spun around, tried to get some purchase and to her horror, realised she was standing on Kruger. He gasped, but to her shame, she knew she had only seconds to get clear. Kruger was trapped. Badenhorst was bleeding out. She had a chance, but it was slim. The gunmen made it all but impossible.  
 
    Fuel had engulfed the underside of the vehicle and the interior was heating up at an astonishing rate. Badenhorst had a glazed look, but even so, he tried to move forwards away from the heat. 
 
    Caroline eyed the assault rifle. It was wedged between her seat and the centre console. She could see out of the windscreen. There was a man reloading a pistol. He was changing over the magazine, shouting something to someone, but she could not see who, nor hear what he was shouting. She heard a burst of rapid fire and the underside of the vehicle popped and pinged. Badenhorst moaned and she could tell he had been hit again. 
 
    “The bastard is going to step over the rear door and finish us off,” Kruger said through gritted teeth. He sucked in air, swallowed and stared at Caroline. It was all he could do to breathe, let alone talk. “Get the rifle and be ready to fire. You’ve got about five seconds. Make it count.” 
 
    Caroline stared at Kruger, then snapped to. She stepped up onto the edge of Kruger’s seat and caught hold of the assault rifle. She charged the cocking lever and chambered a round, but remembered what Kruger had told her about the weapon’s status when a live 5.56mm round spun out of the breach and dropped into Kruger’s face. She studied the frame, looked for the safety and selective fire switch. She had used the SA80 weapon system in her army days, and remembered Alex once telling her that all assault rifles and machine pistols were all pretty much all the same, and broke it down into five steps. 
 
    Load, cock, select, aim, fire.  
 
    Alex, she thought. What would he do? 
 
    She heard a scrape of metal. A slight movement of the vehicle. The muzzle of a large pistol edged over the broken rear window. Caroline answered her own question and fired half a dozen rounds approximately a foot lower. They tore cleanly through the door, letting in shafts of light. She could hear a man grunt and she followed it up with another six. 
 
    “Get out now!” Kruger yelled. “Over your door! I’ll keep this prick busy! Go!” He opened fire through the windscreen, punching holes in the already shattered glass. He had a 9mm Glock with seventeen rounds and he fired single, carefully aimed shots through the glass using his left hand. But his hand was shaking badly.   
 
    Caroline fired three bullets through the window above her head, then jabbed at the spider webbed glass with the muzzle of the rifle. The window gave and showered her with thousands of pieces of glass, each the size of half carat diamonds. She pushed her way out, thankful for the fresh air and relief from the fumes, but the heat from the fire was intense. She prayed the fumes inside the vehicle would not ignite, now that she had dramatically increased air flow into the car. She knew that petrol fumes were more volatile than diesel, but had no idea what the Toyota had been running on. The rear and underside of the vehicle were in flames and the heat from the fire was so all consuming that she forgot about the gunmen as she slid over the window frame and fell onto the tarmac. She rolled clear, the rifle clattering and scraping on the road surface. She took a deep breath, knew she had to keep going.  
 
    Kruger was still firing and had wounded the man in front of the Land Cruiser. He was limping away towards the pickup truck, aiming his pistol back at the burning vehicle and firing double taps at the windscreen. Caroline shouldered the rifle, aimed carefully and fired twice. Centre mass. The man dropped, his weapon clattering to the ground. He rolled onto his side. She aimed between his shoulder blades and fired three more shots, before turning and sighting the weapon on the body behind her. The man’s legs were engulfed in flames and his rubber trainers were fuelling the fire, glowing intensely like firelighters among the flames. If he wasn’t moving while he was on fire, she figured he was going nowhere.  
 
    There were two vehicles approaching from Tokai. Both looked domestic. One old and rusty Japanese pickup laden with fruit, and a white Peugeot estate with a surfboard strapped to the roof. The pickup driver activated the vehicle’s hazard lights and opened the door. He was approaching the Peugeot. The driver of which, was standing at his open door and using his mobile phone. Caroline could see they were no threat to her. 
 
    She turned back to the Toyota, but the sudden rush of flame forced her backwards. 
 
    “Kruger!” she shouted. 
 
    There was no reply, but the fuel was burning fiercely and had now engulfed the cab entirely. She took a step forwards, but the heat forced her back further. She desperately wanted to get to him, but was ashamed that her body wouldn’t allow her, her limbs rigid with fear, as though her brain had simply put on the brakes. Her survival instinct was forcing her back, and much as she tried, there was no overriding it. Her eyes instantly dried as they were hit by the barrier of heat, her eyelids burned as she blinked, and her hair felt as though it were about to singe. Hot smoke caught the back of her throat and burned her lungs, and it was all over. She scurried backwards to clean air, no part of her able to control her actions and remain near the intensity of the inferno. She spat onto her fingers and rubbed them into her hot, dried eyeballs. She turned away from the fire, walked a few steps as she blinked life back into them.   
 
    There was a gut-wrenching scream from within the burning vehicle. But it was short lived. It turned into a harrowing gargle that sent a shiver down her spine.  
 
    A single gunshot rang out and made her recoil. For a moment, she reacted by raising the rifle, but almost as quickly, she could tell it had come from inside the wreckage and she lowered the weapon, allowing the muzzle to point at the ground. She turned and walked towards the two parked vehicles, taking some relief from the knowledge that the South African intelligence agent had found a way out of that hell and was no longer burning alive.  
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    “I love the sea,” Amanda said, somewhat wistfully. “Gorgeous on a day like today. I would love to move down here, perhaps have a little cottage hideaway like you do.” 
 
    Her words stung, but King didn’t correct her as he looked out across the bay from Castle Beach. His cottage laid in tatters. A mass of rubble and burned out timber. He’d never step foot in it again.  
 
    Amanda had taken the scenic route along Castle Drive, the road which wrapped its way around Pendennis Castle and took in the mouth of the Carrick Roads where it met the Atlantic, signifying the end of the English Channel. The water glistened and shimmied. The sky was deep blue, almost mirroring the sea. Three tankers were moored in the bay, waiting their turn for repairs or unloading at Falmouth docks. Days like this so early in the season were rare. 
 
    It was indeed a beautiful view. But he was in no mood for it. Amanda had performed the autopsy on Sir Ian Snell’s body. That wasn’t the problem. The problem had been her verdict. Or inherent lack of it. She had taken scrapes and samples, DNA offerings really and little more, from the Jameson family. She was adamant that nothing more would be gleaned, and had handed the task back to the resident pathologist and his team at Treliske Hospital. She had taken a call from somebody in the Home Office and agreed to a meeting. King had not been pleased. He wasn’t a man to hide displeasure well. 
 
    “I need something to work on,” he said curtly. “Anarchy to Recreate Society will be looking at new targets. There may just be one person left alive on the original rich list, but it’s constantly evolving. They never killed those people in order, and they won’t start now. There are potentially five targets, all of them at risk. I don’t think we are going to see them single out just one more name, I must consider the fact that any one of five people are at risk. I need all the information I can get to stop these people.” 
 
    “They’ll finish their list,” she said. 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Their psyche. They are a special bunch. They’ve delivered on every promise they’ve made so far. They’ll see it through.” 
 
    “So, give me something now!” King snapped. “I need to get moving. Your findings are important to me. I wouldn’t have hung around here waiting if they weren’t crucial to my investigation.” 
 
    “And I’ve already told you! I have to report my findings to the Home Secretary first,” she said, and in no way apologetically. “You have your orders and I have mine.”  
 
    “And that’s it?” 
 
    “We shared a few glasses of wine and a steak dinner. You make it sound like I owe you. We weren’t lovers,” she paused. “No matter how much you wanted us to be.” 
 
    “What?” King asked incredulously. “I have a fiancé, I told you that!” 
 
    “Well, why else would you invite me over for an intimate dinner in a secluded location?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? It was just dinner,” he glared across at her, but she was concentrating on the road and his stare went conveniently unnoticed. “So, by that statement, why did you come over? You have a fiancé also…” 
 
    “Maybe I wanted to sleep with you,” she said flippantly. “Or perhaps I felt obliged. Pressured into accepting a pass made by the lead investigator on the case. A career make-or- break case… your words, remember? Maybe I didn’t feel that I could turn down your advances? Look, don’t sweat it, I know that you’re taken. So am I. All I’m saying is, I don’t owe you anything, and my job comes first. I must present this to the Home Secretary. He will then, no doubt, fill in his minions.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said warily. He had been wavering, but could now see Amanda Cunningham in a whole new light. She had the ability to twist both fact and inference. A dangerous person to be around. King wondered if she had carved out her career making work colleagues casualties in her wake. 
 
    Collateral damage. 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s just the way it works. You should know that by now.”               
 
    “I want to catch these bastards,” King interrupted tersely. “I need an edge.” 
 
    “And you’ll have my verdict by lunchtime tomorrow. I’m leaving in the morning,” she said. “You’re welcome to share my ride.” 
 
    “I’ll drive back tonight, thanks.” 
 
    “Have they fixed the windscreen?” 
 
    “I’m sure they have,” he said. “Anyway, I could do with the drive.” 
 
    “Over another night in a decent hotel paid for on expenses and a government chartered helicopter?” she scoffed. “We could have a drink, some dinner. Who knows what else?” 
 
    Amanda negotiated the narrow entrance to the hotel. There was a parking space on the left. She slammed on the brakes and reversed with little skill or judgement, encroaching on the other space. King would have to limbo around the door frame to avoid dinging the other car’s door.  
 
    “I’m driving up now. I’d prefer the company,” he said curtly. 
 
    “But you’ll be on your own.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He squeezed his frame out, sparing the other car’s door. She got out and he spoke over the roof as he slammed the door. “My department will call you and arrange a debrief.” 
 
    “It’s cut and dry, Alex.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I’m a Home Office pathologist. It’s what I say it is. The man was shot at long range by a single point three-three-eight calibre bullet.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Amanda.”  
 
    King was seething. Mad at her, mad with himself. He knew the dinner incident had been a mistake. And now he had Amanda Cunningham hanging over him. Had she wanted to sleep with him last night? Or had she felt obliged, pressured even, to meet? Either way, he felt she had leverage over him in both his private life, and with his work. He could care less about work. He was always close to quitting, ever drawn back in by a sense of duty and obligation. But it was his private life that mattered. That was truly priceless. He loved Caroline, heart and soul. He would do anything for her. Anything to keep what they had. And if Amanda Cunningham could see inside him, see what he had done in his life, she would not have been so flippant. She would not push him an inch. 
 
    He walked across the carpark to the hotel and made his way down the steps to reception. He had already settled his bill and they had held onto his travel bag for him. They gave him the keys to his hire car and he thanked them for both his stay and accommodating the vehicle’s repair.  
 
    When he went back outside, Amanda Cunningham’s car was no longer there. He thought it strange. He had not seen her check out or take her bags to the car this morning and she had said she was staying another night and flying back tomorrow. Perhaps she was searching for a better parking space? One where the owner of the car next to her stood a chance to get in. 
 
    The Ford was parked where he had left it, but now there were new windscreens front and back, and the vehicle had been cleaned. He opened the rear door and dropped the bag on the seat. The interior had been vacuumed and wiped over. It had that new car smell. He settled in behind the wheel and went to start the engine. 
 
    A shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    He was getting sloppy.  
 
    Complacent. 
 
    A man had tried to kill him last night. 
 
    He cursed himself. He popped the bonnet and stepped outside the vehicle. He backed away and crouched down. He looked for wires, anything that should not have been there. He walked around, crouched again and studied the other side.    
 
    Nothing. 
 
    King got down into a press up position and held it while he looked. He checked the inside of the wheels on the driver’s side, then got up and walked around the vehicle and repeated the process. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He walked around to the front and carefully felt around the bonnet opening. He was satisfied there was nothing to trip, so he gently opened the release catch and eased the bonnet upwards just an inch or so. He peered through the gap for a trip wire, two contact points – anything that could initiate a device.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Engines were more like vacuum cleaners these days, so there was little to look at. But that also made the task easier, and he knew his way around an engine bay and could see there was nothing there that shouldn’t have been. He closed the bonnet and stepped back. 
 
    Was he simply being paranoid?  
 
    No doubt about it. But paranoia had kept him alive so far. Although he was angry with himself at taking the status of the vehicle on face value. It had been a stupid mistake. He had told himself for almost twenty years that if he ever started to make mistakes he would walk away. Perhaps he needed another few weeks up at Hereford. Another refresher with the regiment. Another chance to hone his skills and push himself to his limits. The thought of yomping thirty miles across the rain swept Brecon Beacons with an old and heavy FN rifle and fifty pounds of Bergen, chasing twenty something year old SAS recruits made him cringe. Now he knew he was softening in his role with MI5. He was losing his edge. The killer streak that the dark and secretive department within the walls of MI6 had kept alive in him for so long.  
 
    The thought made him think it was about time. Time to retire from what his recruiter and mentor, Peter Stewart, had called playing cowboys and Indians. He had some money saved. He knew Caroline had a little put by from when her fiancé had been killed. His in-service pension and the money from the sale of his property.  
 
    Both King and Caroline had found each other after personal tragedy. It was second time round for them both and they could end their service with MI5 and find something new without the pressures of paying rent or mortgages or loans.    
 
    King put the thought out of his head. It wasn’t time. He needed to focus on the job at hand. Focus on staying alive. Focus on hunting his enemy. 
 
    He opened the rear door and knelt on the ground. He checked under the seats, then under the floor mats. The search was fruitless, and he felt relieved. He was being proactive, getting himself in a better head space for his tasks. He would stay in this mindset. Operating in the UK should take no less effort in personal security than if he were undercover in Syria or The Yemen. He felt better about himself, knowing he was upping his game. The enemy had got the drop on him back at his cottage, but he had beaten them. Taken out their assassin. Now he would be a tougher target.  
 
    A fox who had received a close call was a clever beast indeed. 
 
    King got back behind the wheel. The drive to London should take just under five hours. He knew the route he would take, didn’t need to punch anything into the satnav. It was a plug-in affair which came with the rental. King checked the glovebox, saw it packed away with the USB lead attached. He thought for a moment, then decided to take it out. He whipped out his pocket knife, opened the drop point blade and undid the back. There were four tiny screw heads and he got them off quickly, used the tip of the blade to prise off the back. He could see the disk as soon as he opened it, around the size of a fifty pence coin and twice as thick. He knew what it was the moment he saw it. It was a magnetic tracker with a lithium battery self-contained power source and GPS locator. He had used them before. They had around a forty-eight-hour life and were classed as a disposable unit. It could have been placed anywhere on the car, but somebody had gone to a great deal of effort to conceal this. Which told King two things. They expected him to search the vehicle, be at the top of his game. And they had known he would be away from the vehicle long enough to plant the device.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    32 
 
      
 
    London 
 
      
 
    Gipri Bashwani was now at the top of the rich list. Which meant he was at the top of Anarchy to Recreate Society’s kill list. He was third from the top when the list was conceived, and now he was the only one left. He had not donated anything more because of the threat. He had already done that. He had given twenty-two billion dollars to charities, schools, colleges and universities over the past ten years. He had created a foundation which had taken ten thousand families from the brink of homelessness in India alone. Despite Anarchy to Recreate Society’s claims, lifelong billionaires like Gipri Bashwani had done more good than the panic shedding of wealth by scared dot-com and bitcoin billionaires who lived their life with more avarice than Bashwani would ever know. What he had created, as his legacy, was the infrastructure to continue his philanthropic work long after he was gone. At seventy-six years of age, he was a realist. He neither believed he had many years left at the helm of his business empire, nor would he ever cower from the threats and actions of a terrorist group.  
 
    Few knew who Bashwani was. Certainly, he could walk down any street unrecognised.  Readers of Forbes or the Wall Street Journal or the Financial Times would know his name, the worth of his companies. He was involved in mining, oil, textiles, computer software and artificial intelligence. His company had taken control of one of the world’s best-known prestige car companies and shaken the automotive establishment to its core by announcing its intention for sole reliance on electric power overnight. Not in decades to come, but within two years. Worldwide. And all without affecting the shareholder stock in his oil company.  
 
    He also owned many properties all over the world, entire tower blocks. He had started on his path to wealth as a private residential landlord, and changed little more than the amount of property he owned and the way the rent was collected. 
 
    Bashwani was adamant he was not going to change a single thing he did because of the threat. He already employed a close protection team. It was their job to keep him alive, and his job, his obligation to his shareholders, to make money. Nothing was going to change that. 
 
    The man watched Gipri Bashwani step out of his Maybach limousine, the door held open by his personal bodyguard. The chauffeur drove away when the door slammed closed and re-entered the traffic. The bodyguard walked Bashwani to the door of Century Towers, home of the billionaire’s London offices. A second plain clothed security officer opened the door for him and the two men stepped inside the smoked glass facade. 
 
    The man smoothed his hand over his two-day old stubble, then ran his hand through his dark hair. He noted that the chauffer had been premature in his departure, left no way of escape. If a threat came from inside the building, or from behind the vehicle, then Bashwani would be cut off. He knew that close protection details worked on a series of scenarios and the ability to counter them. Either Bashwani’s security was not as well-honed as it should have been for that of a billionaire, or the chauffer had made a simple mistake. Either way, mistakes could be exploited. 
 
    The man wound down the window of the battered Ford Transit van and let in enough air to demist the windscreen. He made a note of Bashwani’s time of arrival. He had already noted down the registration number of the Maybach. He opened the file again and looked up the section about security. He had read the file earlier, but went back over the personnel section once more.  
 
    Bashwani used a company for his security needs. Globe-Tech. Naturally, it boasted global capabilities and the company’s logo was of the earth. The ocean was blue, and the land was white and time zones ran from pole to pole with the two tropics and the equator striking through laterally. The font used was hard and boxy and futuristic and in all it looked like a hundred other security companies offering security and specialised services.   
 
    Globe-Tech boasted to employ only ex-military personnel. The company played on their contracting work in Afghanistan and Iraq, of their employees’ combat and operational experience in the theatre of war. They mentioned employees and training staff with ‘special forces’ experience. The man had watched intently, but nothing he had seen of the chauffer and the two bodyguards looked remotely in that echelon. Not even close. 
 
    The man knew that soldiers did not make the best bodyguards. If they did, the President of the United States would have a solely military trained close protection detail, instead of the United States Secret Service. The mindset was different, the skills as far removed from soldiering as it was possible to get.  
 
    He continued to study the file and noted that the chauffer was employed directly by Bashwani’s corporation umbrella. This operation filtered down assets to his separate companies within the Bashwani empire. The driver should have known better, should have been better trained. He should also have been briefed by the Globe-Tech bodyguard on bussing and debussing, on lines of cover, lines of fire and theoretical points of no return. He wondered how often the Globe-Tech shift rotations or allocations worked. Whether Bashwani was covered by the same person for days or weeks at a time, or whether it was a new bodyguard every time. He would have to continue his surveillance, because that knowledge would prove invaluable.  
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    King had kept the tracking device in play. He couldn’t really see any other alternative. He needed to get closer to his enemy. Ditching the device or the car would achieve nothing. He would be found again, that much was certain. It was better to keep the illusion of a status quo and see what the enemy intended.  
 
    He had weighed the scenarios and run through the counter measures. They had wanted him dead last night, that much had been evident. He had thwarted their plans. But he was under no illusion that they would give up.  
 
    So why the tracking device? He could not conceive the tracking device already being inside the satnav when he had acquired the vehicle. He had only agreed to the addition of it at the desk at Newquay airport. It would have to have been tampered with while he had been with Amanda Cunningham this morning.   
 
    So why the change of tactics? They had tried to kill him last night. Why now did they want to follow him? King thought it through until his head spun. In the end, he came up with two most likely conclusions. Firstly, it came down to nothing more than opportunity. They wanted to choose a killing ground. Somewhere they could control the variables, execute their plan and exfiltrate cleanly. The next most likely scenario was that they wanted to see what he was doing next. Follow him, and fine tune their plan. 
 
    King had put the tracker device in the empty coin tray in the centre console. He reasoned that if the worse happened, he could simply toss it out of the window and their advantage would be lost. He kept his phone in his pocket, but he had both MI5’s emergency response number and 999 on app speed dial. He had checked the 9mm Glock and carried it tucked under his thigh against the soft material of the seat. The Glock’s safe action meant it could never accidentally discharge carried in such a manner and would be quick to bring to arm.    
 
    Cornwall was behind him. He carried out good counter surveillance drills, adjusted his speed, checked his mirrors and even pulled off at slip roads, only to re-join the dual carriageway at the next opportunity. He stopped at a filling station on the A30 and topped up the tank, bought a bottle of water and checked the vehicles pulling onto the forecourt. Nothing stood out. Nobody seemed familiar. The tracker was doing its job for them and they were professional enough to hang back and resist a visual.  
 
    King had been there. He had waited, watched a screen, when every fibre of his being had wanted to get closer and confirm with his own eyes.   
 
    Again, it told him he was up against professionals. 
 
    The M5 was a busy motorway and he joined it at Exeter. It was the arterial route of the Westcountry and from there, the gateway to the rest of the country. It was a road laden with delivery vehicles and larger heavy goods vehicles and with three lanes and speeds nudging a hundred miles per hour in the fast lane, it gave him plenty of opportunities to perform counter surveillance measures. He switched lanes, dropped his speed, accelerated and all the time, he saw nobody. No vehicle appeared to be actively following him. 
 
    The fastest route to London would have been to take the M4 at Bristol and travel laterally across the country. But King wasn’t concerned about the extra forty-five minutes he would save. The M4 was flat and fast and straight. There would be little possibility in spotting his enemy, nor opportunity enough for them to show their hand. Instead, King exited the motorway at Taunton and took the road towards Ilminster, where he joined the A303. This road was a mixture of single lane and dual carriageway which swept through the fields and woodland of the south of England. It was hilly and invariably produced bottlenecks when two lanes frequently squeezed the traffic into one. A fast road in the right conditions, a motoring nightmare when accidents or holiday traffic conspired to double journey times. 
 
    King eased his speed and kept checking his mirrors. There was nothing untoward. No tell-tale vehicles. He was torn between keeping a good pace to ensure his own safety, and easing up to see how it would play out. It felt the most unnatural thing to do, but intelligence work had been a far from natural way to live his life. His mentor had once called it a game of cowboys and Indians, and it wasn’t far from the truth. 
 
    Ahead of him, the traffic was slowing up. King had driven the A303 many times, and he knew the bottlenecks would soon give way to short overtaking lanes and longer stages of dual carriageway. He slowed down, was about to overtake a lorry, but the lanes were narrowing fast and the lorry was far out from the edge of the road. He tucked in behind, checked his mirrors and noticed a lorry approaching rapidly from behind. It was closing fast. King flicked on his hazard lights and dabbed his foot on the brake to light up his tail lights. He could not do much else. He kept his eyes on the rear-view mirror, waited for the truck behind to slow down, but it was still closing fast.  
 
    He swerved to his right to overtake the lorry, but it countered his manoeuvre and drove out. Coincidence? King veered left, but the lorry in front of him mirrored his actions. The approaching lorry had slowed, but not enough. The traffic was moving at fifty miles per hour, but King estimated the lorry behind him to be gaining at about seventy. King slammed on his brakes, but the lorry in front slowed too. He was sandwiched. He looked left. There was a break in the bollards of the roadworks. King dropped down into third gear and floored the accelerator. He made for the break, the lorry behind veering to the curb, but narrowly missing his rear bumper by inches. King braced himself, the Ford clipping the edge of a length of barrier. Behind him, the two heavy vehicles collided with a crunching of metal that he seemed to feel reverberating within him, as much as hear. The car lurched into the air and he felt the unsettling weightlessness of free-falling as he found himself airborne for a moment, then crashed down the embankment and into trees and wooden fencing. The airbags deployed, and he felt as though he’d been punched square in the face with a huge boxing glove. The seatbelt dug into his chest as the car stopped and the low branches of a tree cracked the windscreen. 
 
    King fumbled with the seatbelt catch. The belt had pulled so tight that he struggled to breathe. He felt for the Glock, but it was gone. The airbags were deflating, a powdery residue covered him and an aroma of rubber overcoming him, making him want to gag. He managed to undo the belt, felt for the door handle, but it was unfamiliar, and he could not get the door open. His ears were ringing from the explosion of the airbags. He could hear shouts from above, his brain telling him to get out, get the gun, get some rounds off and move to better cover. But the rational part of his brain also warned him that this was an road traffic collision in southern England, not a roadside IED ambush in Iraq or Afghanistan. He could hear calls of concern from above. He looked up, saw a man and a woman on the edge of the verge high above him. They looked genuinely concerned, were calling down to him. 
 
    King got out and looked at the car. It was a write off and certainly wasn’t going to get towed out anytime soon either. It would need a crane or a specialist towing vehicle and a lot of specialist knowhow to go with it. He picked up the Glock from where it had ended up near the brake pedal, tucked it into his jacket pocket and retrieved the tracking device. He turned it over in his hand, then dropped it decisively onto the ground. There would be nothing gained by keeping it in play, the damned thing had almost cost him his life. That had been no accident, King was convinced of as much. He reached in for his bag in the rear footwell and didn’t bother closing the door as he stepped out from the brambles and broken saplings and started to climb the embankment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the woman asked. She was young, pierced and tattooed and her hair was in strands of dreadlocks. She gently touched King’s shoulder as he stepped up to the top of the grass bank. 
 
    King pushed past her and walked up to the lorry that had crashed into the lorry in front of him. He stepped up and peered into the cab.  
 
    Empty. 
 
    He jumped down and jogged down the length of the other lorry. The driver’s door was open. There were no vehicles in front. The road was clear. The road behind was blocked and vehicles were sounding their horns, some starting to squeeze through the small gap between the lorries and the central reservation.  
 
    King turned to the woman. She looked put out. “Where are the drivers?” 
 
    She shrugged like she didn’t know, didn’t care.  
 
    The man who was with her, and by his appearance, King assumed they were together, pointed down the road. “They both got into a car in front,” he paused. “Shot off at speed.” 
 
    King stared down the empty road, then looked back at the couple. There were horns sounding and a few impatient motorists were walking towards them down the grass verge. “What sort of car was it?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Silver, loud,” he paused. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Sporty?” 
 
    “I guess,” he looked at the woman. “What do you think?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Footballer’s car,” she said. “Expensive, kind of gaudy. Tinted windows for sure. A real penis extension.” 
 
    “Did you see the drivers?” 
 
    “Not really,” the man said. “They moved too fast.” 
 
    “Hey, do you need a lift?” the woman asked. 
 
    King looked at the seventies Volkswagen camper. It was written on, graphitised and stickered. There were surfboards on the roof and bicycles strapped to the back. There was a hum of reggae coming from behind the closed windows. He looked back down the embankment at the wrecked hire car. It was already damp from the rain. He hadn’t even noticed that it had started raining. “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”      
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    He had taken two separate elevators. Not because of counter surveillance measures, but because one lift terminated on the twelfth floor and the other started on the other side of the building which became 12A. It had taken the man far too long to discover that the gentle rise in gradient from 12 to 12A was indeed an entire floor. The lift, when he found it, indicated fourteen as the next floor. Floor thirteen did not exist. The lift rode up to the thirty sixth floor and on the ride up, he Googled on his smartphone and discovered that many architects omit a thirteenth floor for reasons of superstition. Being an international banking institution, and with customers or investors from every culture, religion and political persuasion, he supposed the bases had been covered. He felt a little foolish, perhaps even out of his depth. His task was so different from what he had trained for, what he had vowed to do. 
 
    He was a Pakistani by culture and a Muslim by both birth and belief, but he had been born in the United Kingdom. He was as Western as the white people he went to school with, worked with, socialised with. He had visited Pakistan, but not as a tourist. He was a different person to the people he grew up with. He had seen conflict. Seen the deaths of his comrades, and in turn, had delivered it to their enemy. He was a driven man, had to have been to achieve what he had in less than a decade. And now, after years as a foot soldier, he was in a higher order. His tasks and responsibilities had changed. He was destined for great things. 
 
    He had been given the key by his contact. When he reached the top floor, he skirted the building, walking beside its high windows – a solid wall of glass without struts of girders taking up three-quarters of the floor – and took in the panorama of the city. It looked down on many buildings and only up to a few, but the view was not his reason for being there. When he reached the north end of the floor, he took the key out of his pocket and approached the plain looking door built into one of the gables. There was no handle on the door, and no name plate indicating its purpose or destination either. It could well have been a circuit cupboard.  
 
    He inserted the key into the single, discreet looking lock and nudged the door inwards. A motion sensor light illuminated the concrete staircase. He stepped in and closed the door behind him. There were twenty-four steps and he took them cautiously. At the top, another door, identical to the previous one, stood between himself and the roof. The key would work on this door too. His contact had assured him of this. It was a service master key, and covered every lock in the entire building.  
 
    The roof was overlooked by three buildings in its immediate vicinity. It was approximately level with three more. This wouldn’t be a problem. There were ventilation outlets, air conditioning units and what he assumed were storage units for maintenance and window washing equipment. Enough to keep someone out of view. The roof in turn overlooked many buildings.               
 
    The man walked to the edge. He was comfortable with heights, didn’t feel his stomach churn or his head lighten, he looked down on the pedestrian street below and got a true perspective of the building’s height. Six hundred and forty-seven feet. A wall of about a metre high acted to protect workers from the drop. It was interspersed with glass panels. The glass panels were fixed with aluminium couplings. Each panel edge left a gap of four inches. He bent down, then decided to lie down flat on his belly. He sighted an imaginary rifle. Used his left hand to hold the fore-stock of the rifle steady, his right wrapped around the pistol grip of the imaginary rifle. He sighted along the imaginary barrel. In his mind’s eye, he used the crosshairs to centre on his target. He could only see the window. He took out a pair of compact field glasses from his jacket pocket and could clearly see Gipri Bashwani at his desk some two hundred metres away. The glass was lightly smoked, but in the fading light the lack of direct sunlight made the interior of the office visible. Bashwani was holding court with three executives. The world’s wealthiest man was going about his business without a care or worry in the world. 
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    Cape Town  
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to owe MI6 more than a thank you after this.” 
 
    Caroline leaned back in the cosseting leather seat of the Toyota and forced herself not to relax. She wanted to sag in the seat, close her eyes and breathe deeply. But she had been in situations where to relax was to lose your edge, and she wasn’t about to let down her guard until she boarded the plane and ordered the first of many gin and tonics. 
 
    “Thanks, Ryan,” she said. “Thanks for handling everything back there.” 
 
    Ryan Beard nodded. He checked his mirrors almost continuously. Caroline still had the assault rifle in the footwell. There were only four rounds left in it, and as Beard had reminded her, she had lost the Sig 9mm pistol he had given her earlier and they did not know if there were more people out there who wanted her investigation halted. At any cost. 
 
    The truth was, there was undoubtedly someone out there who wanted to stop her, but whether they could get their assets into play before Beard could get her to the airport was another question. He certainly drove like he intended to get her there before anybody had the chance to regroup and redirect their resources. 
 
    Caroline had used the mobile phone of one of the onlookers at the scene to call Simon Mereweather. She knew the number by heart and had waited for the MI5 man to call her back. Standing silently, waiting for the call had been a surreal experience. The nervous onlookers couldn’t take their eyes off the assault rifle in her hands and the car that was burning fiercely behind her, it’s tyres popping and rounds of ammunition cooking off in the heat. The two onlookers jumped each time the bullets went off, but Caroline was calm and silent, waiting for Mereweather to return her call. 
 
    The police, fire service and ambulance arrived and fortunately it was not too long before Ryan Beard arrived, spoke to the police, gained possession of the rifle over them and whisked Caroline away from the scene. The police hadn’t known protocol, and in truth, there wasn’t much the MI6 man could have done, but he baffled them with talk of secret service collaboration and that the SASS were keen to take control of the scene once they got an agent on site. Beard had called them, let them know about agent Kruger. He had convinced them that getting Caroline away for a debrief was imperative. He would liaise with the South Africans and tell them what he knew, but he would make sure that Caroline was safely on the plane before he did that. 
 
    It was obvious that somebody, or at least an outside force, had influence within the SASS. Beard had Caroline in his vehicle and away before the police could protest. The MI6 man would deal with the SASS soon enough, but the fact he had helped Caroline twice meant the ledger between Britain’s two intelligence services was well and truly written in MI6’s favour.  
 
    “I’m going to take you straight to the airport. A colleague is arranging a flight right now and we’ll get you out of the country using a diplomatic emergency travel document instead of your passport. We’ll take your photo and fill it in at the airport. The sooner we get you into a safe zone, the better.” 
 
    “But my things…” she hesitated. She realised it was only clothes and she had another passport at home. Like many intelligence agents, journalists and security contractors, Caroline had both a clean and a dirty passport. Some countries did not like visas from other countries that they had diplomatic tension with. Travelling to Israel with an Iranian visa wouldn’t get you very far. Likewise, expect nothing but unnecessary delays in Cuba with a recent American visa. Caroline had some visas in her spare passport that wouldn’t give her an easy ride at many western border controls. It would do for now, but she would apply for another clean one when she returned. She would get a new mobile phone when she checked back in at Thames House. She shrugged, “I guess I don’t need anything.” 
 
    “I’ll sanitise your room, your things,” said Ryan. “Do you have money on you? Any credit cards?” 
 
    “No. It was all in my purse in my handbag,” she paused solemnly. “Back at the fire.”  
 
    She thought of both Kruger’s and Vigus Badenhorst’s bodies burning in the wreckage and shuddered. She had smelled the aroma of cooked meat over the stench of burning fuel and tyres, she thought she would gag, but had fought the urge. She remembered King’s refusal to eat from a hog roast stall at a trendy food festival she had dragged him to once in the harbour town of Porthleven, back in Cornwall. Roast pork was the only food he wouldn’t touch, and it had come from his time in Northern Iraq helping the Kurds in their fight against ISIS, who had burned entire villages, along with the inhabitants. He had said the likeness of a hog roast to the smell of burning human flesh was uncanny. To him, it was the smell of ethnic cleansing. She briefly thought about King’s moniker, his reputation. Did she really know him at all?  
 
    “I’ll sign over some cash for you. You can get some wash things, a meal or whatever you need at the airport.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m running.” 
 
    “You are,” said Beard. “But it’s okay to run. You’ve had two close calls. They won’t miss a third time, it’s the law of averages. They’ll throw too much at you next time.” 
 
    “I don’t even know who they are…” 
 
    “Better you find out from someplace safer,” he quipped. “They have influence within the South African intelligence services, that’s for certain. First your abduction, then this - and they were willing to sacrifice one of their own people in the process.” 
 
    Caroline nodded, losing herself in the vineyards as they swept past. She wondered how Alex was, whether he was gaining progress with the investigation. She knew he wouldn’t be scared if the tables were turned. Wouldn’t be running. He’d be hunting. She wondered whether she was up to this, and that in turn saddened her. But it was more than that. Seeing Ryan Beard again reminded her of the anecdote in Switzerland. Of the man she had fallen in love with, and whether he was the person she thought he was, or a man she barely knew.  
 
    The Reaper. 
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    King had taken the lift as far as Winchester. The couple were taking the ferry to Santander from Portsmouth. They were surfing, camping and partying their way down to Morocco. Perhaps further – they hadn’t decided yet. To King, it sounded brilliant, and as he had sat listening to the music and doing his best not to become too engaged in conversation, he thought how wonderful it would be to travel with Caroline. Maybe like this couple, Morocco would be a good place to stop off.  
 
    King knew Morocco well. But he knew a lot of places well, and had operated in the shadows all over the world. It would be difficult to holiday in countries where he had previously carried out his country’s dirty work. Maybe Morocco would be out of the question. He had taken out an Al Qaeda terrorist cell in the Atlas Mountains and exfiltrated via Casablanca to the Canary Islands. It wasn’t hitchhiking conversation, so he had shaken his head when they asked if he’d ever been. He volunteered that he’d surfed a bit. He had hired surfboards in various countries with decent surf over the years, usually after an assignment, and he had done some paddle boarding on the creeks near his cottage in Cornwall. He hadn’t even thought about the cottage, or what was left of it, until then. He would have to chase the insurers when he had time.  
 
    Winchester was a pleasant market town with a mixture of historical old English architecture, remains of settlements dating back to King Alfred and more than its fair share of pound shops. King had stayed there before, many years ago. The city was now several rungs down the desirability ladder, but he reflected many places had gone the same way since the recession and austerity measures. If towns and cities like Winchester could feel the effect, then it wasn’t such a stretch to see why people supported Anarchy to Recreate Society. 
 
    Liam Jameson. A little boy, suffocated in his bed. Collateral damage to their cause. The memory was all it took for King to discount the thought, remind himself of what he stood for. 
 
     The couple had dropped him off at the train station. It was a kind gesture, taking them twenty minutes or more out of their way. King had quietly tucked a twenty into the dashboard of the van and thanked them. He hadn’t wanted the awkwardness of offering fuel money, and he was grateful for the lift, as well as the cover they had unwittingly afforded him. They would find the money later.  
 
    The train station was small. But the trains ran to London every forty minutes or so and the journey only took an hour, so it was a popular station for commuters.   
 
    King ordered a cup of tea and as he paid, he picked up an oversized cookie. He found an empty seat and took out his phone, scrolled through as he ate and drank. He dialled, but Caroline’s number went straight to voicemail. His text had not been answered either. For the first time since they had been in their relationship, he felt worried. He was tempted to break protocol and call Simon Mereweather, but it would signify the death knell to them working as a couple. Mereweather was no fool, and tolerant though he was, and suited by their relationship as he had often been, he would see that the line had been crossed. Both King and Caroline could not afford to be seen to care too much, too publicly. They had to maintain professionalism always. His thumb hovered over Mereweather’s details, but he resisted, locked the phone and slipped it back into his pocket.   
 
    A train was announced on the speaker system as passing through and a few minutes later it travelled through the station at speed. King felt the draught from it, watched the head down commuters returning from London. He checked his watch. Five minutes until his train arrived. He looked each way down the platform. It was habit. He took people in, remembered them. He would know who had remained, who was new on the scene or who had moved on. He could look through people, guess at the lives they lived. He was seldom wrong. He had years of experience. 
 
    Which was why he noticed the man at the end of the platform. 
 
    There was nothing noticeable to most people. But King wasn’t most people. King noticed the man’s reaction when he made eye contact. A visible flinch. Like a mild electric shock. His interest in the wall next to him. King looked at the wall. Victorian block work. Mainly limestone. Neat and well made by experienced stone masons. Not that interesting, yet the man stared at it as though his life depended on it. 
 
    King was using his peripheral vision now. The man was looking back his way. King wasn’t going to test him. Not yet, at least. He had another couple of minutes until the train arrived and people were already getting up and standing at the yellow line on the platform. King checked his watch again. He stood up and walked down the platform to a space among the scattering of people. He held his bag in his left hand. He always did. He could shoot and fight with both hands, but he was right hand dominant, and he always kept it free. He kept looking left, then glanced to his right, like he was trying to spot the train. He caught the man looking at him again, the sudden snatch as he found something else to look at. He touched the top of his head too, and turned halfway around. He walked to a vending machine, studying the array of things he didn’t want and made a show of checking his pockets for change. 
 
    King was intrigued, not so much worried. The man wasn’t in the same league as he was accustomed to dealing with, but he could hear the gruff Scottish voice of his mentor, Peter Stewart, the man who had recruited him half a lifetime ago, admonishing him for being complacent. The thought worried King. A ringer was a practice MI5 used back in the troubles with Northern Ireland. An obvious figure to draw attention away from the real pros who were carrying out the surveillance. King cursed himself. A year of surveillance and investigative duties and he could feel his edge wasn’t as sharp as it had been. He was in his early forties and was suddenly feeling old. He was fit and strong, but he was double guessing himself. His sharpness was being eroded.  
 
    He checked his watch. There was less than two minutes until the train arrived. He didn’t bother checking for his tail. He turned around and walked to the gents. He found the cubicles empty, chose the far left nearest the wall and went inside. He dropped the seat and placed the bag on top. He rummaged through, dropped his clothes onto the filthy floor. He checked the inside of the leather holdall.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    King turned the bag over in his hands, examined the seams. There were a few loose threads. He looked at them closely. They were darker than the rest of the stitching. His heart started to pound as he took out his knife and slipped the blade into the stitching. The blade was scalpel sharp, sharpened and stropped regularly. It glided through the stitching and when he had opened it up enough, he slipped his fingers into the section between the soft leather of the bottom of the case and the reinforced leather of the base. King discovered that the base was made from cardboard. Not the material he’d have expected for two hundred pounds worth of luggage, but that was the least of his worries. The tracker, identical to the one he had found in the satnav, nestled in the palm of his hand. He turned it over, then slipped it into his pocket. He didn’t bother checking his watch, just stuffed the clothes back into the bag, zipped it up and walked out of the lavatories and onto the platform. 
 
    The train pulled in, brakes squeaking and the doors opening the moment it stopped. King stepped on without looking for the man. He found a seat towards the front of the carriage, his back against the bulkhead. He stowed the bag on the seat beside him. The train was virtually empty. Heading into London at this time of day was nothing like the commute in the morning. The people were heading back out and the trains on the other side of the track would be full. 
 
    King spotted the man. Despite his interest in the vending machine, he neither ate nor drank anything as he sat down. King wondered whether he was a bluff, whether there was another watcher on him, or a team of them. Or perhaps the tracking device was the key. Lose the guy and relax. Oblivious of the tracker in his luggage. Off guard. Maybe that was their plan all along? 
 
    His bag had been left with reception at the St. Michael’s Hotel in Falmouth. He couldn’t see how someone could have tampered with it. He doubted that these people could have been so obvious as to bribe a member of staff. The tracking device was a sealed unit, activated by a pull-tab. Like a child’s battery powered toy. Pull the tab and you’ve got forty-eight hours of battery life. The power would soon be used up, emitting a signal every couple of seconds at a high frequency. So conceivably, the device could have been planted before he had even set out for Cornwall. But that would not have worked with the satnav which came with the hire car. And the two units were identical, which indicated a connection. 
 
    The train had moved on and was nearing Basingstoke. The fields of lush green grass and yellow rapeseed had given way to houses and business parks and soon the train threaded through a heavily populated residential area. The station had few people on this side of the platform. Across the tracks, the opposite platform was full, people having disembarked the London train and heading for the exits.  
 
    King eyed the man. He was over six feet tall, wiry and fit looking. His hair was dark and swept back, a ponytail wrapped up high in a man bun. He had a neatly trimmed beard too. His forearms were tattooed. King noted several gold rings. They were chunky, would double as knuckle dusters. The man looked back at King, held his stare for a moment, then looked away. King didn’t push it. He could see the man looking back at him, but King was already using his peripheral vision as he apparently watched the countryside return, leaving Basingstoke far behind them. 
 
    King took out his mobile phone. He dialled a number from memory, pressed nine and started to type out a concise message and sent it. He watched the phone indicate that the message had left. His phone was still connected through the first call and this made the message secure. The first number was a scrambling function through GCHQ’s ECHELON system. A piggyback line through which a conversation could be had, or a text sent with zero chance of interception through scanners or hard-wire technology. If the people King found himself up against had the resources, then his phone could easily have been tapped. In fact, he’d bet everything he owned that it already had been. But no matter who they were, they wouldn’t be able to bypass the systems at GCHQ. He put the phone back in his pocket. The man was still watching him. A woman across the aisle from him got up and stepped out of the carriage, opening the door to the lavatory. 
 
    King got up and walked down the aisle towards the man. He watched the man’s expression, enjoyed his discomfort even, as he drew near, but walked on past and stood at the door to the lavatory. He glanced back down the aisle. There were fewer than ten people back there, all engrossed on their phones. A few read magazines or books, but nobody so much as looked up. The lavatory was occupied, but King already knew it was. And so would the man. 
 
    The toilet flushed, water ran for a moment and the door lock clicked backwards a touch and slid open into the recess of the lavatory pod’s wall. King would have his answer in a moment. It didn’t get better than this for a would-be assassin. A target with their back turned, a train barely occupied and a vacant lavatory. Christmas was coming in the shape of Woking Station. A nice, convenient exit. If the man was working surveillance, then he would stay put. If he had darker motives, than he would make his move now. The variables when King disembarked were too great compared to a gift like this. 
 
    The door opened, and King stepped aside for the woman, who nodded a polite thank you and walked back into the carriage. King raised his left arm, let the crystal of his Rolex’s face catch the light, and saw the man approaching behind him as he made out to check the time. Quality crystal and a shiny black watch face. King had used his watch as a mirror many times before. The man moved in, King spun around clockwise and the man’s outstretched arm, the black tactical knife held firmly in his hand, lunged forwards into thin air. King caught the man’s wrist with his right hand and punched him in the back of the neck with his left. He used the man’s momentum to bundle him into the lavatory, wrenched his arm backwards until he dropped the knife, then punched him twice more. He turned and fumbled for the door to close. The man was dazed, but he suddenly seemed to snap to and as the door slid closed, he was back up and swinging punches for his life. 
 
    King took a moment to adjust to the change of pace, but he blocked hard, striking the man’s forearms with his own. King was stronger, his forearms meaty and veined from years of doing multiple sets of press ups every day and working through blocking and striking routines on a heavy punchbag. His forearms were weapons and each block threatened to snap the man’s bones. The man recoiled, wincing as his pummelling was countered. He punched out, catching King on the chin. The impact of the punch had been helped by the chunky gold ring on the man’s middle finger. King felt the lights dim, ducked low, knowing another punch could well knock him out, and when he came back up, he did so hard and with the thrust of a power lifter, and with the man’s scrotum in his clasp. The man’s eyes were about as wide open as was humanly possible, and they made a good enough target, so King jabbed two outstretched fingers deep into the man’s eye sockets. The man screamed and recoiled, but lost his footing and fell. The side of his head hit the toilet with a sickening thud and the man went still. 
 
    King stepped back, but there was barely enough room in the confines of the lavatory and he felt the door give a little under his weight. He looked down at the man, but recognised the twitching right foot as his nervous system shutting down. The man was already dead. King cursed under his breath. He had wanted to question him.  
 
    King bent down and pulled the man up by his jacket’s lapels. He dropped him down onto the toilet and pressed him back against the wall to steady him. He checked through his pockets and found a basic phone and a money clip with a few hundred pounds in it. He pocketed both. He then took out the tracking device and dropped it into the man’s shirt pocket. He picked up the knife, folded it and kept it also. Then he looked thoughtfully back at the body. He pulled out a long length of toilet paper, opened the knife and caught hold of the man’s right hand. He worked quickly, using the joint rather than breaking the bone and removed the man’s index finger. He wrapped it up in the toilet paper and put the bundle in his jacket pocket. He then used some more toilet paper to wipe the handle of the knife clean of his own fingerprints and dropped it into the man’s shirt pocket. He washed his hands, checked himself in the mirror and cautiously opened the door. There was nobody waiting. King shut the door, then turned his back on the carriage and worked his own knife blade into the lock. He used it like a screwdriver and removed the locking nut. The door was now jammed closed. It would only take someone using a knife or screwdriver to get in, but most people would simply complain and use another lavatory. In King’s experience, people seldom worked the problem themselves. He checked his watch as he returned to his seat and picked up his bag. The train was already slowing for the station and passengers started to gather their coats and laptop bags, shut down their laptops and pocket their mobile phones. 
 
    King was first out of the carriage and as he walked across the quiet platform he saw Simon Mereweather waiting for him. The man was impeccably dressed in a fashionably cut suit, but to King it looked two sizes too small, and he wore the shiniest pair of brown Oxfords King had ever seen. They looked like they had a clear coat of lacquer applied. The man looked like a Hugo Boss model.   
 
    “Got your text,” said Mereweather. “Where’s your guest?” 
 
    “Change of plan,” King replied. “Take me somewhere with a fingerprint database. Preferably one with Russian or East European links.” 
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    “Have you spoken with Caroline?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s not against the rules.” 
 
    “We have our own set of rules,” King said. He was looking out of the passenger window of the Jaguar. He wasn’t sure if it was a company car or Mereweather’s own. Charles Forester, the previous deputy director of MI5 used a Jaguar, but after he had died, the bean counters had taken hold of the Security Service and fiscal streamlining had pared the intelligence service to the bone. Simon Mereweather was from a family of money, he could probably find MI5’s annual budget in a savings account he’d forgotten about. 
 
    “She made it safe and sound out of South Africa. She’s in the air now.” 
 
    King nodded. “She was lucky.” He wouldn’t have shown it, but he felt a rush of euphoria. His heart raced, and he felt he could start to relax. 
 
    “She shot her way out of there like one of our boys from Hereford would have. Or indeed, yourself,” Mereweather paused. “It’s a shame about the South African Secret Service agent and the prisoner. I guess we’ll have to see how much he told her before it all kicked off and we lost our only witness.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” King asked. “Caroline was abducted. What’s this about an intelligence agent? And what happened to the prisoner? She said she was alone in the bush when she called for assistance.” 
 
    Mereweather smirked. “You two really are pros,” he said. “I thought she would have spoken to you about it.” 
 
    “We have our own rules, like I said. We don’t trouble each other when we’re on a task,” King paused. He was becoming increasingly aggravated by Mereweather’s apparent delight at knowing more about her situation than King did. He didn’t have the MI5 man down as the type. He had noticed Mereweather around Caroline, the man seemed to show an interest in her, but King discounted it. He trusted Caroline, had no reason to be jealous. He wondered if the separate tasks they had been carrying out these past few months was down to Mereweather. He hoped not, for his sake. He turned to the man and said coldly. “Don’t piss me about, Simon. Tell me what you know, now.” 
 
    “Thank you, agent…” 
 
    “Don’t pull rank on me,” King interrupted. He didn’t shout or raise his voice in any way. He simply spoke quietly, slowly. His gravelly voice low and level. “Don’t think you, or anyone you know can say or do a damned thing that has me worried about authority. Don’t make that mistake with me, Simon. Now, what happened?” 
 
    Simon Mereweather swallowed, checked his mirrors and changed lane. “Alright, Alex. Look, it’s just the two of you are under the microscope. The top tier does not like relationships between field operatives. Any employees, really. Not since that pair Annie Machon and David Shayler did their whistle blower, lecturing circuit and publishing routine,” he paused, apparently unnerved. He fidgeted with the steering wheel and adjusted his collar and tie. “Look, I was just interested to see that you two really can operate neutrally,” he said. “Caroline went with an agent from South African intelligence to see the potential witness. The man who Interpol believe met the man most likely to be our mystery sniper.” 
 
    “I know all this, I was in the briefing. Vigus Badenhorst, serving his sentence in Pollsmoor prison. I said I should go.” 
 
    “You were of more use looking at the scene of Sir Ian Snell’s murder. We wanted a sniper’s perspective on it. Someone who could observe the killing ground and work the scenarios.” 
 
    “I still think I would have been better deployed meeting the prisoner. There were questions I wanted answered on this sniper suspect.” 
 
    “But you briefed Caroline,” Mereweather said. 
 
    King shrugged. “Talk goes in different directions. I could have learned something, noticed something pertinent, then asked something else. It’s a specialist subject. And besides, prison is a tough place to be, prisoners need to be handled differently.” 
 
    “And you know this from personal experience. That was a long time ago, Alex.” 
 
    And sealed information… thought King. In MI6 recruitment files, not MI5’s. 
 
    He felt uneasy. How did MI5 have that information? Charles Forester had found King and brought him in, made him an official agent with MI5 after he had left MI6 and gone to ground. He had devised a back story of him being a long term black ops agent for the Security Service in deniable operations. Forester had known about the nature of King’s work for MI6, that was the reason he had approached him. Forester wouldn’t have told anyone, he was sure of that. But how much did Mereweather know? There were things he had done, back when he was a ‘Contract Man’, that could catch up with King, make it impossible for him to live a life any other way but on the run. 
 
    “Pollsmoor Prison is a tough place,” said King.  
 
    “And Caroline would see that,” replied Mereweather. “She would use carrot to your stick. I thought she would have the witness eating out of her hand, and it would appear she did. She arranged a release and deal through Interpol. She’s a force to be reckoned with, because we are still waiting for a reply from the Foreign Office and Whitehall. And we’d be waiting for weeks.”  
 
    “Get on with it,” King said tersely. 
 
    Mereweather shrugged. “Okay… They were hit leaving the prison. About five miles out. Two armed men. One rammed their vehicle, the other blocked their route. They fired on them, Caroline and the SASS agent fired back. Caroline got away.” 
 
    “And she’s in the air?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And how did she get out?” 
 
    “Of the wreck?” 
 
    “The country. I take it she didn’t just catch a cab to the airport?” 
 
    “The MI6 chap that helped her earlier. She called me. I figured their chap would still be in the area, told them… or pleaded, rather… to get someone on the scene and said to use their asset who would be close. He must have smoothed things over with the police and local intelligence, because she’s been in the air for an hour and will arrive at Heathrow Airport tomorrow morning.”  
 
    King nodded. He knew that the SIS, or MI6 as it was more widely known, would be calling in a great many favours from its sister service. He knew the top tier would be less than enthusiastic about that. Through no fault of Caroline’s, she would be black marked. The thought made King believe that maybe it was time to go. For them both. Hang up the knives and guns and stop looking behind them. They both had savings, property to sell. They had talked briefly about buying a yacht. Of sailing the Greek islands, the Caribbean even. Or maybe Asia. It was only a pipe dream, neither even knew how to sail. Caroline had pointed the fact out, King had shrugged and said he’d give it a go. Maybe a lesson or two first.   
 
    “So, the train,” Mereweather ventured. “What fall out am I to expect?” 
 
    “Someone has been tracking me. I found the first tracker which had been secreted into the satnav that came with my hire car. There was no way it had been tampered with before, or at the time of hire. I kept it in play, thought I’d draw them out.” 
 
    “And you did?” 
 
    “I was rammed, or at least, they tried to ram me on the drive up here,” he paused. “On the A303 near Salisbury. The car’s wrecked, sorry. The Security Service won’t be getting their deposit back. I ditched the tracker, but realised when they picked me up at Winchester train station that I had to be carrying something else.” 
 
    “And you were? How?” 
 
    “The lining of my travel bag.” 
 
    “Same kind of device?” 
 
    “Identical.” 
 
    “And how do you think they accessed your bag?”  
 
    “It would have to be when I left my bag at the hotel reception and drove with the pathologist to Snell’s property. That’s when the satnav would have been tampered with. Not that difficult for someone who knows how to break in.”  
 
    Mereweather nodded thoughtfully. “So, what about this man? You said in your text to expect a prisoner.” 
 
    “He put up a fight.” 
 
    “And you killed him?” 
 
    “No. He slipped and hit his head.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something at least,” Mereweather looked relieved. “If it looks like an accident, we can distance ourselves. No problem. Thank goodness for that.”  
 
    King took out the bundle of tissue. It was bloody and had started to unravel in his pocket. He placed it on the centre console. “It’s not as simple as that. I wanted to ID him. Fingerprints, DNA.”  
 
    Simon Mereweather glanced down. “What on earth is that?” 
 
    “His finger,” said King. “I don’t think there’s much chance of it looking like an accident now.” 
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    “Best we can do, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I thought it would be quicker,” King said. He looked at Mereweather. “Is there anywhere else?” 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” the technician commented dryly. 
 
    “This is as good as it gets,” replied Mereweather. “And we can’t go to the yard and work with Special Branch, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Normally MI5 would work with Special Branch for something like this, but as King had pointed out, if the man on the train was a known terrorist or had links to terrorism, then sooner or later a body without a finger was going to be flagged on the system. The fact that two MI5 operatives had recently requested prints and DNA from a severed finger was not going to go unmissed.  
 
    MI5 did not have a dedicated forensics facility, using Home Office facilities instead, or on occasion, facilities like the one the two men were standing in now. A private company owned and run by ex-Home Office forensic experts who knew how to secure those all-important government contracts. This facility had dealt with some of MI5’s lesser known investigations, especially matters which were unrecorded for public record. Fishing with dynamite, as it was often referred to. Harvesting evidence and replanting it to seal an investigation. The smoking gun, the extra rope for terrorists to hang themselves, metaphorically speaking. Such practice was unthinkable in a Home Office laboratory. The British judicial system was the fairest in the world, but the enemy had changed, and the fight was just that little more delicate, the stakes higher than they had ever been. 
 
    “So, are we doing this?” the technician asked impatiently. It was past office hours now. The man had dinner plans and a boxset to catch up on. He looked at King and Mereweather in turn. “Where is the subject? I’ll need to take DNA swabs first, then run finger prints. That can take hours if they’re on East European databases. Russia’s are tediously slow.” 
 
    King took the bundle out of his pocket and tossed it over to the technician. The man stared at the bloodstained tissue, looked back up at King. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “That’s the subject,” he said. “Or at least, his finger. DNA shouldn’t be a problem, but you’ll only have the one print to work from.” 
 
    39 
 
      
 
    King had woken at six. He had checked his phone, seen the texts and replied. The first he replied to had been Caroline’s. Her plane had touched down and she was headed towards diplomatic arrivals. She had sent back a text and told King not to bother picking her up. Simon Mereweather was putting on a car and she would meet King back at the flat. She had signed off with three kisses. All was well.  
 
    Mereweather’s text had been short and sweet – Meeting. Nine sharp. Top tier. King had texted back – Make it ten. He knew Mereweather would be livid, but he felt a little petulant today. Caroline had been away, gone through so much, King was damned if he was going to rush away with her so close. 
 
    King had then slipped on his jogging bottoms and a T-shirt and ran the short distance to the market and bought a selection of Caroline’s favourite pastries from a stall. They were baked fresh each morning and he chose pain au chocolat for Caroline and plain croissants for himself. Then he picked up some glazed pastries with chopped pecans and a heavy fondant glaze and jogged back. It wasn’t exactly a workout, but he dropped the bag of pastries onto the counter and walked out onto the balcony overlooking the lock.  
 
    He started with an 8kg kettle bell and French pressed until failure. He topped out around the eighty mark, but wasn’t really counting. He gave himself twenty seconds recovery, picked up the 12kg kettle and went back to it. He pushed to failure, lost count after fifty. After twenty seconds recovery he worked with the 16kg, again pressing until he could manage no more. Then he dropped straight into abdominal crunches. He worked to one hundred, rolled over and did one hundred push-ups. He gave himself a full minute to breathe, then dropped into a low squat and swung the 12kg kettle bell, changing hands after he reached twenty. He repeated five times, then went back to crunches and press ups once more. Hanging from the ceiling was a heavy punch bag and King went straight to it - punches, blocks, strikes, kicks and knees - timing himself for three-minute rounds. After each round he dropped and held a low squat while he breathed and rested for one minute. When he broke away after twenty minutes, he was soaked with sweat and breathing hard. He reached up for the two hand holds he had fitted into the ceiling and started a series of pull-ups. He rested in between, but merely dangled, never touched the floor. He could feel his shoulders burning like fire. Upper body strength was so important in King’s work, or at least the work he had done up to a year ago. Now that he was tasked with investigating and surveillance, he did not need to be so physically fit. But King knew he would need it again one day. He was certain of it. He started raising his legs, crunching his lower stomach muscles, controlling the speed and maximising the effect. When he finally dropped back down, he stretched for five minutes, each time gaining more flexibility and healing the muscles he had so strenuously worked on. He glanced at his watch, finishing exactly on the forty-minute mark. He had done more than most people would in a ninety-minute gym session, and all without spending a penny on membership, or looking in the mirror. 
 
    King stripped off and ran the shower. He ran the cold tap and drank his fill over the sink. Then he shaved, using traditional sandalwood shaving soap in a mahogany bowl. He had discovered the brand online and found it to foam and retain moisture far better than mainstream foams or gels. He worked the soap into a lather with a traditional badger hair brush and applied it generously. King always wet shaved, and used a traditional vintage safety razor with a single replaceable platinum blade. He found it shaved far smoother and closer than modern multi-blade razors, and had the distinct advantage of converting to a weapon or survival blade if needed. It was the life he had led, that had shaped his decisions in such a way. Nothing was taken on face value and he always made decisions based on what ifs. King left nothing to chance. 
 
    He stripped off and stepped into the hot shower. He moved around, letting the hot water douse his aching muscles. Then he ran the water cold for a while, targeted the muscles he had worked again. The icy water would repair the damage. King had lost count of the times he had sat in iced water baths when he had boxed semi-professionally and in prize fights as a younger man, and he’d lost count of the times he’d done the same in some dingy hotel in some fly ridden country, recovering from secret battles nobody would ever hear about. 
 
    Eventually, he turned up the heat again and sprayed the water on his neck. He shampooed and soaped himself and leaned his hands against the wall as he rinsed. He was using the time to think. Play over the events of the past two days. Two days, was that all? It felt like much longer. Meeting Amanda Cunningham, seeing the bodies at the farmhouse, the body of Sir Ian Snell on his patio. Then the attack, the man he’d killed and the destruction of his cottage. The sight of Snell’s wife and her Russian lover yesterday, the autopsy, the drive back, the fight on the train… He shook his head, water hitting the shower screen forming rivulets which ran down, clearing pathways through the condensation. Too much had happened to draw conclusions, he’d barely had time to draw breath. 
 
    “Now that’s a sight I’ve wanted to see…” 
 
    King spun around, smiled when he saw Caroline standing next to the bath. She was naked, wearing only a smile. 
 
    “Ditto,” he said, trying and failing to hide his excitement at seeing her. “It’s good to see you…” 
 
    She smiled. “I can see that,” she said, stepping over the edge of the bath and into the shower’s spray.  
 
    They kissed, tenderly at first, but soon built in both passion and urgency, their tongues exploring and probing as if it were the first time. In truth, it had not been that long, but at the pace in which they had both been working, and with entire continents between them, it had felt like weeks. Caroline took his hands and placed them on her, then slid her own hands slowly down his torso. She fingered at the scar on his waist, ran her hands over the rough tissue. He moved her hand away. He always did this, but she couldn’t help it. She thought of how it had happened, how she had nearly lost him. Touching it reminded her how fragile life could be, and in doing so, she felt more alive. She took his cue, moved her hand lower, hovering teasingly, then taking hold of him, kissing harder as he grew in her hand.  
 
    Caroline wrapped around him, positioned herself, taking the lead and letting him know exactly what he should do. Despite his rigorous exercise, King was strong and fit, and he didn’t struggle as he held her, he was able to take his time, but as the passion built, so did his pace and together they soon peaked, and as they ebbed and relaxed, King let her go and they embraced, kissing more softly, and far more tenderly than before. 
 
    Caroline broke away first. She smiled as she stroked his muscular chest. “I’ve missed you,” she said. 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Miss me too?” 
 
    “Didn’t you notice?” 
 
    She giggled and kissed him again, but this time it was a quick peck on the lips. “Right, get out, I’m taking over the shower,” she said, and slapped his backside as he stepped out onto the bath mat. “And get some coffee brewing to go with those pastries.” 
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    King had made a double espresso for Caroline and a cup of tea for himself. Nothing fancy, just a cup of monkey, as he called it. The one that was advertised for years by chimps, but the generic blend that coffee houses annoyingly called ‘English breakfast tea’. They had made short work of the pastries, and while they ate, Caroline had told King what had transpired in South Africa. In turn, King had given her a brief synopsis of his past two days. He had included the destruction of the cottage and the gunman, but had omitted to tell her that Amanda Cunningham had come over for dinner. He had told her about the fight on the train, but had skipped over removing the man’s finger. She’d only just had breakfast.   
 
    Caroline had changed into a navy trouser suit with a white blouse. King had put on his cleanest pair of jeans and a light blue shirt. 
 
    “Not wearing a suit?” she smiled, sipping her coffee. 
 
    “Funerals and weddings.” 
 
    “You’re struggling with this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “This new role,” she said. “They won’t like you attending a meeting at that level wearing jeans and a shirt.” 
 
    “And a leather jacket,” he quipped. 
 
    “I mean, if this doesn’t suit you…” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not so different, I’ve killed a man and fought two more in as many days.” 
 
    “Well, I top trump you there,” she said quietly. “And isn’t it two men?” 
 
    “No. He hit his head.” 
 
    “Technicality?” 
 
    King shrugged. “This chap, Ryan Beard, I want to contact him and say thank you,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing!” she put the empty coffee cup down and stared at him. “I’m not your property! I thanked him myself, both times.” 
 
    “I just…” 
 
    “I know what you just!” she said. “Christ, Alex, I’m an experienced agent carrying out my duties. It got hairy, MI6 were the closest friendlies, they helped because that’s what we would do if an MI6 agent got into trouble and had no help in the vicinity. And for the record, I got out of it because of my training. I wasn’t some Disney damsel in distress.” 
 
    King held up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay!” 
 
    She stood up from the table and hovered at the coffee machine, glancing at her watch. “We’d better be going, we have to meet at nine and the traffic is going to be awful.” 
 
    “I’ve made it ten, thought it would give us a bit more time.” 
 
    “What?” she asked incredulously. “You re-scheduled on the Director General? Alex, the Home Secretary will be there!” 
 
    “At ten,” he said. “Mereweather didn’t text back, so I’m guessing it’s okay.” 
 
    She shook her head. She was either flabbergasted by his actions, or doing a pretty good impression of it. “The agent I met in South Africa knew you,” she said. She had been thinking on Beard’s comments, his ridiculous anecdote. She couldn’t see the man she had just made love to in the shower as the same person in Ryan Beard’s tale. 
 
    “Unlikely,” King said. 
 
    “I showed him our picture in Majorca. The one I carry in my purse.” 
 
    “What?” King stood up. He was around six feet and towered over her. “What the hell did you do that for?” 
 
    “Alex?” she stared up at him. “I wasn’t sure if he was really from MI6, or part of the attempt to kill me. Obviously, I knew you were with MI6, and I thought it was worth a shot. He was an Embassy man. He would have given assistance to special operatives on missions.” 
 
    King turned around. He was shaking, enraged. He took a deep breath, forced himself to take a step back. “That was information I told you. Forester doctored my past, had me down as an unofficial asset working for MI5. He used that to bring me into MI5 for the operation. After he died, and I continued to work with MI5, it was all kept official – pension updated, salary re-evaluated. I just went with it – so I could keep working with you. My past with MI6 was never known. By anybody.” 
 
    “But your name?” 
 
    “I used dozens of aliases with MI6. You know Alex King isn’t my birthname, I had a past. One I’m not proud of. The only people who knew me as Alex King in MI6 are dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    King nodded, leaned back on the countertop. “The director, his deputies…” he said. “After I left MI6, I disappeared. But Charles Forester found me, pulled at my conscience, used Jane’s name to get me to help him. Get me to come over to MI5. I should have moved on after that operation, changed my name, started a new life. But,” he paused, looked at her, his eyes softening. “I’d met you by then. And then, it was too late.”  
 
    Caroline looked up at him, then stepped in and cuddled him. She rested her head against his chest. She hadn’t told King she had told Beard his full name. She hadn’t seen King react like this, and didn’t feel she wanted to pour flames on the fire. She wondered if telling the MI6 agent King’s name would have repercussions. She eased backwards, touched his shoulder, rubbed him gently.  “I know you’ve done a lot for your country, Alex. I know you’ve killed. And not just in the heat of battle, or in self-defence. But I didn’t realise just how renowned you were. Ryan Beard told me you once went after a traitor in Switzerland. That you sat drinking a coffee and caught the man’s eye. You stared at him and left. The man went home and killed himself. Such was your reputation. He knew he was as good as dead.” 
 
    King laughed. “For crying out loud, what a load of bollocks!” he paused. “I was sent to pick him up. Bring him back for an interview without coffee, as we called it. An interrogation. The police had already found him and were working on an arrest warrant that could be granted in extreme circumstances in a neutral country. His Russian paymasters had cut him off financially. The man was ruined, had nowhere to go. He couldn’t come home, he knew we were after him and he couldn’t use the frozen assets he’d built up with the Russians. He topped himself after one too many peach schnapps.” 
 
    “Why so edgy then? Nobody else knows you worked with MI6. Why should Ryan Beard care?”  
 
    King shook his head. “Simon Mereweather knew something about me. Information that would only have been in MI6 recruitment files. I think he knows about my past. And that’s worrying, because there should be no reason for him to have looked.” 
 
    “And does that matter? It’s our opposite intelligence service. You worked overseas for them, now you work domestically for us.” 
 
    King said nothing, but pulled her towards him and rested his hands on her shoulders. He knew then, as he looked into her glossy eyes, that he would never tell her what he had done. What action they had forced him to take when they had betrayed him, sent him into hell hoping that he would not return. 
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    It was only the second time that King had attended a meeting on the top floor of the Security Service’s headquarters at Thames House. He had initially been brought into MI5 to work on an assignment with Charles Forester, the previous deputy director of operations, and taken his briefings outside of MI5’s headquarters. When Director Howard and the administration Deputy Director Elizabeth Chalmers had been killed in a terrorist attack on the building last year, much of MI5’s offices had been housed in Whitehall and a floor set aside at the River House, MI6’s distinct looking headquarters on the other side of the Thames.  
 
    Both King and Caroline had taken briefings either in the field or in office suites in Whitehall. Now that Thames House was fully operation once more, King had only had one previous meeting. And it had been memorable.  
 
    King knew what he was. He was a blunt instrument. A hammer to hit nails. Much of the intelligence service’s most commendable work was now done online. Its surveillance carried out by satellites. Its sentence handed down by drones and their lethal hellfire missiles. By many, King was viewed as a relic. A product of people still thinking in terms of the Cold War. Times had changed and men like King were outdated. The newly appointed director of MI5 had voiced this to King, then asked for his opinion. King had said if he truly believed that, then he wasn’t up to the appointment of Director.  
 
    Times had certainly changed, but a man’s eyes on the ground was worth a dozen cameras in the air, and once those hellfire missiles launch, then the die was cast. A man with a gun can not only eliminate a single threat without collateral damage, but can choose not to fire as well. King had asked Amherst how well he would sleep at night if his decision to launch an airstrike killed women and children, put there to act as a deterrent, human shields. He had then asked if he’d lose sleep knowing a terrorist leader took a bullet to the back of their head in the middle of the night and the children sleeping in the next house still had the chance to grow up. It had given the director something to think on, and King noted that drone strikes were less common since Amherst had taken over MI5 and ran joint intelligence operations with MI6 and military intelligence.  
 
    Director Amherst was a young man for the role, in his early forties, but he was an experienced mandarin, having served in the MOD and several prominent civil service roles in Whitehall. He wasn’t an intelligence veteran, but his speciality was in streamlining government departments with remarkable success. MI5 was receiving the streamlining treatment, but the rebuilding of Thames House was rumoured to have cost almost ten million, mainly because of the use of the depleted uranium rounds used in the terrorist attack and the subsequent fire damage caused by phosphorous incendiary ammunition. There had been a great deal of HAZMAT clearance, and further security precautions put in place to prevent a similar attack.  
 
    Amherst looked up at both King and Caroline as they entered. He looked impassive, but made a show of looking at his watch. It was ten o’clock. Caroline looked uneasy, but King nodded a confident acknowledgment and headed for the chair nearest the wall. 
 
    “Well, I believe this means we can finally start.” He looked King up and down, then adjusted his own silk neck tie. It was tied in a Windsor knot. King noticed the handkerchief matched and was poking rather a long way out of his breast pocket. 
 
    King eyed the other people in the room, the cups in front of them. He looked up expectantly and caught Mereweather’s eye. “Point me in the direction, Simon. I could do with a cup of tea,” he paused, looking at Caroline. “Coffee?” She looked up at him, her face flushed, her eyes wide. They seemed to say - sit down! but King winked at her and looked back at Simon Mereweather.  
 
    Amherst shook his head as Simon Mereweather went to stand, and buzzed through his intercom. He ordered tea and a coffee and looked back at King. “I believe you have had an eventful couple of days. What are your thoughts?” 
 
    King looked at the people seated in the crescent in front of Amherst’s desk. Simon Mereweather was closest to him and he was seated next to Neil Ramsay, the MI5 officer who had taken the body of the gunman away from King’s cottage. Sir Hugo Hollandrake, the Home Secretary sat cross-legged, slightly effeminate, his legs almost wrapped around themselves, his foot swinging rhythmically up and down. He hadn’t looked up. He was clearly disgruntled at having to wait for King and Caroline to arrive, and King’s insistence upon having tea and coffee served before they could commence. King looked past Hollandrake and felt a surge in his stomach. Amanda Cunningham sat on the end of the crescent, a folder resting on her lap. She was looking straight ahead, apparently not wanting to catch King’s eye.  
 
    King sat back in his seat. His heart rushed, his pulse surging. He knew it had been a mistake to invite her over to the cottage. A bigger mistake not to tell Caroline what had transpired. It had been innocent, with no intent, but in omitting telling Caroline, he had made it something more. Now the woman was here, and one thing he had discovered about her, was that she was far from predictable. With a drink or two inside her, she was downright unstable. He had expected to see her at some point, as she deliberated her findings, but the fact that it was today, in this meeting had unsettled him. 
 
    “There’s more to it,” King said. “Much more.” He looked up as Amherst’s secretary walked in with a tray and placed it in front of King and Caroline on the low coffee table. He looked up at her and nodded a thank you. 
 
    “Well, obviously,” scoffed the Home Secretary. 
 
    “So, what are your thoughts?” King asked amiably. “If you don’t mind, Home Secretary?” 
 
    “Well,” Hollandrake paused, looking flustered. “I just mean there’s more to it than we think. That much is obvious.” 
 
    “Is it?” King asked. “The newly formed terrorist group, Anarchy to Recreate Society, who have sworn to eradicate world poverty and redress the balance of wealth, has made good on their promises to date. They said they would kill the five wealthiest people on the planet, and apart from one man, they have,” King paused. “What more to it do you see?” King poured some milk into his tea and spooned in a sugar.  
 
    “Well, I…”  
 
    “Agent King,” Amherst interjected. “Tell us your thoughts. Now that you’re here and have your refreshments, I don’t think we should waste any more time. The Home Secretary is here to receive a briefing, not give it.” 
 
    King shrugged. “Well, Sir Ian Snell didn’t die from a gunshot wound.” 
 
    “Absurd!” Amanda Cunningham snapped. She leaned forward and looked at King, then glanced at everybody in turn. Her expression ranged from anger to bewilderment. It was like turning an expression dial. She knew how to work an audience. “I performed the autopsy and Sir Ian Snell died from a massive head trauma. Caused by a gunshot wound. You had your reservations back at the house, but I can now confirm they are unfounded.” She looked past King and caught Caroline’s eye. “I’m Amanda Cunningham, by the way.” 
 
    “Caroline Darby,” she replied warmly. 
 
    “I know, Alex told me all about you. Nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    “Finally? What, after two days?” Caroline frowned. 
 
    “He talked a lot,” she said. “Over our dinner together.” She turned to King, then looked at Director Amherst. “I’ll stand by my findings. Sir Ian Snell was killed by a massive head trauma from a gunshot wound. You are hunting a sniper. That is the modus-operandi from the previous three killings. American software giant William Hoffman killed in California by a fifty-calibre through bullet toughened ballistic glass, at a range of one thousand metres. American social media guru Steve Gitsenez killed in Paris by a seven-point-six-two-millimetre bullet at five hundred metres. British television and media mogul Max Blackwell killed in Liverpool by a point three-three-eight, and I can confirm, the same point three-three-eight that killed Sir Ian Snell in Cornwall.” 
 
    “Why the change in calibres?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    After it was clear nobody had a satisfactory answer, King said, “Tool’s for the task. The fifty used to kill Hoffman needed to punch through ballistic glass. Hoffman’s ranch had a long approach and his security detail would be able to see anyone getting near. The one thousand metre range was on the cusp of the point fifty punching through the glass, but the sniper would have known this. The seven-point-six-two was a solid round for five hundred metres and easily obtainable in France. Nobody heard the shot, so the rifle would have been suppressed. That calibre works well with a suppressor.” He reached and picked up his cup, took a sip of tea and held the cup on his thigh. “The sniper has access to a point three-three-eight in this country. He’s used it twice already. He’ll carry on using it here.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Amherst. 
 
    “Practicality,” said King. “Guns are heavily controlled and licenced in the UK. This won’t be legally owned, most likely stolen. If you’re a member of a suitable range, have experience and pass the criteria, you can own calibres of this power, or more. The rifle will be bolt action operated, not semi-auto. And unless they have a licence with the relevant ammunition authorised, then the ammunition will have been stolen too.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” Amherst nodded. “Tell me, why do you feel the need to doubt the pathologist assigned to this investigation, Agent King?” 
 
    Sir Hugo Hollandrake turned and stared at King. “Yes, do tell. I would love to know why a man of your…” He looked King up and down distastefully. “… stature, feels he can disregard the work of an esteemed pathologist.” 
 
    Caroline touched King’s arm and stared at him. She whispered, “Are you sure about this, darling?” 
 
    King looked back at Sir Hugo Hollandrake and to Amherst in turn. “I was sent down to look at the crime scene because of my experience.” 
 
    “You barely found your way around the bloody crime scene!” Amanda interrupted. “You were a rank amateur, didn’t know what questions to ask. I had to guide you, prompt you even.” 
 
    “Is this true?” Amherst asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes!” blurted Amanda. 
 
    “Director Amherst, I feel you may not have your best team investigating this matter. Either that, or MI5 isn’t best placed to continue with this.” Hollandrake shook his head. “The police have plenty of senior detectives who could do this. And do this well.” 
 
    Simon Mereweather held up his hand. “I’m sorry, Home Secretary, but I chose to send King down to investigate. That decision was on me. And I still stand by that. Alex has invaluable experience that nobody else in this room has. He has spent years in the field and done more for his country than we should ask of anybody. The sniper skills demonstrated by these people have been remarkable. Shots fired, and people killed at tremendous distances, and I assumed when I looked at the property on Google Maps, that this would be no different. Sir Ian Snell’s nearest neighbour was over two thousand metres away and the ground looked open with little cover for a gunman to get near their target. I assumed this was a massively long shot and thought King would be able to contribute his expertise.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Simon. You suggested King and I concurred,” Amherst said gruffly. “So, let’s have it.” He looked back at King, who seemed unperturbed, sipping from his cup. Then he glanced at Amanda Cunningham as he said, “Without further interruption, if you please?” 
 
    Unperturbed, King shrugged. “As I said to Ms Cunningham, it was a long shot and on the cusp of what a point three-three-eight can achieve. But I later found two missed attempts. Two bullets in the wall. My first instinct was that it would have been too noticeable. Snell would have heard the sonic wave, or boom as people sometimes call it, and the noise of the bullet strikes against the stone wall. If the weapon wasn’t sound moderated with a suppressor, then he would certainly have heard these two gunshots from across the valley as well.”  
 
    “Even from so far away?” asked Hollandrake. 
 
    “Especially so. Because of the valley and the echo that it would generate,” King answered. “When we returned to the property the next morning…” 
 
    “Who?” Amherst interrupted. 
 
    “Ms Cunningham and myself. We discovered Ian Snell’s wife in bed with her bodyguard.” 
 
    “No crime there,” Amherst said dismissively. “Morally reprehensible, but not a crime.” 
 
    “Viktor Bukov is Helena Snell’s bodyguard, but he is also posing as her cousin, Ivan Kerchenko. That’s the name he’s working under. We don’t know where the real Ivan Kerchenko is.” 
 
    “So, Snell’s wife is having an affair, is in bed with her lover just hours after her husband’s death,” mused Amherst. “Nothing tangible. What do you make of King’s theory of multiple shots, Ms Cunningham?” 
 
    “It’s not a theory. The bullets were there. There were definitely three shots taken.” 
 
    “But only one shell casing found at the house where the shot was taken from,” Amherst said, looking at a sheet of paper in front of him. King assumed it was Amanda’s report. “Why leave a shell casing at the house, if they took three shots?” 
 
    “Because they wanted it to look like only one shot had been taken,” King said. 
 
    “Snell was killed by a gunshot. Anarchy to Recreate Society murdered him, as they said they would,” Amanda said emphatically. She was flushed, and King noticed her hands were shaking, causing the papers in her hand to waft, as though in a breeze. “Whether or not they took more shots, and why they left only one casing at the house is not something I can comment on. I only deal in cold, hard facts. And that was what I saw. Sir Ian Snell was either engrossed in his paper he had been reading and didn’t notice the other two shots, or maybe he was asleep. All I know is that I was chosen for my expertise, and my expertise in this matter has drawn a conclusion.” 
 
    Amherst looked at King. “Fair enough?” 
 
    King shrugged, sipped some more tea. 
 
    “So, what about South Africa?” the Home Secretary asked. “Sounded like a complete and utter balls up.” 
 
    “I was compromised,” Caroline said sharply. “I was greeted by an imposter who knew the name of my contact. I was abducted.” 
 
    “A bit dramatic,” Amanda scoffed. “You look safe and well to me.” 
 
    “I killed two men to escape.” Caroline glared. 
 
    Simon Mereweather held up a hand. “Need to know, Agent Darby.” He looked back at Amherst. “Miss Darby was later ambushed a second time, the prisoner she secured release for and the South African Secret Service agent escorting her were both killed in the attack. She was lucky to get out alive. South African intelligence have more leaks than a sieve and somebody knew her every move. They knew she was coming and they knew why she was there. I think we can conclude from this, that the identity of the sniper would have been that much closer if the prisoner had been able to talk. There is no doubt in my mind that the man who shot the prisoner and killed his brother, who practiced in the South African bush, is the same sniper who is behind the killings on this list,” Mereweather paused. “Whoever their contact is in the South African Secret Service, they sacrificed a serving agent. The SASS are livid and starting a thorough sweep of their seals. We can’t expect further co-operation from them, and neither should we want it until they clean house.” 
 
    Amherst nodded. “And you were compromised down in Cornwall, I hear,” he said to King. “They bombed your house, I believe?” 
 
    “Someone shot at me. My cottage was blown up afterwards.” King glanced at Caroline, who had raised a hand to her mouth. The colour drained out of her face. He’d told her he’d been compromised, that there had been a fire, but had not had the chance to come back to the conversation. Her exploits in South Africa had been at the forefront of their brief conversation. “As yet, we don’t know who the gunman was.” 
 
    “And nor will you, I imagine,” commented Sir Hugo. “Not if he got away.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t get away, Home Secretary,” Simon Mereweather said. “King killed him.” 
 
    “Really?” Sir Hugo Hollandrake looked surprised. “He looked back at King, but looked away when King held his stare. “So, it may be possible to get an identification after all?” 
 
    Mereweather nodded. “Neil, do you want to contribute?” 
 
    “Certainly, Simon,” Ramsay replied. He opened a note pad and glanced down. “We have entered his DNA and fingerprints through the Police National Computer, but so far no match. We have Interpol looking at their database. King said the man appeared to be East European or Russian, we’ve extended our interest to the FSB, but we’ve heard nothing from Moscow so far.”  
 
    “How do you know he was from Eastern Europe or Russia?” The Home Secretary asked incredulously. “I thought you killed him?” 
 
    “We had a brief chat,” King said. “It wasn’t a clean kill. It seldom is.” He looked the Home Secretary in his eyes, but the man averted his eyes to the floor. He’d never met a man like King before, probably hoped he never would again. 
 
    “Well, if we’re relying on the Russians, we’ll be waiting a while,” said Amherst. “They’re still smarting from last year and the exposure of members of their leadership and in particular, ex-KGB and FSB operatives who attempted to commit terrorist activities on these shores.” Amherst glanced up. “We’re not sure they’re our friends anymore.” 
 
    “They never were,” King said. 
 
    “Expert, are we?” The Home Secretary asked, sharply and somewhat sarcastically. He looked at King again, and once again, could not hold his stare. 
 
    King smiled, but it was a cold, emotionless expression. His eyes were the coldest grey blue imaginable, like a wolf’s. “I know more about Russian intelligence and the lengths they will go to maintain an East-West divide than anybody else in this room,” he replied. “And more about the Russian backed operation that the director has just mentioned than anyone else here, except for Caroline, of course.” 
 
    There was a silence, long enough to be uncomfortable.  
 
    Hollandrake gathered his papers together. “So, we may not get an identification at all.” He stood up. “Well, this all seems to be a waste of time,” he said. “I didn’t think MI5 were the right outfit for an investigation like this. This is more of a police case. I will take my findings here today to the Prime Minister and afterwards, if she agrees, we will engage Special Branch and the police. Ms Darby can continue with her liaison with Interpol, she seems to have a good working relationship with them.” He looked down at King. “But I fail to see your contribution to any of this. You are obviously a rough, tough soldier type, with a past I’d prefer to know nothing further about, but you’re of no service on this case.” He turned to Director Amherst. “Re-assign him, will you? From what Ms Cunningham has detailed in her report, he is by no means an investigator. And knows nothing of forensics either.” He glanced back at King. “And it wouldn’t hurt you or your chances of continuing to work here by buying a decent suit and tie and making a bloody effort. Who in God’s name wears jeans to a meeting with the Director General and the Home Secretary?”  
 
    King said nothing. He picked up his cup and drained the remnants of tea. He stared up at the man and smiled when he broke away first. Sir Hugo Hollandrake shook his head and walked for the door. 
 
    “Amanda, you can come with me and feedback to the PM,” he said sharply. He looked back at Amherst. “I mean it. Re-assigned. At best.” 
 
     Amanda Cunningham stood up. “I’m sorry, Alex. Truly I am, but it had to be said. People have died, more will die until these terrorists are caught. It’s nothing personal, it just needs real investigators and detectives on this case,” she paused, swung her satchel over her shoulder and walked between Amherst’s desk and the line of three coffee tables. She stopped in front of Caroline. “I’m sorry about your cottage, really I am. It was such a shame, such a beautiful part of the country.” 
 
    Caroline smiled, but it was emotionless. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I liked it,” Amanda said, slipping her document folder into her satchel. “The barbecue area was lovely. I bet you’ve had a great many romantic meals together there as well. It’s a real shame.” She followed the Home Secretary out, nodding to Director Amherst as she left. 
 
    Amherst waited for the door to close. He looked at Caroline, who in turn had flushed red and was staring at the floor. “Would you two like a moment, before we commence? I think it may be a good idea.” 
 
    King shook his head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Amherst nodded. “Well then?” 
 
    “Actually Sir,” Caroline said quietly, still staring at the floor. “A minute or two would be helpful. If you don’t mind?”  
 
    “Of course. Use the briefing room,” he said, without looking up. 
 
    Caroline stood up and walked ahead of King to the door. King followed awkwardly. He was embarrassed at the scene, angered at Amanda Cunningham’s broadside, but most of all, he could see that her comments had hurt Caroline. They had been calculated, delivered to hurt Caroline as much as himself. King could not forgive that.  
 
    The briefing room was half the size of Amherst’s office. It was dark and empty, but the room was motion sensitive and the light came on when they entered. Caroline stood with her back to him, her hands on her shapely hips. 
 
    “That fucking bitch!” she said contemptuously. 
 
    King was shocked. Caroline seldom cursed, but he could see just how angry she was. It was a side to her he had never seen before. “Caroline, I…” 
 
    “Did you sleep with her?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “Kiss?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    King perched on the edge of a table. He looked at her back, wished he could see her face, but he knew her well, knew he couldn’t rush her. “I wanted to talk to her about her findings. It wasn’t the sort of talk for a hotel bar.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said sharply. “So why not at Sir Ian Snell’s house?” 
 
    King shrugged. “It kind of snowballed. She suggested her hotel bar. She said she was staying in Truro, I had to pass through Truro to get back to the cottage. I didn’t think it would be very private. I suggested a tea or coffee in town. She said she was starving, so I offered to cook something. I hadn’t eaten all day either,” he paused. “It was dumb, but innocent. At least on my part.”  
 
    Caroline turned around. Her eyes were moist. “She’s very pretty,” she said. “And young. And it wasn’t just dumb, it was bloody stupid of you.” 
 
    “I know,” he said solemnly. And then he smiled. “For goodness sake, love. I’ve never felt the same way about someone as I do with you.” 
 
    “Apart from with Jane,” she corrected him. 
 
    King shook his head. “I loved my wife,” he said. “And I was heartbroken when she died. For years. But then I met you. I’ve never been happier.  I’m sorry I invited her, but I knew it was a mistake pretty soon after she arrived.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    King smiled wryly. “Because she had been drinking, carried on drinking, then lost it when I suggested she had drunk too much. Especially, to drive back to her hotel in Truro,” he said.  
 
    “But you both stayed at the St. Michaels, in Falmouth,” she said suspiciously. 
 
    “I know. She definitely told me that she was staying in Truro. I drove all over the bloody place looking for her car. I was worried she’d gone off the road someplace,” he paused. “Then all hell broke loose when I returned to the cottage and after Randal left with the body on the helicopter, I checked a few places for vacancies on my mobile and nipped down to Falmouth. That’s when I saw her again, at breakfast.” 
 
    “And you shared a table, naturally?” she said quietly. 
 
    He shrugged. “Yes. I guess I just wanted to see what she was doing there. I can’t work her out. She’s heading the forensics on this, but she seems too much of a loose cannon, too erratic.” 
 
    Caroline looked at him, then cast her eyes down. “This isn’t working, is it?” 
 
    “What?” King was taken aback. “Nothing happened, it was just a stupid error of judgement.”  
 
    Caroline shook her head. “I mean you, MI5, us working together.” 
 
    King frowned at her. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Alex, you turned up to a top tier meeting wearing what most men would dress to go drinking in on a Friday night,” she paused. “At a meeting with the Home Secretary, no less. You even knocked the meeting back an hour. Who does that? You don’t want this anymore. You want to hide in the shadows, hunt down terrorists and put a bullet in them. That bitch, Amanda Cunningham, had it right; this isn’t your line of expertise. You’re not an investigator. But it’s more than that, I just don’t think you want to be told what to do anymore. You need something else. A new challenge.” 
 
    “The yacht?” he said. “We could go around the world together. I’ve thought about that a lot lately. The Greek islands, or just circumnavigate the Med.” 
 
    “We don’t even know how to sail!” She shook her head in bewilderment. “I’m thirty-seven. I don’t think I’m there yet. I could go further in MI5, perhaps run a department.” 
 
    “Just rewind a moment,” he said. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She stepped forward and put her arms around him, rested her chin on his shoulder. “Yes,” she said. “I do.” 
 
    “And you can see that Amanda Cunningham said all that in there both to undermine me and to drive a wedge between the two of us?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, she hugged him close. “But why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” King said. He smiled, bent down and kissed her. A loving kiss on her lips, but not passionate or a prelude to anything more. “But I’m going to find out. Some bitch you’ve just met says I’m a shit investigator and you have me down for retirement already?” He pulled away from her and opened the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    King smiled. “The Director General’s office. I guess we shouldn’t keep him waiting any longer.” 
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    King opened the door to Amherst’s office without knocking. He led the way, nodded to the director as he sat down. Caroline took her seat, looked at the director and nodded a thank you.   
 
    “Well?” Amherst prompted King. 
 
    “I think I have him suitably rattled,” said King.  
 
    “Well, we need him more than rattled,” Amherst said. “It’s going to take more than a pair of jeans and a text re-scheduling a meeting.”  
 
    Caroline frowned. She leaned forwards, was relieved to see both Ramsay and Mereweather wearing similar expressions. “Sir?” she asked, then glanced at King. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Alex and I met two weeks ago. He’s been working on something for me, reporting directly to me. He has been investigating Sir Ian Snell’s background. He discovered that Helena Snell’s cousin was not the man guarding her. That man has been living on the coast of the Black Sea, living it up in the many casinos and brothels. He came up in an ongoing MI6 investigation. When it was noted he seemed to be in two places at once, and MI5 were performing security background checks on Ian Snell’s employees, including Ivan Kerchenko, our friends across the Thames gave us a head’s up. Naturally, Kerchenko was a person of interest.”                
 
    Ramsay coughed. “Sir, is this to do with the gunman at King’s cottage?”  
 
    “Yes,” Amherst nodded. “Fill them in, will you?” 
 
    Ramsay nodded. “We have a positive identification on the gunman at King’s cottage. Director Amherst told me not to divulge that information during this morning’s meeting. The man in question was Ivan Kerchenko. Helena Snell’s cousin. We received the information this morning on the gunman’s DNA, from the Russian FSB. They want to extend us every courtesy after the incident last year near GCHQ.” 
 
    Caroline frowned. “So, Sir, what you said about the Russians not co-operating was…” 
 
    “A lie, yes,” Amherst said. “This is the Security Service, Agent Darby, do keep up,” he flashed her a rare smile, but it faded just as quickly. He looked up at Mereweather. “Anything on this chap who attacked King on the train?” 
 
    Mereweather shook his head. “DNA would suggest Russian or Eurasian extraction. But he’s a clean skin. Nothing on any databases. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “Unusual,” King said. “He looked the type to have form, at least. But the fact he was Russian and the fact that Ivan Kerchenko attacked me, not five miles across country, from where his cousin’s husband was shot that same day, ties Helena Snell into this by association. The odds are too much for coincidence. Kerchenko was a former Spetsnaz operative. As was Viktor Bukov. Viktor Bukov is sleeping with Helena Snell. That’s a hell of a connection right there. But the attack happened before Amanda Cunningham and I went back to Sir Ian Snell’s property. Somebody wanted me stopped before it came to that. They wanted me off the investigation before it had begun.” 
 
    Caroline nodded. “So, what is this about?” she asked, looking back at Amherst. “Why were you keeping the Home Secretary out of this?” 
 
    King looked at her. He could see she had a different expression to that of a few minutes ago in the briefing room. She had all but given up on him then, now she seemed ready to hang on his every word. He was a little relieved. “I think the five were a ruse. I think that three of the world’s wealthiest people on that list were sacrificed. I think Sir Ian Snell was the only legitimate target, and I think the last person on the list will be shot to cover their tracks and maintain the illusion. Anarchy to Recreate Society’s manifesto was a smokescreen, designed to hide the one person they wanted dead. And in doing so, public opinion of the super-rich dehumanised the people on that list, legitimised them as collateral damage in a war on wealth. So much money has been given away, helped so many causes, that nobody really cares that a few of the outlandish mega-rich have been killed,” he paused. “The list was bogus. If you analyse the rich lists, many of the rankings change weekly. Three of Silicon Valley’s tech giants and two social media gurus never even featured on Anarchy’s list; no doubt because they give away millions and run education and reform programs. Sir Ian Snell was shoehorned onto the list because of various investments. A list of the rich should be taken on net worth alone.” 
 
    “So, what about the Home Secretary?” asked Caroline. “Where does he figure in this?”   
 
    “Sir Hugo Hollandrake and Sir Ian Snell were at university together. That’s common knowledge.” Amherst rested his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. “I doubt they were even friends, but nobody seems to know for sure. But what we have uncovered is that the Home Secretary invested heavily in Snell’s ventures soon after he went into politics. He continued to invest for the next three decades. These investments were well hidden, and it first came to our attention through an Inland Revenue investigation. He covered his tracks well, so did Snell, but there is evidence that Hollandrake is a silent, or rather, secret partner in GeoSpec. Even if just by association. There is also the suggestion from sources of information, and human interaction, that Sir Ian Snell paid favours to advance Sir Hugo Hollandrake’s political career. I have commissioned a team of forensic accountants to investigate both men’s accounts and a connection has been made. It’s tenuous, but forensic accountants are skilled at spotting such links. They pick at a thread and unravel it.” 
 
    “And GeoSpec has won the tender for the Goliath missile contract,” Caroline commented flatly. “Quite the mother of a conflict of interests, I should imagine.” 
 
    “And then some.” Simon Mereweather interjected. “Sir Hugo Hollandrake has been a pivotal role in championing Goliath. His announcement yesterday that Goliath was now secured and orders for the motherboards from GeoSpec has surprised defence commentators and business insiders alike. I suppose it seems strange to come on the back of Ian Snell’s death, but he has committed the government. Some argue that the deal was already cemented, others venture that the deal shores up GeoSpec and protects British jobs and further investment by the company. And he has always advocated GeoSpec as a British company from the start. Not only has he pushed GeoSpec as the only British company in the tender, with the angle of keeping employment in the UK, but he has defended the country’s need for security by using a British company in such a security conscious project. The Trident system could have been upgraded. Lord knows we’ll likely never use the damned things anyway, but when Hollandrake served as Defence Minister, he set the ball rolling with the Goliath program, committed it to contract and investment, knowing that it needed a completely new dedicated processing system and that GeoSpec was his choice. Now he’s the Home Secretary, and the remit for the country’s defence still lies with him, ultimately ends with him, and he has kept the pressure on to use GeoSpec, even when several Indian tech companies could do the work for half the cost. Hollandrake argued vehemently that in post-Brexit Britain, we should look to our own tech companies to innovate, especially in matters of defence, rather than importing from countries with less ethical workforce values.”  
 
    “We’re on the brink here,” Amherst said quietly. “Enough to bring down not just the Home Secretary, but the entire government as well.” 
 
    “Might not be such a dreadful thing,” Neil Ramsay mused dryly. 
 
    Amherst shook his head. “Elections are fine. That’s just the democratic process and that’s what we ultimately work for. But the country isn’t in a place where it can cope with shock resignations and snap elections. The public are election and referendum weary. The economy can’t cope with much more uncertainty.” 
 
    “But Sir Hugo can’t get away with this!” Caroline blurted. She took a moment to regain composure, then said, “He’s used power and influence for his own gain.” 
 
    “Well, that’s about three hundred MPs to keep him company then,” Mereweather chided. 
 
    “You know what I mean, Simon,” Caroline said. “This is on an unprecedented scale.” 
 
    “We’re not seeing the whole picture,” said King. “Okay, a member of parliament, a cabinet minister, didn’t declare a business interest. Steered a decision towards his investment. It happens. It’s not right, but it won’t change. MPs are self-serving idiots with fewer morals and more greed than the average person. Hollandrake may have been involved with Snell’s company, but what does that mean considering recent events? How does Caroline’s experiences in South Africa link to it? Somebody has someone inside the South African Secret Service who gave up an agent, could arrange not one attempted hit on a British intelligence officer, but two. That’s a big payoff for certain. Those forensic accountants need to start looking for a link to the Home Secretary or Helena Snell at the very least.” 
 
    “Caroline, what did you learn from the prisoner?” Amherst asked. “What information could he give you about this sniper?” 
 
    “Dark hair, tanned or dark skin, foreign, or at least foreign to a South African. A bit vague on that. A scar on his cheek. Cold eyes.” 
 
    “That’s not a lot,” Mereweather commented flatly. 
 
    “It’s a start,” said King. 
 
    “And that’s all he told you?” Amherst queried. 
 
    Caroline closed her eyes for a moment. She pictured the scene – Kruger trapped, the fuel burning and Badenhorst shot multiple times. The last bullet had severed something inside and he was bleeding out. He had leaned forwards and whispered to her. She opened her eyes and they were moist. The man had known he was going to die, and he had thanked her for getting him out of Pollsmoor Prison. She wasn’t going to tell anyone else that. “That’s all,” she said. “Badenhorst said he was a supreme shot though. He shot a springbok at seven hundred yards with a varmint rifle.” 
 
    “That’s good?” Amherst asked. “What the bloody hell is a springbok? It’s a rugby team, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A gazelle,” Caroline said. “Like a deer.” 
 
    Ramsay looked at Mereweather. “Seven hundred yards sounds good, is it good?” 
 
    Simon Mereweather shrugged. “What’s a varmint rifle?” 
 
    “Trust me, that’s good,” said King. “Highly dubious, even. It’s that good.” 
 
    “He hit both the brothers at over five thousand metres,” Caroline added. “Closer to six thousand.” 
 
    King nodded. The marksman was out of his league, he wouldn’t mind admitting it. But it was the shot from the farmhouse across the valley that intrigued him the most. Why had they taken three shots to hit Snell? It didn’t sit right with him. Nothing ventured, he threw it out there, “That’s all well and good,” said King. “But he’s not the same sniper that shot Sir Ian Snell.” 
 
    “That, again,” Amherst said. “Amanda Cunningham was adamant that Snell was shot.” 
 
    “Oh, he was shot alright. There was never any doubt about that,” King said. “But he wasn’t killed by the bullet. He was dead long before he was shot.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” asked Amherst, a little impatiently. 
 
    “I found two more bullets at the scene. Two bullets that Amanda Cunningham missed during her investigation of the crime scene. Each one would have smashed into that granite wall like a stone hammer. It would have made a hell of a lot of noise.” 
 
    “You know that for a fact?” Mereweather asked. 
 
    “I’ve had enough rounds land near me to know, Simon. And I know some of the heavier Russian or Soviet stock long range stuff, similar in size to that of a point three-three-eight, makes a serious amount of noise hitting a wall next to you.” 
 
    Merewether shrugged. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “And then there would be the echo. Suppressed or not, there would have been the sonic boom from the bullet breaking the sound barrier, if not the sound of the gunshot itself. Snell would have heard. No doubt about it. That would mean he would have moved. Even if it was just looking up at the direction of the noise. So, it would have been less likely for the third shot to be on target, not more likely. Now, I pulled his medical records and discovered that Sir Ian Snell was a diabetic,” King said. “Type one. He was on meds, which he controlled. He’d had to control it for most of his life, so he would have been good at it. Known what he was doing. When the autopsy was performed, I was hoping there would be a spike in insulin in his system. I believe that someone coated the cups at his house with pure, concentrated glucose and allowed it to dry to a residue. Undetectable by taste, but it is what caused his diabetic coma. Snell was out cold when the shots were taken. And whoever the sniper was, they needed two sighting rounds, because the sniper who killed Snell was not the same sniper who killed the other three men on the list, and that’s why two empty bullet cases were taken away from the farmhouse, and only one was left.” 
 
    “But Amanda Cunningham did not detect anything untoward.” Amherst turned over some pages in front of him. “Here, toxicology report - negative for barbiturates or foreign substances of any kind.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said King. “Because the insulin that he injected daily to control his diabetes would have shown up at the very least. Had Amanda had his medical records, she would have seen that.” 
 
    “But surely she had his records before commencing an autopsy?” Amherst asked. 
 
    King smiled. “Ramsay?” 
 
    Ramsey sat up in his seat. “Right, okay. So, at King’s request, I arranged for Snell’s records to omit certain details.”  
 
    “Why would you think to request that?” Caroline asked incredulously. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” King countered. “I wanted a clean slate. I wanted an autopsy without doubt. And I had my doubts.” 
 
    “Which were?” Mereweather asked. 
 
    “Nobody stopped to ask why Amanda Cunningham was assigned the case. She’s twenty years younger than most lead pathologists, this was her biggest case by far and she is a Home Office employee, with little outstanding professional accomplishments behind her. She was chosen for this, for a reason. And the directive came from the Home Secretary’s office. She was requested.” 
 
    “By Sir Hugo Hollandrake?” Caroline asked, disbelievingly. 
 
    “I was already investigating Sir Hugo. Too much of a coincidence in my book,” replied King. “Simon, I text messaged you during Snell’s autopsy. You arranged for another autopsy to be performed by the lead pathologist at The Royal Cornwall Hospital, or Treliske as the locals call it, after we left?” 
 
    “I did,” he said. He picked up a manila envelope from beside his chair. He tipped out the sheaf of papers, sorted through them and started to read. “Raised insulin levels, significantly raised, in fact. Indicating hyperosmolar nonketotic coma. Cause of death was combined organ failure, leading to a cardiac arrest. But I am told his body would have shut down, so he would have been unable to react. More or less had the heart attack in his sleep.”  
 
    Amherst leaned back in his chair, rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, Alex, it turns out you’re not such a bad investigator after all.” He stood up and walked to the window, looked out on the brown waters of the Thames.  
 
    Caroline watched him, shivered involuntarily. She had seen a man do that in this room a year ago. That man had brought death and destruction to her service.  
 
    Amherst turned and looked back at them. “Well, I think we have people of interest. We need to discover the depth of Sir Hugo Hollandrake’s involvement. His position within government is certainly untenable. What we need to find out is to what lengths he has gone. Whether blood is on his hands. Helena Snell and her bodyguard, Viktor Bukov, are in the frame for Sir Ian Snell’s death.”  
 
    “They were in London at the time of Snell’s death,” Mereweather said. “We have CCTV, debit card transactions and eye witnesses who could be called. Their alibis are cast iron.” 
 
    “Suspiciously so,” Ramsay commented. 
 
    “And they could have laced those cups at any time,” said Caroline. 
 
    “When I revisited the scene with Amanda Cunningham, the dishwasher was running a cycle with just a set of fancy coffee cups in it,” King said. “They didn’t offer believable explanations, and Amanda did not appear to think it significant.”   
 
    “We still need a shooter,” added Ramsey. “Snell was still shot and within that time frame Helena Snell and Bukov were not there. And then there’s the murder of the family at the house where the shooter fired from.” 
 
    “What about his bodyguards?” Amherst asked. “They raised the alarm, could they have been paid off to coat the cups in glucose, take the shot even? Kill the family in the farmhouse. Bodyguards are usually nothing more than private mercenaries anyway.” 
 
    “They were fingerprinted, DNA sampled and checked for powder residue,” said King. 
 
    “Cordite?” said Mereweather. 
 
    “About forty years ago or in a bad detective novel,” King smiled. “There are various smokeless propellants used today; strands, flakes or spheres, and they all burn at different rates to suit the type of firearm. Fast burning for pistols, slower for rifles. Many are nitro-based, but they still produce residue when fired. You can’t use a firearm without becoming contaminated. His bodyguards were checked, no results back yet.” 
 
    “None at all?” Amherst asked. 
 
    Ramsay shook his head. “The DNA results came back clear. Nothing at the farmhouse, at least. One of them is wanted by the police in a historical rape allegation. I guess that’s a result, of sorts.” 
 
    Amherst nodded. “Ramsay, I want you to push forensics for results. I want you to look deeper into Ivan Kerchenko and see if you can find out his movements prior to turning up at King’s cottage.” He turned to Mereweather. “Simon, I want you to dig into Sir Hugo Hollandrake’s affairs. Liaise with the forensic accountants and the SASS, find out the chain of command, the events leading up to the attempts on Caroline’s life.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Mereweather said. 
 
    “Caroline, I want you to get close to Amanda Cunningham.” 
 
    “Sir?” she looked bemused. 
 
    Amherst held up a hand. “The woman tried to broadside you, destroy your relationship,” he paused. “The trust is obviously there between you and Alex. You two seemed to have sorted it out in no time at all. Find out everything you can about her, use what she tried to expose in your relationship to work a way in. I want you to gain her confidence, we need to know more about her.” 
 
    Caroline nodded. Her face had flushed. It was clear she wasn’t pleased with her assignment. 
 
    “King,” Amherst said. “Remain here, if you don’t mind.” He looked at the others in turn. “Go on then, get going. I’ll contact you all in turn for updates. This will be the last meeting here, until we have a conclusion.” 
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    He knew that the rooftop would be the place. There was no other valid firing point. Gipri Bashwani’s office was no more than two hundred metres distant and with what he estimated to be a fifteen-degree drop in angle. An easy shot. But the glass would be thick. At least three centimetres. It wouldn’t be ballistic glass, he knew this having already studied the blueprints of the building. But thick, toughened glass could do unexpected things to a bullet. The angle of drop could make the bullet take a glancing strike. Or, the bullet may well penetrate easily, but deviate greatly from the target. The bullet may even expel all its energy exiting the glass and drop harmlessly onto the floor. It may not be affected at all, but there was never any sense in taking the most positive outcome. He had perfected his skills over half his lifetime. He knew that the least favourable scenario was the one to aim for. With these variables in mind, he knew the .338 Lapua Magnum would make the most sense. It would have the power to smash a single bullet through the glass and continue with only a slight decrease in both velocity or energy. It would be loud, especially in the proximity of the other buildings, but it would perform the task effectively. 
 
    He would need to get his equipment ready for the target. He liked to use a roll mat to lie down on and a small sandbag he fashioned out of an old cloth coin sack to rest the rifle on. Normally a bipod fitted to the underside of the rifle stock would steady his aim, but he would be firing from an elevated position, and that would only go to raise his profile. Amongst these buildings, he needed to keep as stealthy as possible. It would also be less to carry, the weapon would have to be transported in a stripped down state in a sports bag, he would need the scope and mounts to be already attached to the weapon, and the sight pre-zeroed. Calibration could be affected by miniscule alterations to the weapon system’s set up. If the mounts did not line up exactly to the position when the weapon was zeroed, then it would be inaccurate. Even at the relatively short range involved with this assignment. 
 
    There would be no need for a spotting scope, but he would need a magazine and would always load it fully, in this case, five rounds of match grade, green dot ammunition. The first hundred rounds to roll off the bullet press. All stamped with a green dot, and all infinitely better quality than the tens of thousands that followed and made their way to the military and sporting outlets the world over. He debated whether to suppress the rifle. It could affect the power of the bullet, but at this range that would not matter. The gunshot would create an enormous echo from the proximity of the other high-rise buildings. But even with the use of a suppressor, it would only work effectively if he used subsonic ammunition, and then he wondered whether it would jeopardise his shot. He would need to test both at the same distance when he zeroed the rifle. Not only would he test the bullets for penetration, but he would use a decibel meter app he had downloaded on his smartphone to make his decision whether to silence the weapon, or take an unsuppressed shot. His exit from the building and escape was paramount. He even weighed up the time it would take to remove the suppressor from the weapon. He made a mental note to time himself at the same time he tested the other possibilities.  
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    The surveillance teams of MI5 were known as watchers and they were the best in the world. Since the troubles in Northern Ireland, and especially from the early seventies onwards, MI5 had perfected the art of manpower surveillance not by using stereotypical intelligence agents or soldiers from the SAS, but by using mothers pushing prams, kids on skateboards, workmen repairing roads, old aged couples walking in the park – the scenarios were endless, ever evolving, and as natural as a snapshot of everyday life. The agents were highly trained, of all ages and race, and communicated through hidden mics. The IRA would notice SAS soldiers acting ‘civvy’, even when they grew their hair and wore beards, but they were not so quick to pick up a Rastafarian walking along with a ghetto blaster on a busy London street, or an old man with a walking stick making his way down the Falls Road. That had moved on with the times now, but what appeared to be a teen popping tricks on a BMX listening to tunes on the latest smartphone could well be a highly trained twenty-two year old surveillance operative, who may well find themselves suited and carrying a laptop in the rush hour the next day.  
 
    Two teams were on Amanda Cunningham. Oblivious to both, she had parked her sporty Fiat 124 Spider in the carpark behind the mirrored glass offices of the pathology unit off Shoreham Road, and was now walking towards the building. The first team was a mobile unit consisting of a bicycle courier, a black cab and a non-descript white van typically used by parcel delivery privateers. The second team was a foot unit. Amanda had been bumped by a young woman talking on her mobile. She had apologised mid-conversation; the bump had been long enough for the woman to slip a tracking device, like the one used in King’s holdall, into Amanda’s coat pocket. Amanda Cunningham had been oblivious. She would not see the woman again, because the team would rotate. The woman would change wigs, take off her pair of tiny glasses, change her coat and take off her heels in favour of trainers that would clash with her active wear – even mask her scent with a different deodorant - and she would jog past to re-confirm a visual when Amanda left the building. The bicycle courier would put his bike in the rear of the van and put on a pair of overalls and a beanie and take the wheel, while the driver would throw on a jacket and walk past. The next visual would mark another regroup, a rotation, another approach. The teams were fluid, their scenarios almost exponential. 
 
    The man driving the van parked up. He was facing away from the building; the rear mounted camera was filming the entrance and he was watching the image on the monitor designed to look like a satnav mounted on the dashboard. He picked up his mobile phone and dialled. When the call was answered, he spoke with a clip tone to a woman he did not know and would probably never meet. “The target is inside,” he said, “The tracker has been activated and your app should be picking it up now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Caroline ended the call and opened the app on her mobile phone. She watched the steady intermittent red dot. She could hear a bleep, but turned down the volume. She could see that Amanda Cunningham was stationary. She would have enough notice of her movements. Enough time to do what she needed to do. 
 
    Caroline inserted the pick into the lock and used the pair of torsion prongs to work the lock. It was a Chubb lock. A solid design with four tumblers. She worked her way through the gates and had the lock open inside two minutes. She replaced the tools into the pocket of her handbag, took a cursory look around, then opened the door and stepped into Amanda’s flat. 
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    Simon Mereweather already had his secretary digging into Sir Hugo Hollandrake’s past. He had organised two researchers to assist her, and a technician to navigate the web and intercept the man’s emails. This would be done through GCHQ’s database and the technician had already opened a portal and started work on thirty thousand emails, running them through an algorithm that would pick up emails using a hundred or so key words that Mereweather had fed in. There was no way a person could collate data manually over the given period. Mereweather had chosen the start point six months before Hollandrake’s public support for the Goliath intercontinental ballistic missile system (ICBM). There had to be a starting point, and that seemed as good a time as any. 
 
    Mereweather was now meeting with the forensic accountants. These were like regular accountants, only beiger and even more by the book. After meeting with them for less than ten minutes, he was quite sure that the two men were autistic. Gifted, but not operating on the same level as most; a higher plane entirely. They could not understand sarcasm or inference. But they could see answers in numbers that other people would not. The lines of accounting figures spoke to them like well written prose. It meant something, encouraged them to read on, look deeper. To Simon Mereweather, the accounts, the banking figures, the offset taxes, the endowment policies, hedge funds and accrued dividends looked like a tortuous experience to wade through, but for the two accountants, it was a dream come true. 
 
    “Anything?” Mereweather ventured. 
 
    “Threads,” said one of them. 
 
    “Starting to unravel,” said the other. 
 
    “But do they lead anywhere?” Mereweather asked impatiently. 
 
    The two men smiled at each other. One of the men was in his thirties, his hair receding and growing an ample paunch. The other man was virtually identical. Merewether could barely distinguish between them. He noted one had a cheaper looking suit. He didn’t know how cheap it was, but guessed the other was supermarket bought, so he could only hazard a guess. He adjusted the cufflink on his shirt cuff, suspected his own shirt alone cost twice as much as the suit at a conservative estimate. His suit, as much as fifteen times more. He had ten more like it in his wardrobe at home. Another two in his office. But then again, he was a lot higher up the ladder, and reflected that he barely had need to touch a single salary payment and couldn’t remember the last time he had. He looked at the two men in turn. He was becoming impatient. He was damned if he was going to indulge them in a big reveal. 
 
    “Spit it out, you’re either up to this task, or not,” he said. 
 
    “Sir Ian Snell had various shell companies,” cheap suit said, a little tersely for Mereweather’s liking. He seemed to realise this and mellowed a little as he added, “It’s all about paying as little tax as possible and declaring costs more than once. Routed through a shell company with large fees and operating costs, and the money shrinks. On the screen, at least. By the time it makes its way to the Inland Revenue, or HMRC as they’re called now, the profits have whittled down and the taxes to be paid are substantially smaller. Sometimes non-existent. The VAT submission figures and rebate seems consistent though, even with smaller turnover and profits declared.” 
 
    “Which means?” Mereweather asked impatiently. 
 
    It was the turn of the other man to speak. He had a tinge of Welsh to his voice. “Snell claimed back far more VAT than he should have.” 
 
    “But I want to know about Sir Hugo Hollandrake.” 
 
    “Sir Hugo is company secretary to some of these shell companies. His wife is down as company secretary to others. That is a term for an indirect business partner, say at ten percent. That means they get a share of the profits commensurate with their investment. They don’t need to put in a penny, simply have their share stated on the information at Companies House. There’s no secretarial duties, it’s a title in name only. Which means both Hollandrake and his wife take a cut of the profits and a share of the VAT returns. I imagine in return, Sir Hugo has invested influence, nothing more.” 
 
    “So, both he and Snell were milking the taxman?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” said Welsh. “Many, many times over, I suspect. Because we can’t find out what these shell companies actually do.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the point of a shell company?” 
 
    Cheap suit said, “Some are merely a cover. Some are a way to run assets at a loss, giving the prime company better profits. That helps a lot if they float on the market. All the toxicity the company has accrued is offloaded. But companies like that can still turn a profit based on VAT rebates alone,” he paused, then added, “With some provision for creative accounting.” 
 
    Welsh nodded. “Say a company imports something. They declare the duty and pay a certain amount in taxes to get the ball rolling. They then sell their products to a shell company, that they already own, at an inflated price. The shell company sells it on, but at a low profit, maybe even at a loss. They don’t pay tax because of the loss. They submit a VAT return, get a rebate. But they’ve sold on to another shell company that the initial holder owns. The stock price rises and falls. On paper, one company is booming, another is going bust. But it’s only one investment. All that is happening is the products are being passed around on paper and tax is either being paid to avoid unnecessary interest from HMRC or VAT is being claimed many times over and the initial investment is constantly rising. Find another company with their own shell companies and work together, avoid the taxes, claim back the VAT in rebates, and the money being made is infinite.”  
 
    “So, the upshot of your findings so far?” 
 
    “Sir Ian Snell wasn’t worth half what people thought, but the companies he owns and have floated on the stock markets are worth far more on paper, so their shares are over-inflated,” he paused. “And Sir Hugo is worth far more than anyone could have guessed, because of his holdings in the shell companies. It’s all profit, bailed out by our taxes and until now, under everybody’s radar. What we need to do now is dig deeper, find out if Sir Hugo is running shell companies returning the favour to Snell. I suspect he is, and I suspect that Hollandrake’s wife is too. She may or may not be privy to such dealings.” 
 
    “And of course, Snell’s wife could be involved too. I suspect we’ll find Russian shell companies as we keep digging,” said cheap suit.  
 
    Mereweather leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples. He had recently noticed, to his consternation, that he was greying at an alarming rate. He had contemplated dying his hair, but had not caught it in time. It would look too obvious now. Perhaps if he took some annual leave, returned with a new haircut as well. Maybe his wife would fancy him more? He thought of spending time with her, his children, then he remembered why he hadn’t taken the leave. In truth, he much preferred his work to family life. He rubbed his face, something he did when he was either tired or stressed. “How has GeoSpec fared since Snell’s death?” he asked. 
 
    “On the stock market?” cheap suit clarified. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It dropped considerably for the first day, flatlined most of the second and started to rise again. But it stabilised today.” 
 
    “After the Home Secretary’s announcement securing the deal on GeoSpec providing the motherboards and electrical systems for Goliath,” Mereweather mused. “Can you find a link to Hollandrake through GeoSpec?” 
 
    “No,” Welsh said. “Not a trace.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Mereweather said. “Shares?” 
 
    “Nope,” cheap suit said emphatically.  
 
    “Well, start compiling a list of investors. Minimum share blocks through to the board of directors. And cross reference the names connected with the shell companies.” 
 
    Welsh smiled. “We’re already doing that.” 
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    Amanda Cunningham lived an organised life. Her flat was clean and tidy - a place for everything, and everything in its place. There was an open, half consumed bottle of wine in the fridge, but no empty bottles in her recycling bin. Caroline thought back to King’s comments of her arriving drunk and drinking too much to drive. She couldn’t see a connection to excess drinking from what she had seen. She had been expecting a recycling bin like some outside student digs. But all she could see were milk bottles and some empty tins.  
 
    Whatever her lifestyle, Amanda didn’t appear to cook much. Caroline closed the fridge door. There hadn’t been much food in there. Some Greek yoghurt, a packet of butter, some cheese which had dried at the edges, some questionable milk and a tomato in the salad drawer. The cupboards were almost bare. Caroline thought about the woman who had stirred so blatantly between her and King. She thought of her as ‘Old Mother Hubbard’, the woman in the nursery rhyme, rattling around on her own, her cupboards bare. 
 
    She had searched the woman’s bedroom. She felt no shame or awkwardness. It was her work, and besides, she couldn’t give a fig for Old Mother Hubbard after this morning’s performance. Her bedside table revealed nothing revelatory. A jewellery box, an opened packet of condoms, scented tissues and some old letters. Caroline had read them. They appeared to go back to Amanda’s time at university. They were between her and a boyfriend. It hadn’t ended well, but Amanda obviously still had feelings for him and had kept the letters near.  
 
    Caroline had then moved on to the bathroom. She checked the mirrored cabinet. Usual suspects there. No medicines, just a mess of toiletries and two toothbrushes. She looked at them, then reached up to the top shelf. She wasn’t more than five seven and she had to tippy-toe, but she found the razor and shaving gel. It was a generic triple bladed men’s razor. She pushed it back into place, then changed her mind and took a clear, plastic press seal bag out of her jacket pocket and rubbed the razor inside it. She repeated the process with both toothbrushes and two separate bags. She could see a more feminine razor on the lower shelf. 
 
    Caroline went back into the bedroom and checked the wardrobe. Just the normal selection of women’s clothing. No clothes belonging to men. She rifled the drawers, still came up with nothing else. But the men’s razor and second toothbrush had intrigued her. She stalked around the flat, but it wasn’t a large property and she struggled to see what else she could achieve. There wasn’t enough evidence or suspicion to get a communication order – the procedure for tapping her landline and installing electronic surveillance equipment in her house – but she couldn’t help thinking she hadn’t made the most of the opportunity.  
 
    Caroline went back into Amanda’s bedroom and took out the letters. She opened them up again and read them a second time. People didn’t communicate like that anymore. There was detail and emotion, words used without abbreviation. She looked at the date mark, then the signature. Just a swirl, some kisses. They seemed out of place within a college relationship. Out of touch. She thought of how she and King signed off their texts. They had never written a letter to each other. She had once left a folded note for King to say she had gone out. That was the closest she had ever seen him to tears. His wife had left a letter when she had committed suicide. It had taken days to coax it out of him, and from that moment on she had never so much as written him a note on a scrap of paper. 
 
    She laid the letters out on the bed and photographed them with her iPhone. She was careful to put the right letters back into the correct envelopes and tucked them back into the drawer. She was startled by her phone as it vibrated in her hand, looked at the screen and saw that she had four messages and six missed calls. She cursed the silent function button, she was always catching it and turning the phone to silent mode. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, closing the drawer as she spoke. 
 
    “At last! Get out of there! The target is on route back, she should be there any minute!” 
 
    Caroline wasted no time, ended the call, resisted the temptation to open the app and check how close Amanda Cunningham was, and put the phone back in her pocket as she ran out of the bedroom. She grabbed her bag off the counter as she ran. She opened the lock, left it off the catch so that it would lock behind her, peered outside and turned her back on the street as she gently closed the door. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    Caroline spun around, startled. She looked at Amanda Cunningham, forced a smile. “Oh, hi,” she said. “Sorry, I was knocking, I thought you were in.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t,” Amanda paused, taking a step forwards. “As you can see.” 
 
    Caroline smiled. She studied the woman’s face. It was like staring into the mirror a decade ago. She found it difficult to believe King would not have been attracted to her. The younger model. She hesitated, then said, “I wanted to have a chat,” she paused. “If you don’t mind?” 
 
    Amanda stared at her blankly for a moment, then looked to compose herself. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Just a quick search online,” she paused. “Social media, surname search, electoral roll, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “We both know that’s a lie,” Amanda said. “You work for MI5. We both know you used government resources to find me. A gross case of misappropriation, I’d say.” 
 
    Caroline shrugged. “I just wanted a chat. Girl to girl.” 
 
    “Girl to girl? What, are we dorm buddies?” 
 
    “Woman to woman then.” 
 
    “Well, the girl to girl may have worked if you were closer to my age. What are you, forty, forty-two?” 
 
    Caroline smiled, but inside, she was biting her lip. She thought of how Badenhorst had tried to get under Kruger’s skin over guessing his age. The thought of what had happened soon after was raw. “Thirty-seven.” 
 
    “Oh! Sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Caroline said breezily. “Age is a privilege and youth is merely an illusion. By the time you figure out life, you’re usually too old to make a notable change. If you think forty is old, then your ride is going to be a steep and slippery one.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Amanda said uninterestedly. “So, what have you come around here for? Apart from our girly chat?” 
 
    “Can we get a coffee?” Caroline asked. “I’ll buy.” 
 
    Amanda stepped closer, took her keys out of her bag. “I’ve got coffee,” she said. 
 
    “Great.” Caroline stepped aside for Amanda so that she could open the door. 
 
    Amanda pushed open the door and stepped inside. Caroline followed, hoped she’d put everything back as she had found it. Amanda closed the door and Caroline walked through into the kitchen. There were two doors off the kitchen; one to the lounge and the other to the hallway, where they entered from. Amanda walked past Caroline and flicked the switch on the kettle.  
 
    “So, talk,” she said curtly. 
 
    Caroline leaned against the countertop. “It’s regarding what you said in the director’s office this morning. I want to know how close you and Alex got, and what happened down in Cornwall. I know you stayed at the same hotel.” 
 
    Amanda smiled. Caroline started to question whether she looked the same as the younger woman, or whether there was just a passing resemblance. There were glares, glances and sneers that she had never seen herself make in either photos or reflection. If she were to judge Amanda, having never before seen her, she would say that she was a damaged soul. She had a vicious streak to her. And that was what worried her most. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Amanda said. “I just need the loo.”  
 
    She picked up her handbag and walked out the door they had entered, and Caroline could hear a door open and then lock further down the corridor. The kettle flicked off and Caroline debated whether to make the coffee, but she did not want to appear over familiar. 
 
    When Amanda returned, she seemed a little more relaxed. She made the coffee, offered milk and sugar and cradled her mug with both hands. She looked at Caroline and smiled. “Well, this is civilised. I should have baked a cake.” 
 
    Caroline smiled, but it was difficult to make it to appear genuine. Inside she was not only seething at Amanda’s attitude, her general demeanour, but reeling that she had almost been caught. Her nerves were almost shot, her heart pounding in her chest. She needed to carry on with the act. Brass it out, as King would often say.  
 
    “I know this probably seems strange,” Caroline said, looking thoughtfully into her cup. “But I wanted to know what happened at the cottage,” she paused, looking at her. Already, she knew she would not get the truth, she could see the glee in the woman’s eyes, like she revelled at the possibility of having power over her. Caroline added, “I’m not angry at you.” 
 
    Amanda smiled, she did not speak for a moment, but it seemed like a whole minute to Caroline. “I didn’t know he had a girlfriend,” she said eventually. “These things happen.” 
 
    Caroline nodded. She hoped not too forlornly. “It’s over,” she said. “I just wanted to hear it from you.” 
 
    Amanda shrugged. “Well, that’s that then,” she said. “So, what are your plans?” 
 
    Caroline shook her head. “I can’t think about that until we get further with the investigation.” 
 
    “And Alex King is off the case now?” Amanda asked. “Sorry, I shouldn’t ask about him.” 
 
    Caroline smiled. “Yes, his career is finished, I should imagine. The Home Secretary seemed to make his point.” 
 
    “He’s no detective, Hugo is right to have insisted.” 
 
    “Hugo?” Caroline smiled. “Quite friendly with Sir Hugo Hollandrake, are we?” she asked amiably. 
 
    “He requested I work the case,” she said a touch self-assuredly. “He gets what he wants. He’s probably the most influential politician in Britain today. I expect he’ll be Prime Minister before long.” 
 
    Not if I can help it, thought Caroline. Instead she nodded attentively and sipped some of her coffee. It was cheap instant. She looked around a little awkwardly, like she was thinking of something to say. Instead, she was studying her surroundings. That was what she took from her visit – Amanda had little in the way of possessions, and what she did own was inexpensive. Caroline wasn’t sure how much a senior pathologist working for the Home Office would earn, but she suspected it was up there with GPs and surgeons. She looked back at Amanda and smiled. “I sometimes wish I’d taken a different route, gone into medicine.” 
 
    Amanda laughed. “Well, it’s never too late,” she said. “Even at your age.” 
 
    Caroline smiled mirthlessly again. “No, well there’s a thought,” she said. “I just need the loo.” She put her cup down and stood up. She’d kept her phone in her pocket and as she locked the door behind her, she typed out a quick text and attached the pictures of Amanda’s letters. She pressed send and watched as the blue line slowly worked its way across the screen. The message was delivered, and as always, she deleted the message, leaving her phone’s history clean. She looked at the mirror and studied her face. She was looking stressed. She tried a smile, brightening her expression. When she relaxed, she barely recognised her reflection. She needed some time out. A holiday, something to recharge. Perhaps King was right about that yacht? 
 
     Caroline walked back into the kitchen, but Amanda was not there. She stepped through the doorway from the lounge. “Feeling better?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with me, just needed the loo,” Caroline said. 
 
    “How long are you going to keep this up?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You heard,” Amanda said. “How long are you going to keep up this charade? You came here to search for something. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” Caroline paused. “Look, I’m leaving…” she picked up her bag and went to walk past Amanda, but she stepped into her way. “Fine,” Caroline said and turned around to use the other door, but froze when she saw the man blocking her path. She turned back and stared at Amanda. “What is this?” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “I saw you coming out of here,” she said. “You broke in. You searched my flat. Find anything helpful?” 
 
    Caroline nodded. She’d been busted and there was nothing she could say that would change that. “Okay,” she said calmly. “You’re welcome, obliged even, to make a complaint,” she paused. “I’ll explain the procedure. Or you can call the main switchboard and lodge a complaint there.” 
 
    “No. I’m not exactly going by procedures these days.” 
 
    Caroline’s expression hardened. “No, we know that.” 
 
    “You know nothing!” she spat at her. 
 
    Caroline turned back to the man in the doorway. “Get out of my way,” she said calmly, but firmly. The man didn’t budge. “Now!” 
 
    The man lunged forwards, but Caroline blocked his arm away as he made to grab her and brought her knee up into his groin. He expelled air and gasped, his knees buckling. Amanda lunged from behind, grabbing Caroline around the neck. Caroline smashed her elbow into the woman’s face and she squealed as she reeled backwards. The man was recovering and this time he squared off in a fighting stance. Caroline got her guard up and parried across the room, putting the table behind her, and in doing so, putting a barrier between herself and Amanda. She kicked the table and it slid backwards into Amanda as she was getting up. She let out another squeal as it clipped her head and she fell back down. 
 
    “Nice moves,” the voice said from behind her. 
 
    Caroline turned and saw another man in the doorway to the lounge. Now both exits were blocked. The man sounded Russian, but she already knew he was. She looked back at the other man, who was edging towards her. He kicked out and she blocked it with a forearm sweep and she dashed forwards and jabbed a punch into his sternum. He gasped again, but swung a wild punch which slammed into her jaw. She fell backwards, and the man stumbled forwards and half tripped, half threw himself on top of her. She screamed and struggled but he was muscled and overweight and felt like a tonne weight on her. 
 
    The man in the doorway started laughing. “Very good, Giorgi!” 
 
    The man named Giorgi caught hold of Caroline’s wrists and pinned them to the floor. 
 
    Amanda got up unsteadily. She was shaken, her lip bloodied and starting to swell. She looked at the scene on the floor and then at the man in the doorway. “Viktor, what are you going to do with her?” she asked. “They’ll know she was here.” 
 
    Viktor Bukov grinned. He was still watching the man on top of Caroline. Her legs had shifted during the struggle and the man was now lying between them. Caroline was struggling, but she wasn’t strong enough to get him off, or get out from underneath him. “Giorgi,” he chuckled. “Do you want us to leave for a few minutes while you have your way with her on the floor? Give you two love birds some privacy?” 
 
    Giorgi struggled a hand free, pinned her wrist with his other elbow, then smashed his fist down onto the side of Caroline’s jaw. She smarted for a moment, then her eyes lolled, and she passed out. He looked back at Bukov, breathless, his brow damp from sweat. “No, I’m okay now. Phew! That bitch put up a fight!” He rolled off her and got to his feet. He tucked in his shirt and adjusted his leather bomber jacket, then wiped his brow with the back of his heavily tattooed hand. 
 
    “I said, they’ll know she was here,” Amanda repeated. She dabbed her lip with a damp tea towel. “You need to move her,” she said. “And I need to get someplace else to create an alibi.” 
 
    Viktor Bukov shook his head. “Forget it. Moving her out of here in daylight is going to take all three of us. We’ll need bedsheets or blankets, and a roll of duct tape. And we’ll have to hurry, somebody will miss her before long.” 
 
    “What about me?” Amanda asked. “I can’t leave yet, I need to see my report pushed through.” 
 
    “If she was here, your report is as good as worthless.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Get packed!” said Bukov. “You were going to disappear after this. What’s a few days early?” 
 
    “It will look suspicious.” 
 
     “It’s too late for that,” Bukov said coldly. “Damage limitation is all we can hope for now.” 
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    Sir Hugo Hollandrake had just met with the Prime Minister. He had the PM’s ear, and she had been easily swayed by him in the past. He had recommended that the search for the ringleaders behind Anarchy to Recreate Society, and the investigation into Sir Ian Snell’s death be handed over to Scotland Yard’s Special Branch. He expected the handover to be confirmed by the end of the day. 
 
    He sat back in the sumptuous leather of the Jaguar XJ. He would be Prime Minister soon. He was certain of it. He already had names he could call on; people indebted to him because of how he had helped their careers, and people who feared what he knew of their past. They would back him without question. Politics was a house of cards, and he owned the entire bottom tier. Nobody at the top could stand without a foundation. Hugo Hollandrake had been told this as a fresh faced civil servant thirty years ago, and he had never forgotten it. He had spent his life coaxing and owning people. He hadn’t called in many favours over the years, but he soon would. 
 
    The Jaguar pulled in along the side of the pavement outside of Whitehall. His bodyguard was already out and moving. He approached the Home Secretary’s door from behind and opened it when the driver released the central locking in time with his movements. He used the door to protect the minister from one side, and his body to offer cover from the other. Hollandrake exited and the bodyguard followed two steps behind and a step to his right. They were good security drills. He saw the minister all the way up the steps and past the armed police officer on the door and into the foyer. The bodyguard then discreetly peeled away.  
 
    The offices were secure, security was a preventative, not restrictive operation. Hollandrake walked on, his bodyguard replaced by a PA, who talked animatedly as they walked. She handed him a file, nodded to his request of coffee and peeled off at the top of the staircase, and Hollandrake walked to his office. The PA would normally occupy the front desk and Hollandrake walked on through and opened the fire door, which because of a security refit, was a self-closing, solid wooden door with tight seals.    
 
    The door had closed before the Home Secretary saw King seated behind his desk. He dropped the file and papers slid out across the floor. He did not look down at them, nor attempted to retrieve them, merely stared at King, mouth agape. He seemed to realise this, and closed it suddenly. 
 
    “Do take a seat,” King said. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” he asked incredulously. “Get the bloody hell out!” 
 
    King shrugged. “That’s not happening anytime soon,” he said. He leaned back in the leather chair, swivelled it slightly from side to side.  
 
    “How did you get in here?” 
 
    “Practically in my sleep.” 
 
    “What do you want? I thought I told Amherst you were done. Is that it? You’re here to get even with me?” he asked, incredulously. “Pathetic. You’ll do time for this. Threatening a member of parliament? The cabinet no less? The Home Secretary? Your career finished this morning. Your liberty ended the moment you walked in here.” 
 
    King smiled. “Are you sure about that?”  
 
    “My assistant will be here in a moment. I will tell her to call security.” 
 
    “And the police,” King said. “And the Inland Revenue, or whatever they’re called this month. HMRC, I think. And the Prime Minister, I should imagine.” King eased back the chair further, rested his right foot on the desk. “And the newspapers, TV news. Hell, get her to call everybody.” 
 
    The door opened, and Hollandrake’s PA froze. She had stopped so suddenly in her tracks that the coffee splashed over the lip and onto the floor, catching the file and papers with a wash of cappuccino. 
 
    She looked at King, then turned uncertainly to her boss. “Sir?” 
 
    “Alex King, I’m with MI5. I believe the Home Secretary wants you to make some calls on his behalf,” he paused, looked back at Hollandrake. “Security first, wasn’t it Hugo? And then I suggested the police…” 
 
    “It’s alright, Dawn,” Hollandrake said quietly. “Mister King will be leaving soon. Of his own accord. You can break for lunch early, if you like?” 
 
    The woman nodded. She handed the Home Secretary his half cup of coffee. 
 
    “Dawn?” King smiled. “If you don’t mind, I’d love a cup of tea. White and one, thank you.” He was pleasant, unassuming with her. She nodded, and King watched her leave. “So, caught with your fingers in the cookie jar, Home Secretary.” 
 
    “What?” Hollandrake said incredulously. “You’re a mad man. What sort of allegation is that?” 
 
    “Goliath. GeoSpec. Investments in shell companies owned by the late Sir Ian Snell, your wife’s name as company secretary to multiple shell companies,” King paused. “Does she know about any of that?” 
 
    Hollandrake made it to the chair reserved for his guests before he crumpled. He took out his handkerchief and mopped his brow, before looking back at King. 
 
    “No,” he said quietly. 
 
    “From what I’ve been informed, you’ve defrauded the tax man enough to get double digits in prison. Your wife also.” 
 
    “She’s not involved!” 
 
    “So you say,” King said. “But these things are so difficult to prove. It’s a complex old web you’ve weaved. And I understand why. The more complexity in a scheme, then the harder it is to follow to the source. But conversely, when you get tangled up in the threads, it’s difficult to get away from. Your wife, for instance. I haven’t done much research, to be fair. It’s early days. But I imagine she’s a bit on the twinset and pearls side. Rides horses, enjoys the hunt ball, sips the odd Pimm’s at a regatta or two in the season,” he smiled. “Not the sort cut out to bunk up with a tattooed fifteen stone prison-hardened lesbian with an eye on a new bitch.”  
 
    “I said she’s not involved!” 
 
    “But you are?” snapped King. He looked past Hollandrake as the door opened and his PA walked in with a cup in her hand. King took his foot off the desk and smiled. “Thanks for that,” he said. He stood up and accepted the cup. “I think that will be all until after lunch, thanks.” He glanced at Hollandrake. “Is that right, Home Secretary?” 
 
    Hollandrake nodded, but he did not catch the woman’s eye. “Yes, thank you, Dawn.” 
 
    King waited for the door to close behind her. He took a sip of his tea. “Not a bad cuppa,” he said. “A pleasant young woman.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Hollandrake commented absently. 
 
    “Are you sleeping with her?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “But you are sleeping with Amanda Cunningham?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “But you were,” King said. “We’ve seen the letters. The handwriting has been confirmed by a specialist,” King lied. He was taking a chance now, reaching out on a limb, but he felt sure it was true and the handwriting expert would look at them soon. Caroline had forwarded them to him in her text message, and in turn King had sent them on to Neil Ramsay. Amherst had then confirmed that Sir Hugo Hollandrake had often signed off on internal documents with his elaborate initial. He was certain enough to have forwarded them on to the documentation department where they were trying to contact a graphologist.  
 
    “A long time ago,” Hollandrake admitted. “She got back in contact. She’s in financial trouble, needed a door or two opened for her. It wasn’t something I wanted brought out into the open. I was on her university select committee as an adviser and donor. A patron. She was so vibrant, so beautiful…” 
 
    “Does your wife know?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I believe your daughter is at university now.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Important time for her,” King said. “Wouldn’t be easy for her with a huge story like this unravelling.” 
 
    “Are you bribing me?” Hollandrake smirked. “Is that it? Money?” 
 
    “Your DNA was in Amanda’s flat,” King lied again. He was on a roll. “The bathroom. All sorts in there. Toothbrush, razor, the taps, towels. You rekindled the affair. You both had much to gain and entered some sort of mutual cooperation.” 
 
    “How much do you want?” 
 
    “You don’t deny being there recently?” 
 
    Hollandrake shrugged. “What’s the point?” 
 
    King relaxed. His bluff had paid off. He looked at Hollandrake as he sipped some more tea. He put the cup down on the blotter in front of him. “We’ll kick off with the affair,” King said. “Leak what we have. A sordid affair with a student in an institution where you were patron. How you abused a position of power. Now, rekindled all these years later. Or perhaps it was ongoing? Anyway, right now the DNA is the clincher. A lost report that will turn up on the desk of a major newspaper. Let the press have some fun with it. And then the tax fraud. Both in the minimal and fraudulent amount of tax paid and the over inflated figure of VAT claimed. We’ll let the tax man get the ball rolling on that one.” King shook his head. “You know? The decent public, the majority, don’t like four things. Treachery, corrupt public officials, terrorists and adulterers. I’d say you’ve covered the bases.” 
 
    “How much do you want?” 
 
    “What are you offering?” 
 
    “Who else knows?” 
 
    King smiled. “Just me.” He took out the Glock pistol, rested it on the desk, the muzzle covering Hollandrake’s chest. “Sorry, force of habit. You ask who else knows, I say just me, you take out a gun and shoot me, claiming I broke in and tried to kill you…” 
 
    “But I don’t have a gun,” Hollandrake said. 
 
    King smiled. “I know. There are metal detectors downstairs. Your close protection officer filed off before he reached them. You walked straight through.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I know things. I see things. I have other people seeing things for me.” 
 
    “Are you wired?” 
 
    King laughed. “No, I’m not wired. But I have a phone.” 
 
    “How did you get your gun through?” 
 
    King shrugged. “I know how to do things. I know how to appear and disappear.” 
 
    “Five hundred thousand. Today. To make it all go away.” 
 
    King shook his head. “That’s not a bad figure,” he said. “But you sanctioned the killings. You knew Ian Snell was going to die, and you knew at least four other people would die to cover up the motive for his death. And then there’s the collateral damage. The bodyguards, the chauffeurs, the men out in the South African bush, the innocent family down in Cornwall. And then there’s the South African intelligence agent, the prisoner he was escorting with Caroline.” 
 
    “One million.” 
 
    “And my fiancé. Two attempts on her life,” King paused. He put the pistol down on the desk, took his phone out of his pocket. “Damn. I’m not great with these smartphones, I appear to have been recording this entire meeting…” 
 
    “Five,” Hollandrake said. “Five million, I keep the phone and you destroy all the evidence you have collected. Agree to this right now, I can get the money before the end of the day.” 
 
    “My fiancé,” King said contemptuously. “The first contract killers were going to rape her and cut her throat.” He took an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket and placed it on the desk. “The second attempt almost had her burn alive in the wreckage of a car. The poor South African intelligence agent wasn’t so lucky. The prisoner, Vigus Badenhorst didn’t deserve to die. And certainly not like that.” 
 
    “I can get you five today. I can arrange another three by the end of the week,” Hollandrake said. “That’s eight million for your phone and your silence. Think about it. Nobody even wins that much on the lottery anymore.” 
 
    “Who’s your contact in the South African Secret Service?” 
 
    Hollandrake shook his head. “You have to give me something back.” 
 
    “I don’t have to give you anything.” 
 
    Hollandrake held up his hands. “Look. I’ll write down his name for you. I just need your guarantee that you won’t release what evidence you have. That you won’t go after my wife. That all of this will go away.” 
 
    King picked up a pen and tossed it over to him. “Go on then,” he said. “A little test of faith.” 
 
    Hollandrake picked up a sheet from the file, folded it over and scribbled down the name. He got unsteadily out of his chair and passed it down to King. He glanced at the pistol on the desk, started to hesitate.  
 
    King smiled. “You won’t make it,” he said. He snatched the paper off him and Hollandrake flinched. King folded it and slipped it into his pocket. Hollandrake ignored the pistol and returned to his chair. 
 
    “We have a deal?” 
 
    “What?” King asked. 
 
    “You’ll help this to all go away,” Hollandrake said. He coughed, clearing his throat. “The affair, the tax, everything else…” 
 
    King shook his head. “You know that won’t happen, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s not how this is going to play out,” King said. “You are the Home Secretary. You are odds-on favourite to be the next Prime Minister. Everyone knows the PM is not going to make her full term. You advocated multiple murders…” 
 
    “I have been responsible for millions going to charities and worthy causes! To people in dire need!” Hollandrake snapped. “Anarchy to Recreate Society showed people what the rich really were.” 
 
    “The rich?” King asked. “Cheats, liars, megalomaniacs. Like yourself, for instance? People who don’t pay enough tax, who falsify their figures.” King picked up the envelope, turned it over. “You’re going to answer for your involvement in, or awareness of Anarchy to Recreate Society and the murders they carried out. And that makes you complicit to murder, an accomplice. You’re going to answer for South Africa. You are going to be investigated by HMRC as well as the Monopolies and Mergers Commission. Your efforts to corrupt an investigation by paying off the lead pathologist to falsify her findings in the forensic investigation of a man’s murder will be handed over to the police. And your wife will answer to her involvement in shell companies owned by both you and the late Sir Ian Snell. The Goliath ICBM contract will be quashed. Your involvement in securing a contract in which you have a substantial conflict of interest will be laid out for debate. I imagine the government will fall like a house of cards. When you walk into prison, the only way you’ll ever leave will be in a box.”  
 
    Hollandrake had turned pale. Ashen. King thought he looked about ready to have a heart attack. Which was apt considering what King was about to do next. 
 
    King picked up the envelope and tossed it across to the Home Secretary. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked, but his expression had not changed. 
 
    “It’s a way out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go home. Kiss your wife, phone your daughter for a chat and pour yourself a large Scotch. Then take the pill.” 
 
    Hollandrake opened the envelope, peered inside. The pill was a capsule. It was red at one end and green at the other. 
 
    “It will bring on a heart attack,” King said. “You won’t know what is happening after a few minutes. You’ll be mourned. Your obituary will be clean. You’ll be page one in the papers and opening feature on the tv news. And Mrs Hollandrake gets to keep her twinset and pearls, ride her horses, attend the hunt ball and sip a Pimm’s at this years’ regatta.” 
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    He applied the tape first around her wrists, her hands in front of her. Then, he pulled her up into a sitting position, wound the tape around her elbow and worked it around her back until he pushed it through the crook of her other elbow. He doubled the table back and repeated. He pushed her back down and her head struck the floor. She winced, but was still unconscious. It was a sign she would be regaining consciousness soon. 
 
    Giorgi looked down at Caroline, reached out and cupped her left breast. He smoothed his hand over the soft mound, gently squeezed, then worked his way slowly to her right. He smiled, a thin, predatory smile. His eyes were set hard and he watched her face as he fondled and then, lowered his touch. 
 
    Caroline opened her eyes, exploded into action, kicking and shuffling to get him off her. She couldn’t work her arms, struggled to comprehend what was happening, reason why she could not fight this vile beast off her. When she realised she was bound with tape, she panicked further. 
 
    Giorgi looked shocked, but he smiled again as he pushed her back down onto the floor and slapped her hard across the cheek. She recoiled, seeing the blow coming towards her, but was unable to block or avoid it. She could see the next blow, and this time, his fist was bunched. She clenched her teeth, and dipped her head, but gasped as the punch glanced off the side of her head, stunning her. He followed up with another punch, this time catching her jaw. 
 
    “Enough!” Amanda barked at him from the doorway. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “Just having some fun,” he said, his Russian accent thick and guttural. 
 
    “You’ll get your fun later,” she said. 
 
    Caroline spat out a glob of bloody spit and coughed, blood seeping down and irritating the back of her throat. “You’re letting this pervert assault me?” She shook her head. “Jesus, you’re messed up! Killing is one thing, but as a woman, you condone him touching me like that?” 
 
    Amanda glared at Giorgi. “No, I do not.” 
 
    Giorgi stood up. He stood six two and had plenty of covering over his muscular frame. He looked like he lifted weights and ate burgers in similar quantities. He was pale and sweaty, flushed pink from his recent exertion. Caroline grimaced, thought him a repulsive beast. 
 
    Amanda walked over and dropped her medical bag on the table. “You’re a bloody fool, Giorgi. You don’t touch her again. You certainly don’t do anything sexual to her. Do you understand?” 
 
    Giorgi nodded.  
 
    Caroline looked relieved. She relaxed a little, although she glared daggers up at the Russian. 
 
    Amanda made her way to the fridge, opened the icebox and took out the ice tray. She laid out a tea towel and upended the ice tray. She folded the ends in, walked back to Caroline and placed it on the side of her face. The cold soothed her, took the sting from the slap, the dull ache from the punch. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Caroline. Her voice calm, her tone grateful. She had done hostage courses in both the army and MI5. She knew the importance of pushing the human element. To show your captors that you are a person, a being of equal importance.  
 
    Amanda moved the compress gently, covered her face, then took out an ice cube and rubbed it over Caroline’s lips. She eased it inside her mouth. Caroline was grateful for it, taking it and swilling it around her mouth with her tongue, both easing the swelling and slaking her thirst. Amanda gave her another, then stood back up.  
 
    She turned to Giorgi. “You’d better hope this bitch doesn’t bruise easily,” she said. “Or I will have to find a way to graze her cheek, make it look like she did it falling into the river.” 
 
    Caroline gasped. “What?” She struggled with her bindings, went to sit up but Giorgi pushed her back down. 
 
    “Not too rough!” Amanda shouted. She walked calmly to the table, opened her medical bag and took out a glass bottle and a cloth. “Here, I have some chloroform.” She opened the bottle, carefully poured some onto the cloth and walked back. 
 
    Caroline could not take her eyes off the bottle. She tensed as Amanda knelt back down. “Please…” 
 
    Amanda said nothing. She folded the cloth over, then pushed it into Caroline’s face. Caroline lurched and kicked out wildly. She groaned, but with every second the cloth remained pushed into her mouth and nose, her movements slowed. After about five seconds, her eyes closed, and she relaxed, dropping back lifelessly to the floor.   
 
    49 
 
      
 
    Bukov opened the doors to the service stairway, checked behind him as he stepped through and closed the door. The stairway smelled of concrete and dust. It had not been painted in here. There was no need. The stairway was used infrequently. The maintenance crew used it once a week to access the window cleaning system and carry out routine checks on the air-conditioning. Much of their work was now computerised, with checks made on the operating systems using a tablet with Wi-Fi. He had been told that chances of being compromised by a member of the maintenance team were slim, and he was to eliminate them in any case. He would. He had no problem with collateral damage. 
 
    He opened the door at the top, peered cautiously around the gable and stepped out onto the roof.  
 
    Events had transpired, or conspired even, to move the plan along. To take what he had been promised, to exfiltrate in time and to disappear meant that Gipri Bashwani needed to die today. There was simply no time to delay. The press would have their story, the people supporting the manifesto of Anarchy to Recreate Society would have their speculation realised, and would continue to support the cause. There would be none, of course. Not unless, like terrorists of ISIS or Al Qaeda, people took to the cause of their own accord and claimed their actions under the banner of Anarchy to Recreate Society. Bukov could live with that, despite being solely involved so that Helena Snell could inherit and claim her deceased husband’s assets, Bukov believed that he had done some good. Money had been off-loaded by the wealthiest, given to the needy, and he had shaken the new world order to its core. The acquisition of wealth, of multi-billionaire status, would never be the same again. He was proud that Helena’s plan had been realised. Proud to have taken a pivotal role in it. 
 
    Helena had come from nothing. She had been raped and abused by oligarchs on the Black Sea coast, handed around at parties, treated like a piece of meat and made to feel worthless. She had vowed never to feel like that again. She had moved to the West and soon found herself working in lap dancing clubs and on the books of various escort agencies. The same life, just a different location. But she had eventually found a man to take her away from that. Ian Snell had not been a ‘Sir’ back then, but he had been her way out of that life. She had contacted Viktor Bukov soon afterwards. The pair had been on and off lovers since their teens, but Bukov had joined the army, made it into Spetsnaz and rarely came home. When he did, the two would hook up, and that had been crux of their relationship ever since. Now that Helena had found her way out, lived a life of wealth and excess, she had wanted the one person who could make her both physically and emotionally happy. 
 
    Bukov surveyed the scene, studied the buildings. He knew that Gipri Bashwani’s offices lay across the road to the east. That was good, because it would put the late afternoon sun on his back. Witnesses inside Bashwani’s building would unlikely see the muzzle flash from the big .338 Lapua Magnum rifle with the sun behind it. They would not hear the shot either. The glass would be too thick. Other witnesses, those on the ground mainly, would hear the noise, but they would not see Bukov from his elevated position. He estimated to be on his way down to the street before the alarm was even raised. In the car with Helena and safely away before any police presence was made. 
 
    He had already chosen his position. It lay in the lee of one of the air-conditioning units, approximately the size of a large garden shed, and constructed from sheet steel with a felt lined roof. He laid down and opened the bag. He spread out the groundsheet, laid his sandbag on the edge. He positioned himself, tested it. Checked he was prone enough to remain out of view.  Two hundred metres distant he could see a figure inside Bashwani’s office. Bukov took out the Barrett M98 Bravo rifle and assembled the barrel and retracted the shoulder stock. The Schmidt and Bender 5-25 x 56 scope was already attached and zeroed to two hundred metres. He took off the scope covers and rested the rifle down, the barrel making a steady indentation in the sandbag. He positioned himself behind the rifle, brought the scope to within two inches of his right eye. Easing his head up slowly, he took in Bashwani’s frame in the sights. He made tiny adjustments, gradually brought the crosshairs up and lined them dead centre on Bashwani’s head.  
 
    The Indian was talking animatedly into a landline phone. His tie had been loosened and he had rolled up his shirtsleeves. His suit jacket hung on the back of the chair. Bashwani was a doer, a man who led from the front and had worked practically every day of his life.  
 
    Bukov felt there could have been better targets, people more befitting the perception of tax dodging, corporate oligarchs, but Bashwani had been right up there in the wealth stakes and Helena had chosen him because of the practicalities. The man turned up for work every day. He was a creature of habit. But most importantly, he was a man who would take Helena Snell’s call. And that, unless Bukov was mistaken, was who the man was talking to at this moment. 
 
    Helena was offering Bashwani a deal. A way for the software giant to get his fingers into the Goliath contract, via the backdoor. She knew the man had tendered for the contract, and she knew how much it had irked him that the government had championed GeoSpec from day one. Bashwani’s company would have provided the motherboards and guidance systems faster than GeoSpec and for a far lower bid. But post-Brexit meant that the government were investing more in the United Kingdom and that had been the Home Secretary’s angle from the start.  
 
    Bukov checked his mobile phone. There was no message. He rested it beside the rifle as he inserted the loaded magazine and worked the bolt action, chambering the .338 Lapua Magnum cartridge. He shouldered the weapon again, eased his eye back to the scope and sighted on the of the centre of the man’s chest. He was not confident of the bullet’s trajectory after breaking through the glass, but he knew it would not deviate drastically enough to be off target for an upper torso shot. Bukov was confident that he would get a follow up shot. This would travel through the bullet hole in the glass, which he estimated would punch out ten inches or so of plate glass. 
 
    The text chimed, and he took his eye away from the man in his sights. 
 
    I’ve put his call on hold now, he’s waiting for me to get back to him. Good luck, my darling x 
 
    Bukov smiled. He put down the phone and sighted in on the last man on his kill list. He could see that Bashwani was resting back in his chair, the phone held loosely while he waited for Helena to deal with an imaginary problem at her end. He eased his eye closer to the sight, checked the crosshairs, lined up on the centre of the man’s chest and took up some pressure on the trigger. He knew there was nobody better in this world with a rifle.  
 
    The shot was his. 
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    The gunshot was suppressed. Virtually silent. Nobody heard a thing. The figure in the rifle scope slumped forwards, most of his head blown out by the subsonic 7.62mm bullet. 
 
    Rashid kept his eye to the scope and watched Viktor Bukov bleeding out. There was no top to his head, but his heart must have still been beating rapidly as the blood ebbed and flowed like a macabre crimson fountain. 
 
    The rifle had tilted upwards as Bukov had slumped over the shoulder stock. Rashid could see the man’s feet trembling. The left foot particularly, so much so, that for a moment, he was tempted to take another shot and see if it made a difference. But he’d been there before. Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria. Other places the SAS had sent him. He’d seen worse. A few more seconds and the man would be dead. 
 
    He ran a hand through his jet black, slightly greasy hair. He’d been in position for over twenty-four hours and realised he could do with a shower. He’d used up his thermos and eaten his sandwiches. He had been nibbling on digestives and sipping bottled water for most of the day. King hadn’t said how long he would be there, but he should have known. The last time he’d listened to him, his hands had been bound and he had very nearly been the star of a beheading video. 
 
    He had chosen his firing position after he had reconnoitred the best position to take the shot at Bashwani. The place that to a true professional, would be the only position worth considering.  
 
    Rashid was a supreme sniper, one of Hereford’s best. When he staked out the roof, decided that it was exactly the place he would have taken the shot, he had then chosen his position to counter-sniper. A taller building to the west. With the setting sun on his back and a decent elevation. A shot of three hundred metres with the Accuracy International 7.62mm rifle and the 7.62x51mm extra heavy 28g soft-nosed bullet.  
 
    Rashid looked at the scanner beside him. He had been able to fix on Bukov’s mobile phone signal and intercept the incoming text message in time. He would admit it had been close. But this was an unofficial operation. He had agreed when King approached him. Partly because it intrigued him - King was a maverick, and he liked the MI5 man with his SAS links and even more shadowy past - and partly because he lived for this sort of thing. The chance to take down a former Spetsnaz sniper on a rooftop in London, while saving an oblivious billionaire businessman? Pitting his sniper skills against a man reputed to have killed a man at six thousand metres? King had Rashid reeled in within the first minute. 
 
    Rashid packed up the scanner and then quickly and efficiently stripped down the rifle. When he had everything squared away, he texted King. 
 
    It’s done. You owe me a pint…  
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    At first King had thought the text message had been from Caroline. He checked it, disheartened, but also pleased Rashid had come up trumps. He knew the man would. He hadn’t had much contact with him since they had worked together a year before, but they had hit it off and formed a tight bond, like many who fought alongside each other, and in such a brief time. He knew Rashid would do anything for him, but he also knew he would also do the same for the young SAS officer. The first Pakistani and Muslim officer to have led an SAS unit in a warzone. Rashid had later infiltrated ISIS and even taken up arms against the US-led Iraqi army to maintain his cover. In King’s view, Rashid was hardcore and as good a soldier as he had ever met. 
 
    With no news from Caroline, King had been concerned enough to seek out the watcher team that had earlier put Amanda Cunningham under surveillance. Normally he would have backed off and left her alone. That had been their rule. But this felt different somehow. This was Amanda Cunningham, and nothing would surprise him, after what he had witnessed in Amherst’s office. 
 
    The lead surveillance officer was on route and he wasn’t happy. King couldn’t care less, hadn’t pulled his punches on the phone. 
 
    His phone chimed, and he took it out. He saw it was Ramsay. He had forwarded the photographs of the letters Caroline had sent him. He hadn’t seen why she had sent them, but he had forwarded them higher up the chain. Ramsay was a doer, and King trusted him. He had texted back with Amherst’s revelation and told him that he was to consider Hollandrake and Amanda Cunningham in total collusion. At least until an expert could verify the writing and initials in the photographs of the letters. Ramsay had not seen Caroline, he had checked with Mereweather and Director Amherst, but nobody knew anything. Caroline’s whereabouts was unknown. 
 
    King responded to Ramsay’s text. Told him where to meet and what to bring. 
 
    King thought more about the curious Amanda Cunningham. There had been niggles, things that she had said that didn’t ring true. King was certain she had said she was staying in Truro, but then she had turned up for breakfast in Falmouth. And King had not told her that his windscreens had been shattered, merely that he had suffered car trouble, but she had asked if the company had fixed his windscreen. Could she have been involved? In cahoots with Helena Snell and Viktor Bukov as well as Hollandrake? King was certain of it. But he did not yet know to what extent. Falsifying pathology and forensic reports, or something altogether darker?  
 
     He stepped forwards, his foot crunching on the gravel. He withdrew, placed it back on the soft earth of the garden. There were no lights shining within. He drew the Glock 9mm and held it loosely by his side. He was about to ease around the garden to the path, but changed his mind. Something told him he was running out of time. Or at least, Caroline was. He stepped out, crunched across the gravel and strode up the steps. He reached the door for number three. Amanda Cunningham’s home address. He tried the door, then stepped back a pace and drove a front kick into it, just below the lock. The door didn’t give. Not a bit. But it did when King put three 9mm bullets into the lock and kicked again. The shots rang out and already dogs were barking, lights switching on and there were a couple of shouts further down the street. 
 
    He didn’t have much time. He stepped through the doorway. Kept the pistol aimed in front of him as he swept through, well-practiced and fluid. Although, the stakes had never felt higher. He carried a small tactical torch in his left hand, the pistol in his right, with his right wrist resting on his left. The weapon and torch swept through together, the beam acting as much like a pointer to shoot at as it did to light the way. 
 
    The flat was small, and King had covered and cleared it inside two minutes. He switched on the lights and switched off the torch and pocketed it. He tucked the pistol back into his waistband and went into the bathroom. He was aware that if Caroline text messaged him from here, then she would probably have done so in the secure surroundings of the bathroom. A door you could close behind you without arousing suspicion. He looked through the bin, checked the cabinet. He could see the men’s razor and toothbrush that Caroline had mentioned in her text. He took the towel off the radiator, checked it over, then dropped it on the floor as he walked back outside. There was nothing of any significance in there. 
 
    The kitchen was different. He could see the blood splatters on the floor. Just a few specs, but enough for his heart to pound against his chest cavity. Was it Caroline’s? There was no way of knowing. Not until it could be tested for DNA.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    King spun around, saw Ramsay standing in the corridor. He lowered the pistol. He had drawn it and aimed it with twenty years’ practice and it showed. Ramsay’s eyes were wide with fear and his face pale. 
 
    “Come in, don’t be shy,” King said, 
 
    “Where did you get that gun?” 
 
    King shrugged. He pointed at the floor. “Blood. You need to get it tested. I suspect it’s Caroline’s.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus!” Ramsay took out his phone, thumbed the screen and dialled. He stepped back outside and started to speak quickly.  
 
    King saw another man hovering near Ramsay. He looked uncertain what to do. 
 
    “John Adams?” King asked. He’d tucked the pistol back into his waistband and covered it up with his jacket. 
 
    “Yes. King?” 
 
    “That’s me,” he said. “Have you got it?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “No buts. Put it on the table.” 
 
    “We were assigned to the surveillance.” 
 
    “Then why did you stop?”  
 
    “Our remit was to observe the target going to work, and allow your agent to gain entrance to the target’s flat. As it was, it was a damned near-run thing. I got through to your agent in time, but she must have passed her on the street.” 
 
    “And you didn’t check that she was okay?” 
 
    Adams shrugged. “I thought we were job done. We were off to the next OP.” 
 
    King snatched up the package and walked past the man. Walked past before he punched him. He met Ramsay in the corridor. “Have you got it?” 
 
    Ramsay nodded. “Look, Alex, there are official procedures you’re negating. Anything you record will be inadmissible in court.”  
 
    “I’m not after evidence,” King said. “I’m after confirmation.” Ramsay followed King down the steps and along the path. King turned back to him. “What are you driving?” 
 
    “Dark grey Vauxhall,” he said. “Over there.” 
 
    They crossed the road together. Ramsay was on edge, he walked around to the boot of the vehicle. He glanced both ways and King sighed. It was evident that the man was not a field agent. Ramsay took out the bag and handed it to him. “We’ll arrange its return later.” 
 
    King nodded as he took the bag. He didn’t say anything else, simply walked back to his BMW and dropped it onto the passenger seat as he got inside. He glanced across the street at Ramsay. The man was standing by his car and talking on his mobile phone. No doubt, arranging for a forensics team to come and go over Amanda Cunningham’s flat.  
 
    King could hear distant sirens. There was a blue, strobe-like phosphorescence in the distance. It would be the police in response to the gunshots. King saw Ramsay take out his identification wallet. He would be getting ready to Section D the police and any press when they arrived. Keeping the discharge of a firearm quiet was going to take a bit of selling, but King would ditch the weapon when he was done. There wouldn’t be anything to tie it to him. 
 
    He started the engine and pulled out onto the road. Drove a few streets before he pulled in, leaving the police behind him. He opened the briefcase Adams had given him and switched on the display within. The tracker planted on Amanda Cunningham was indicated with a code written on a post-it note. Typical MI5 tech. King punched in the code and a dot appeared on the screen. It flashed slowly. King adjusted the screen and could see it was a static dot on a map. South of his position, near the river. He knew the area. It wasn’t the best part of town. He pulled back out into the road and followed the tracker, but he already knew that it would lead to Amanda, and not necessarily Caroline. But blood had been on the floor of Amanda’s flat, and this was the only lead he had to go on. Right now, he would bet his life that the blood did not belong to Amanda Cunningham.  
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    Caroline was coming round. She felt groggy and her jaw ached. Her neck was stiff, just taking the weight of her head was an effort, as she moved her chin from her chest, sending shooting pains down her spine. She was aware she was seated, and the upright position made her feel unbalanced. She squinted at the light, the bare bulb dazzling her eyes, forcing her to blink. She tried to move her hands, but they were stuck. She squinted again, realised they were taped in front of her. Her arms were restrained too, at least three strands of silver coloured duct tape was wrapped around her elbows securing them to her waist. She tried to force her arms out, twist her wrists, but they were simply too tight.  
 
    She couldn’t remember anything since the kitchen. Then she thought of Giorgi touching her, the look in his eye. The thought of him made her squirm on the chair. She had no idea if he had interfered with her. She tensed her thighs, her buttocks, didn’t feel any different down there. Prayed he hadn’t done more to her after the chloroform had kicked in. She thought about Amanda Cunningham and her concern, if not callously for evidence of foul play not to show up on Caroline’s post-mortem. She realised the desperation of her situation, and her heart raced in response. She needed to calm herself. There was always hope.  
 
    She was in a bathroom. It was unfamiliar. Dirty. There was mildew set in the grout of the tiles and the tiles themselves were chipped and stained. She noticed a tide mark around the bath, but she wouldn’t have believed the owner of this property had used it in a while. The flooring was just plain wooden boards, but not sanded and prepared and the gripper around the edge indicated that a lino floor had been pulled up at some time or other and no further work had commenced. 
 
    She heard heavy footsteps and they grew louder rapidly. Giorgi entered carrying two large builder’s buckets with screw down lids. They were twice the size of the feed buckets Caroline had used on her uncle’s farm where she helped as a child during stays in school holidays. They had writing on them, but her eyes were too blurred to see, although she made out the word mortar. Giorgi dropped them down and they made a sloshing noise. He ignored her, walked past her and reached into the bath. Caroline had contemplated faking unconsciousness, but she had not been quick enough. Besides, Giorgi hadn’t so much as glanced in her direction when he entered. 
 
    “Wait!” Amanda snapped at him as she stepped into the room. “Gloves. Gloves at all times!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Caroline asked weakly. 
 
    “Killing you,” Amanda replied coldly. She studied Caroline, smiled when she saw her reaction. “Gosh, your face! Oh, it’s a picture!” 
 
    “But you’re a pathologist,” Caroline said disbelievingly. “You trained in medicine. This isn’t you.” 
 
    “So?” Amanda stared at her. “I’ve been working in pathology and forensics for almost ten years. I work with corpses all day long. My work solves murders. That makes me the perfect murderer. I have the highest insight into not only how to kill most effectively, but how to avoid tell-tale signatures and traces of evidence. And I don’t have a problem with killing you. There is too much standing in the way to keep you alive. You think I care what happens to you? If I did, I wouldn’t have slept with your boyfriend.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Caroline said emphatically. “He has taste.” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “Would you like the details? Your pretty little Union Jack cushions in the lounge; tastefully faded, or stonewashed, of course. Very Cool Britannia, very retro. The barbeque area as well. I mean, who the hell barbeques on a cold evening in April? Oh, and that captain’s trunk at the foot of your bed. Nice and tidy for all your bed covers.” 
 
    “So?” Caroline did her best to shrug it all off. “You’re describing the inside of our cottage, not the man you say you slept with. I know you two had dinner together, you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Go on then,” Caroline sneered back at her. “Hairy chest or smooth? Six pack or not? He has a scar. Where is it? Come to think of it, he has a lot of scars.” 
 
    Amanda looked at her contemptuously. “You’re going to die, and you want to spend your last moments testing me? You have bigger problems, believe me. I suggest you think about something else. Take some time to reflect.” 
 
    Caroline stared at her belligerently. She was damned if she’d do anything this woman told her. “Alex has a small scar on his side. Which side?” 
 
    Amanda scowled. “His left! What do you want? I was fucking him, I didn’t notice a scar!” 
 
    Caroline laughed. “Oh, you poor little girl. How tragic you really are! Alex was shot last year, and he bled internally. A lot. They had to open him up like an umbrella! It looks like Jaws took a bite and decided he tasted like shit and spat him back out!” She shook her head. “You’re a sick little bitch! What could you possibly expect to gain from saying you’d slept with him? Just the chance to hurt someone emotionally? You’re pathetic.” 
 
    Amanda lunged forwards and slapped her across the cheek. Caroline reeled, but didn’t go anywhere. She was securely fastened to the chair and there was little give. Amanda grabbed her around the throat. For the first time, Caroline noticed she was wearing surgical gloves, and the clinical presence of them in relation to the task Amanda had planned, made her heart race faster. Whatever she was planning to do, she was planning to do it well. Amanda stared into her eyes, smiled when she saw the fear and uncertainty. She released her throat and pinched her cheek. 
 
    “I’d never killed before,” she said quietly. “Not before that morning. Kerchenko killed the dog. I was sad about that, but I suppose we couldn’t have had it barking all bloody day.” She let go of Caroline’s face, squatted down on her heels, but her eyes did not shift from Caroline’s own.  
 
    “The Jameson family?” she said. “Why?” 
 
    “We had to cover for Helena and Viktor. They had performed the killings up to that point. But they couldn’t kill Snell, because they needed a cast iron alibi. They were in London, shopping and eating out. CCTV everywhere. Helena called on her cousin. In return for the promise of a large pay day. And I was already involved, Hugo wanted me to corrupt the evidence, or remove it altogether,” Amanda smiled. “Kerchenko was all for tying them up. He would have to take the shot, of course, and I would have to spot the bullet strikes and guide him in towards Snell.” 
 
    “But why kill the entire family?” 
 
    Amanda stroked Caroline’s cheek with the back of her gloved hand. “Does that make you sad?” 
 
    “Of course it does!” 
 
    “Flesh, muscle, fat and bone. That’s all we are.” 
 
    “And feelings and emotion! Love, anger and kindness! Not to mention, unfulfilled potential.” Caroline shook her head. “You could have tied them up! You could have tied the boy up!” 
 
    “We were going to. But the man turned on Kerchenko and they got into a fight. He was mad and scared and fighting for his life. He took Kerchenko by surprise. I was carrying the rifle and I hit him in the face with the buttstock. When he went down, Kerchenko got out his pistol and aimed it at him and the man gave up. Then he lunged at Kerchenko when he thought he was off guard and Kerchenko shot him in the head.” 
 
    “And the wife?” 
 
    Amanda looked to the floor. “Kerchenko handed me his pistol and told me to do it. He wanted us both committed. He didn’t want to be the only one with blood on his hands.” She looked back into Caroline’s eyes. “And I did it,” she said. “I aimed the pistol at her head, saw the tears in her eyes, heard the please escape her lips, and I ended her life. Just like that.” 
 
    Caroline leaned forward. “It’s not too late, Amanda. We can blame it all on Kerchenko and you can let me go. I’ll tell them how you were coerced into going along with their plan, falsifying the pathology evidence.” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “Oh, you just don’t get it, do you? I think the moment I killed that woman was one of the best experiences of my life. I felt… free. Finally! Like I’d lived my entire life to rules and expectation, but released my entire repressed soul in that one act. I went straight into that little boy’s room and I suffocated him. God, you should have seen the look in his eyes, like that moment was everything to him. As if nothing he had experienced in his life had truly mattered up until that moment. We shared something special, something infinite. Something truly unique. After that, I wanted to take the shot, but Kerchenko wouldn’t let me. The rifle had been zeroed. Viktor knew the exact distance and had used a laser range finder and maps to get the range, and zeroed the rifle on a table with a vice. He’d taken his time, used a lot of ammunition on Bodmin Moor to get the rifle perfectly set up for the shot. Kerchenko was an experienced marksman in the military, but he still took three shots to hit Snell’s corpse.”               “You’re sick!” Caroline shook her head. “That poor family.” 
 
    “God, it gave me a taste for it,” she said emphatically. “Kerchenko gave me the incendiary device to plant in your cottage. I couldn’t wait to go along with that. I used the excuse of visiting your bathroom, but I planted the device in your bedroom. I also planted the tracker Kerchenko gave me in King’s travel bag. A cut with a scalpel, a few expert stitches and Plan-B was instigated, and all the while, super-agent downstairs was oblivious. Your sanctimonious boyfriend thought I was drunk, but I was pouring it down the sink, into the fireplace, behind the sofa. Everywhere! Acting like a drunken little floosy, and the entire time, he’s shitting himself because he’s got this unstable, and dare I say, desirable, woman fast getting out of control in his house, while his little woman is none the wiser!” She laughed, patted Caroline on the cheek and stood up. “I drove away, but only so he would follow. He’s a noble man, but that’s not practical in his line of work. I see it as a flaw. Because if he hadn’t chased after me, in my supposed drunken state, he wouldn’t have driven back into Kerchenko’s ambush.” 
 
    “It didn’t do Kerchenko much good though, did it?” Caroline retorted. 
 
    Amanda smiled. “Fair enough. But I was the one who pressed the detonator on your lovely cottage. Shame I missed King. But the tracker fooled him, and we would always get another chance. God, imagine if I’d killed him with that blast? I would love to be here, looking into those doe like eyes of yours and telling you how he died. How he burned and screamed his way into hell.” 
 
    Caroline scoffed. “It will take a better person than you,” she paused. “You know? You’re not that great. You didn’t move the two missed bullets from the scene. Forget that? Or was Alex too quick for you, too thorough?” 
 
    Amanda laughed. “Well, I think from what I saw of his work, he got lucky.” 
 
    “He switched reports, or at least had them switched.” 
 
    “What reports?” she asked, incredulously. 
 
    “Snell’s medical report. His entire medical history.” 
 
    “So, what?” 
 
    “Ian Snell was a diabetic. King suspected he had to be more than merely asleep with a gun like a point three-three-eight going off across the valley. He suspected he was unconscious, or dead already.” 
 
    “Rubbish!” Amanda looked uncertain, but she knew there was no way that her findings could look anything but fraudulent now. 
 
    “I can’t remember the medical name for it, but it was a diabetic coma, and massive organ failure that finished Snell,” she paused. “But you knew that. You just didn’t want anybody else to know that. And now that you have completed your autopsy with no mention of his condition, let alone signs of his glucose induced coma, then anybody can see that your examination was bogus. Basically, you’ve been uncovered, whatever you decide to do with me.”  
 
    The revelation had stopped Amanda in her tracks. She looked contemptuously at Caroline, but couldn’t hold her stare. She looked past her, at some apparent point of interest on the wall. It was clear to Caroline that she was weighing her alternatives, making her next decision based on this revelation. Up until now, Amanda Cunningham hadn’t known that she was on somebody’s radar. Let alone a team from MI5. 
 
    She let out a deep sigh, then swept a hand towards the bath and smiled as Giorgi arrived with two more buckets. He opened the lids and started to pour the buckets into the bath. 
 
    “Thames water,” she said. “Full of parasites, minerals, sewerage. Nasty stuff, but the same water they’ll find your body in tomorrow. Or sometime afterwards. You see, Giorgi here will hold you down, drown you, and the water that goes into your lungs, your stomach, that even gets sucked up into your other orifices as you struggle, as your body goes into spasm, will be the same water that you’ll be found in. It won’t look like murder, just an unfortunate trip and fall. Giorgi knows a quiet place to drop you off. Much easier to do it here, at our convenience. Do the job right. Too many variables drowning you out there, potential witnesses, the chance of escape. No, this way, we get to kill you, then dispose of you in the right location. Once we’ve checked thoroughly and are confident that nobody will see.” 
 
    Caroline could feel her pulse quickening. It was racing like she had sprinted to exhaustion, but she tried to remain calm. There may be an opportunity, but only if she was calm enough to recognise it. “Amanda,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to do this…” 
 
    “No, I do,” she said. “We can control this. Bukov and Giorgi can silence the chain. And besides, I really want to. I want to watch you die. You’re a sanctimonious, stuck up bitch. I want to see all that confidence, all that superiority wiped off your face.” She turned to Giorgi and said, “Let’s do this.” 
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    King could hear Caroline screaming from upstairs. He had heard and recorded their conversation using the parabolic directional microphone he had been given by Randall. He had heard enough and was now outside in the darkness, studying the property and working out his best approach. 
 
    Intrigue had kept him listening to the live feed. And now he was worried he’d left it too late. He had wanted answers, needed them. But things had escalated quickly and now he could hear her desperation, and could only imagine what was happening. He had moved as soon as Amanda Cunningham had told Caroline what the dirty water was for.  
 
    The building was derelict. One of eight empty terraced houses that looked set for demolition. They were on the bank of the Thames, in an area that would have once thrived industrially. A vacant warehouse loomed behind the houses and he had noticed a property development sign on a security fence further up the road. 
 
    King tried another door. It was locked, but unlike the previous two he had looked at, this one was not battened shut. He put his ear to the wood, pushed so hard it almost made a seal. He could feel vibrations. He could hear muffled moans. This had to be it. This was the door. And then, ominous in its abruptness, he heard nothing. Stillness. 
 
    King stepped back and aimed a powerful front kick at the lock. Unlike at Amanda’s flat, the door gave way. He stumbled into the hallway and flicked on his torch. He could hear a scream above, and a shout. And then came heavy footsteps. He raised the torch and pistol expectantly. 
 
    The noise, when it came was devastating. He knew, as he dived out of the line of fire, that it was an AK47. He had heard enough of them to know. From both ends. He tore down the hallway, bypassed the stairs to his left and fired five shots into the underside of the staircase above his head. He heard a grunt, then the reply which came in twenty or so 7.62x39mm bullets. They tore through the wooden tread and down into the floor at King’s feet. King had earlier topped the magazine up with the three loose bullets from his pocket and now had ten rounds remaining. He could hear a magazine being changed. The AK47 was a rudimentary tool that was rough and tinny, sharp and hollow. It worked every time because of its simplicity, but it was a noisy and crude thing to work with. King was out from his position and running. He caught the bannister and swung round, took the steps two at a time. When he threw himself to the landing, he saw the man bringing the rifle up to aim. He fired. He wasn’t even close, knew he wouldn’t be, but it was enough to make the man flinch and that gave King enough time to empty his weapon into the man’s neck and face. The man’s head snapped back, and he pulled the trigger in reflex. The AK47 rattled off and bullets tore up the wooden floorboards around King.  
 
    King braced, but felt nothing except splinters of wood and dust raining upon him. He pushed himself up and charged up the stairs onto the landing, slipping in Giorgi’s blood and briefly losing his footing.  
 
    There were a series of battery powered camping lights placed at intervals, but the most light emanated from an open doorway to his left. He knew he should take his time, check for further threats, but he was also painfully aware that there was no time. There was still no sound, but as he neared, he could hear splashing.  
 
    Caroline was face down in the muddy bath. She was struggling, but her legs were tied back to her wrists and she had no strength or flexibility to keep her head out of the water. King lunged to the bath, just as her face went down and her whole body went ominously still. 
 
    King grabbed her roughly and hauled her out. She dropped to the floor like a game fish on the deck of a boat. She wasn’t moving. He took out his knife and sliced the bonds at her wrists, rolled her over onto her back. He started to pump her chest. He knew he should calm down, follow procedure, but he was simply too desperate. He bent down, listened to her for breathing, but her chest was still. He opened her mouth, checked her airway and thrust his fingertips into her carotid artery at the edge of her windpipe. There was a pulse. Faint, but detectable. He knew he had to get air into her, clear the water out of her airway, her lungs. He pinched her nose and breathed steadily. He started to pump her chest again, this time with the knowledge that she had a pulse and he had calmed himself enough to do it right. He worked on the principle that if air went in, he needed to get it back out. He couldn’t simply keep filling the lungs. He breathed for her again, pumped three more times to work her lungs. On the third attempt at breathing for her, she lurched, and a large amount of muddy water spewed out of her mouth. She opened her eyes and turned her head as she was sick. King rolled her over and rubbed her between her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Thank God!” he said. He wasn’t a religious man and had seen enough evil and hostility in the world and questioned the morality of it all enough to call himself an atheist. But he also knew that he had begged for his own survival in the past, and had no idea who he had been begging to.  
 
    Caroline wrapped her arms around him. She was sobbing. He had never seen her in such a state before, but then, she had never been so close to death before. And this from a woman caught in the terrorist’s blast that had killed her fiancé. 
 
    “Where is she?” she rasped, her throat raw, her breathing shallow and wet. The effort of talking make her cough repeatedly. 
 
    King looked up, saw the broken window. He hugged her close. “She’s gone,” he said. 
 
    “And Giorgi?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    She smiled, wiped her tears. “Get her, Alex. I’m okay here. Leave your knife so I can get my legs undone,” she said. “Just get the bitch…” 
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    There were noises. There was ambient light. The city was seldom dark, especially in open ground like this, where the light created a halo around the edges of buildings. The city was seldom quiet either. 
 
    King crouched and listened. He tuned out the natural sounds of his environment, sought only what was out of place. 
 
    He had left the same way as Amanda Cunningham had. Through the broken window and down onto the flat roof. He had jumped the eight feet or so to the overgrown garden. He couldn’t help but think he would have done it quicker than Amanda. This was the sort of thing he did. Or had done until a year ago. The landing shocked him all the way up his spine, and he hobbled out of the garden and into the waste ground. His ankles were stiff from the landing, but he couldn’t think about it. Had to keep moving. 
 
    King could hear footsteps on loose gravel ahead of him. He crouched low again. Closed his eyes briefly, putting his focus into his hearing. It was unmistakable. Someone was running. This wasn’t the place to take a jog. Not at this time of night. Uneven ground, no street lights, the risk of drug addicts and the homeless avoiding the law. He was certain that the noise was coming from Amanda Cunningham as she made her escape. 
 
    The waste land was mainly rubble. It was a predominantly flat area, but in places, great piles of rubble and earth had been piled high in the early stage of a previous failed development. King ran, skirting the hillocks. It reminded him of the terrain in Northern Iraq. He had fought there with the Kurds against ISIS. He had hunted battle hardened, armed and ruthless men on this kind of ground. Amanda Cunningham didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    He was gaining on the noise. He tracked across to his right, could hear the noise on his left. It came from behind one of the hillocks of earth. He crouched low again, could hear breathing. She was breathless. He tried to imagine her - scared, cowering behind the mound of earth, praying he wouldn’t find her. Vulnerable.  
 
    He edged forwards. He could hear her. She was close. He edged forwards again, heard something on the air. Like a draught, or something scything through the air…  
 
    King was caught with the blow, absorbed it fully with his arm and shoulder, but the force at which it was travelling made the length of wood glance upwards and strike the side of his head. He went down hard. His ear ringing, his face hot and throbbing, his arm numbed from the impact. He tried to get up, but sensed the second blow before it got close enough and he rolled. The length of wood struck the ground, rebounded high in the air. 
 
    When he came to rest, he was sitting, his legs outstretched, his hands on the ground. Amanda’s eyes blazed in the gloom. She pulled the seven-foot length of four by two back, struggled to raise it, but got it above her head. King noted that she must have changed strategy and was attempting to strike with the thin edge. If it caught him like that, he wouldn’t be going anywhere. She rushed forwards, bringing the plank down like a giant sword. King heaved himself forwards, rolled and came up inside her guard, the plank crashing harmlessly to the ground. He headbutted her hard, missing the bridge of her nose, but striking like for like against her forehead. She grimaced and fell, dropping the wood. She held her forehead, looked up at him and spat. King twisted, took the spit on his arm. 
 
    “Bastard!” she screamed. 
 
    King nodded. He’d heard the insult a thousand times before. The first time he had been seven and his own mother had used it. That had been her name for him - in the confines of their home - ever since.  
 
    The Bastard’s bastard.   
 
    “How’s your woman?” she asked, vehemently. “I held her under the water for as long as I could before I had to leave. She was pretty much out of it by then. I’ll give her that, she put up a fight, right ‘til the end.” 
 
    “You’ve failed, Amanda,” King said. “She’s okay. I’ve spoken to her. I was going to stay, but she wanted me to get after you.” 
 
    She looked up at him dubiously. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She shook her head, looked down dejectedly to the ground. 
 
    “Was it worth it?” 
 
    “It would have been,” she said despondently. “The payoff would have been good.” She looked up at him, the hardness gone, an uncertainty in her eyes. “It still could be. We can cut you in. There will be enough to make you a rich man.”   
 
    King smiled. “Sir Hugo said that too.” 
 
    “And you didn’t take it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Your loss,” she said callously. “So, what’s your price?” 
 
    King stared down at her. It was all so business like. She had deceived and murdered. Lied, manipulated and falsified evidence. He thought of the attempts on his life, the destruction of his cottage and the attempt to murder Caroline so callously. He would enjoy handing her over to the police. Of being a part of her conviction. 
 
    “Get up,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not over,” she said. “You lot have gone over this mob-handed. You shot Ivan Kerchenko.” 
 
    “In self-defence.” 
 
    “You’re not legally allowed to carry a gun.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” King shrugged. “You’re not meant to trespass carrying FAMAS assault rifles and start shooting. Nor, plant incendiary devices in people’s bedrooms. Blow up and burn down their house. I acted in self-defence.” 
 
    “You’ll get five years alone, just for carrying the illegal gun.” 
 
    “I found it,” he said. 
 
    “Happenstance,” she nodded in reply. “I was made a scapegoat. You lot piled this all on me. That’s what I’ll say, and stick to.” 
 
    “You blew up my house…”  
 
    “Prove it!” 
 
    King shook his head. “It’s all recorded. A parabolic directional microphone. You’ve certainly filled in the gaps for me. And I’ve recorded your entire conversation with Caroline. Right up to the point you tried to drown her in that filthy bath tub.” 
 
    “Someone had to fill in the gaps for you! You were bloody clueless!” 
 
    King smiled. “You saw what I wanted you to see. I knew there was something amiss as soon as you were assigned. Simply put, you shouldn’t have been the lead on an investigation like Sir Ian Snell’s murder. And I didn’t believe you travelled down to Cornwall by helicopter that day. The timings were all wrong. You had already mentioned you were staying in Truro. Then you denied it later. It was a slip of the tongue. You knew it would contradict your story of being flown down that day. You then went to the extreme of moving to a hotel in Falmouth. You were in Cornwall before Snell was killed. At the time, I put it down to nerves heading up such an important assignment. Or the drinking. But then, the more I’ve thought about it since, the more I suspected you were acting drunk. There’s a subtle difference. You were over playing it.”  
 
    Amanda rubbed her eyes, sighed and looked back up at him. “I’ll be okay,” she said. “A good barrister will bring out a lot of your dirty laundry. How you set me up, twisted my findings, doctored my reports. Pressured me into coming to your house, sexually assaulted me, raped me, even. Enough to sully the case, cast aspersions on your character. That’s all a jury really needs and if you throw enough shit, it always sticks.” She cocked her head, widened her eyes. The transformation was incredible. She looked so innocent, younger even. “I’ll have a jury eating out of my hand,” she said coyly. “Especially the men. I can make men do whatever I want.” 
 
    “I watched you in the Jameson’s house,” King said. “I watched your emotion around the couple, and then in Liam’s bedroom. You were convincing, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “I am convincing,” she said. “They were nothing but obstacles separating me from the money I was due. But I had you thinking I was all washed up because of it. The horror of such senseless killings. But I found it to be a revelation! Years of working with corpses, discovering evidence that would find the killer. Now I know how those killers felt! I know what they went through, how alive they felt at the time of their victim’s death.” Her expression changed, as did her entire demeanour. She looked at him intensely. “You’re not so different. You’ve killed before, I know that. Hugo found out more about you, discovered your links to MI6. You’ve killed for your country! You know the feeling, know what I’m talking about. We’re the same!” 
 
    “We are not the same!” King snapped. “I never enjoyed killing!” 
 
    “But you were so good at it!” 
 
    King shook his head. “I was good at surviving, that’s all.” 
 
    She slumped on the ground, knowing that she had expended her chances of getting away from this, of forming an alliance. Of buying him off. “What now?” 
 
    “One question,” King said. “When you killed Liam Jameson, did you really enjoy it? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes and smiled. “I have never felt so alive.” 
 
    King nodded. He dropped down and straddled her. His knees pinning her arms to the ground. She bucked and kicked out, but he pinned her legs down with his shins, adjusted his weight. He didn’t say a word, didn’t look her in the eyes as he pinched her nose shut and held a hand over her mouth. He gave it a full minute. Sixty seconds of her wriggling, urging, grunting and trying to bite at the palm of his hand. After another thirty seconds, she had started to slow down considerably, her movements less sudden, less powerful. King looked away, kept up the pressure for close to thirty more seconds, then looked back at her. He watched her eyes closely, saw that she knew. Knew there was no way out, no other outcome to hope for. That the realisation was total. Then he said quietly, “For Liam.” Before he looked away and waited another minute for her to lay completely still.  
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    One month later 
 
    Scotland 
 
      
 
    The underside of the hire car scraped and grounded on the rutted track. Awash with puddles, raised in the middle and narrow in places, it wasn’t the sort of place to drive a hire car and keep your deposit. 
 
    Simon Mereweather saw the cottage, nestled in a dip, surrounded by windblown grass and heather. There was no way to approach the cottage other than head on. It’s openness, its utter bleakness was its security. The cottage was small. It was squat in design, hunkered down against the elements. Obstinate and stubborn against the harshness of nature for two centuries. There was no garden. Mereweather doubted whether anything other than grass and heather could grow here anyway. Other than the cottage, a single hawthorn tree was starting to blossom. A gnarled and thorny thing bent over at ninety degrees, it was the only other object to obscure the flat and desolate terrain for miles. The waters of the loch were dark, almost black and only interspersed from the grey horizon by a million white horses lapping at the sky. Fifty feet of grey and white shingle surrounded the three sides on the loch, the expanse of dark water stretching out into infinity where it joined the sea. 
 
    It was nearing the end of May. It had been a warm and pleasantly bright morning in London. Mereweather wondered when the summer started this far north in Scotland. Or whether it ever did. 
 
    He could see a battered old Land Rover Defender parked in a dip twenty metres from the cottage. Beyond which, the cottage was in near total darkness, but for a single light shining from the upstairs window within. As he neared, he could see it must have been a simple two up two down affair. He couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to live all the way out here. The loneliness would drive him mad. But then, he knew why this place had been chosen. 
 
    Mereweather parked and stepped out of the car. He noticed it groaned, the suspension having taken a hammering from the lane. 
 
    “Time for that debrief?”  
 
    Mereweather spun around. He hadn’t heard King approach, hadn’t seen where the man could possibly have been standing in an area so open and bleak. 
 
    “Alex,” he said, shocked at his sudden appearance. He looked at him, took in the dark and sallow features, the unkempt hair and the beard. He tried not to let his stare linger, but the more he tried, the more he could not seem to break away. 
 
    “Congratulations on your promotion.” 
 
    “You heard about that?” 
 
    “I still have an ear to the ground.” 
 
    “So I gather.” 
 
    “Deputy Director of Operations. The position has been vacant for a while. I’m glad they chose you, Simon. Your predecessor came up here just over a year ago,” King said. “I don’t think he cared for the place much either.” 
 
    “I can see its appeal,” Mereweather replied. “A good place to set one’s head.” 
 
    “Or spiral to despair.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    King shrugged. “Is this about Hollandrake?” 
 
    Mereweather frowned. “No, why would it be?” 
 
    King did not reply. The man was due to be buried tomorrow, which meant that his autopsy had not flagged up anything untoward. Either Sir Hugo Hollandrake had suffered a naturally occurring fatal heart attack, some forty-eight hours after King had visited his office, or he had taken the obsolescent MI6 issue suicide pill that King had given him. So, King had laid down the choices, shown Hollandrake what awaited him, what his and his wife and daughter’s lives would be like if he didn’t take another way out. He had essentially killed the man over a cup of tea. King had thought of the similarities between the tale Caroline had been told by Ryan Beard in South Africa.  
 
    He killed a man with a cup of coffee… 
 
    If they only knew, could only guess at what King had said to that traitor, what he told him he would do, on that clear and warm afternoon in Geneva. 
 
    The Reaper.  
 
    King had been issued with two of the pills more than twelve years ago. He had never carried them on operations. He had felt that there was always the possibility, the slim chance of survival, even when the odds were stacked against him. At least, that was what he had told himself until a month ago. He had the remaining pill with him now. Looked at it most mornings on his bedside table.  
 
    But there was always a slim chance.  
 
    A miracle, even. 
 
    “Can we go inside and talk?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” King said. “I wasn’t expecting visitors.” 
 
    Mereweather shrugged. “The police still haven’t come up with anything.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Caroline hasn’t been seen since the operation to put Amanda Cunningham under surveillance. Her last contact was the text messages she sent to you.” 
 
    “Her last contact was with me in that bathroom,” King corrected him. “In person. I’ve told you this. I’ve told the damage containment and limitation team this. And I’ve said the same thing to the police.” 
 
    “But there are no witnesses, Alex. Amanda Cunningham’s body was found in the mouth of the Thames. She didn’t drown. Post mortem showed suffocation, but no DNA after water submersion. Sir Hugo Hollandrake suffered a fatal cardiac arrest and Viktor Bukov was found shot to death on top of a high-rise building.” 
 
    “With a loaded rifle in his hands aimed at billionaire Gipri Bashwani’s office window. The containment team cleared his body away, made the right call, I imagine?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So, what are you saying?” King glared at him. “Because it sounds a lot like you are accusing me of knowing what happened to Caroline…” King was angry, but he felt a wave of emotion, forced himself not to breakdown. He had searched for her to the point of exhaustion, grieved without a body and while the crisis team had investigated, he had taken his suspension in total isolation from civilisation. 
 
    “I can read between the lines, Alex,” Mereweather said.  
 
    “You’re reading from the wrong page, then. I got to Caroline in time to save her. I left the parabolic microphone running. You would have heard the conversation between Amanda and Caroline, of myself and Caroline when I reached her. It’s all in my report.” 
 
    Mereweather nodded. “You had better come back with me, Alex,” he paused. “There was no microphone or recording equipment found in your car.” 
 
    King shook his head. “The man called Giorgi, you have his body.” 
 
    “When you returned to the house, saw that Caroline was gone, was his body there?” 
 
    “Of course!” King snapped. 
 
    “There was no body, Alex. Now, I’m not disputing gunplay, there were bullet holes everywhere. But no shell casings, no weapons and no blood. No body either. But the area had been bleached by someone, so conveniently, no DNA.” 
 
    “They covered their tracks…” 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    “What about Helena?” 
 
    Mereweather pulled a face. He reached into his jacket’s inside pocket, froze when he saw the small semi-automatic pistol in King’s hand. He held it low, almost resting it on his hip. “Take it easy,” he said. “It’s just a letter.” 
 
    King nodded. But he did not move the pistol. “While we’re at it, let’s see what you’re carrying.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, Alex!” Mereweather said. He stared at him, but couldn’t begin to match the intensity he met. King was gaunt, hollowed out and it showed in his glacier cold eyes. Mereweather unbuttoned his jacket, lifted it up and turned a full circle slowly. “Happy?” he asked, but regretted using the word. 
 
     “Not remotely.” King pocketed the pistol and took the letter from him. He read it, noted the handwriting. Then he studied it, broke it down line by line, hoping he could infer something tangible other than spite. 
 
      
 
    May 19th  
 
      
 
    Mr King,  
 
    You have cost me everything. You took away my security, my claim to a fortune rightfully mine. You cost me my freedom. And you ruined my future. You know what happened to my lover, while I lay awake, not knowing of his fate, and that I will likely never see him again. Never feel his touch on my skin, hear his voice.   
 
    But I have changed your life too. What a month you must have had! You must ache for your lover. The uncertainty of what happened to her hurts you inside like an infected wound. You are viewed with suspicion by your employers. You have nowhere to go, no friends to turn to. I did this to you. I changed your future also. 
 
    I want you to know who did this to you. I want you to picture me in your sleep. In those darkest of hours, where demons goad you, rule over you, control you. 
 
    And now to Caroline. Your beautiful, feisty Caroline. I am enjoying her company. You will, by now, know of my past. Forced into becoming a whore. Passed around to filthy men, a prize, a sweetener for business deal after business deal. I escaped that life, but ended up in the same trap, before meeting my husband. Oh, and what a brute he was too. Like the men on the Black Sea coast, those casino goers who would win at the roulette and buy me, my body – though my heart was never for sale. You see, he would beat me and bully me, and no amount of his money was worth that life. Viktor gave me the love and affection that my husband never would. And now, as I look at your beautiful Caroline, I see a woman who has seen none of this. A woman who gives herself to a man only when she is loved. A pristine example of a privileged life. She has loved few, and she has done so with all her heart. Shall I take this woman and make her a prize? Shall I see that she spends the rest of her days chained to a bed, screwing men for her own survival, or drugs, or perhaps just for food? Or shall I use her to gain more. Maybe if there were a man who would do absolutely anything to save her? Maybe if there was a man with skills I could use, manipulate for my own gains? 
 
    But there is such a man. And now I own him also. Because I know that you will do what is asked, because for you, Alex King, your payment is here, and I can control you in a way you have never known. I have your life in my hand. I can give it to you, I can take it from you, or I can destroy it in front of you. 
 
    There is a post office in the town of Sodertalje, near Stockholm, Sweden. It is on a crossroads with a coffee shop to its right and a sweet shop to its left. There is a safety deposit box number 427. The code to open it is 4478. You will go there on May 22nd and open the box at 0930.  
 
      
 
    Do not fail her. 
 
      
 
    Helena 
 
      
 
    King looked at Mereweather. “When did you get this?”  
 
    “Last night,” he said. “We had tests done, the DNA belongs to Helena Snell.” 
 
    King screwed the letter, stuffed it into his pocket. He looked at his watch, studied it like he hadn’t seen the time or date in a while. “I need to go,” he said. “That’s the day after tomorrow.”  
 
    “I can give you a lift. You’ll need to check into Thames House, we’ll arrange air tickets…” 
 
    “I’m doing this myself, Simon,” King interrupted.     
 
    Mereweather shook his head. “It needs to be official. We need agents on the ground, electronic tracking, a plan set in place. If we stand a chance of getting Caroline back and arresting Helena, we need to mount an operation.” 
 
    King shook his head. “No. Just go! I’m doing this alone.” 
 
    “You’ll come back to Thames House, that’s an order…” Mereweather stopped mid-sentence, his eyes on the gun in King’s hand. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you,” King stated flatly. The pistol was steady, his eyes cold and emotionless. “Are you alone, Simon?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mereweather said, but seemed to regret it. He quickly added, “People know where I am, what I’m doing. You can’t seriously be threatening me, Alex? You’ll never get Caroline back without help.” 
 
    King stared at Mereweather, smiled thinly. “When the time comes, I’ll call you,” he said. “But I’m not finding Caroline anytime soon. I’m keeping her safe. You’ve read the letter. You know what Helena wants from me. She’s too clever to get caught. She has set the trap, and it’s not baited for her to fall into.” He walked past Mereweather, the pistol held down by his leg. He didn’t look back as he stepped inside the cottage and closed the door. 
 
    His bug-out bag was packed and stowed by the door. He dropped the pistol on top of it as he walked past and took the stairs. He went into the bathroom and started to run a sink of hot water. Out of the narrow window, he could see the tail lights of Mereweather’s hire car bouncing back down the lane. For a moment, he was reminded of Amanda Cunningham tearing away from his cottage in Cornwall. 
 
    King splashed the water on his face and picked up his shaving bowl and brush. He looked at his reflection in the mirror. A hollowed-out version of his former self. Dark, gaunt and haunted. He closed his eyes and thought of Caroline. He tried to think of her on a happier day, in a special memory. But he had only been able to picture her on that bathroom floor. For a month, his vision of her had been tarnished by those events.  
 
    He could see Helena looking at him as he found the bullets on the patio. Those predatory, almond shaped eyes. She had stared impassively at him, while Victor Bukov had glowered. She had been calm and calculating, a hunter waiting to strike at her prey. How many moves ahead had she been planning that day?  
 
    King dropped the bowl in the sink and punched the glass, smashing the mirror and breaking the cabinet door. He ripped the door off its hinges. Then he looked down at the water in the sink, blood swirling on the surface, before sinking and clouding the water. He turned his hand over, studied the bloodied knuckles, the gashes to his forearm. He plunged the fist into the water and it stung so badly that he grimaced. He caught the sight of his expression in the shards of mirror left holding onto the cabinet frame.  
 
    That was what it was like to feel.  
 
    That was what it felt like to be alive.  
 
    For a month he had been numb. A shadow moving away from the light. He had no emotion, no feelings other than self-pity and despair. He plunged his hand into the water again, then ran the tap and let the scalding water wash over the slashes.  
 
    It was agonising, but it felt so good. 
 
    He stared back at the shard of reflection. There was light behind those eyes once more. A glimmer. The man looking back at him was more intense, more to be reckoned with than the eyes of the half-slaughtered beast he had seen these past weeks. He snatched a deep breath and it felt invigorating. Like he had been barely breathing these past weeks as well. Never filling his lungs fully. And that was it. He had been half dead   
 
    King had played down the stories, played down his reputation. But he knew what a monster he had been, what he had done in his past. He would never have let Caroline know. The traitor in Geneva was right to have found an easier, cleaner way out. He would have begged King to do it if he had been given the chance.  
 
    Now Helena Snell had released him, because no matter what he had done for his country in the past, it had never been personal. Now, a fire burned within him, and he knew that to quench the flames, he would do anything to get back the woman he loved. Or avenge her.  
 
    He was going to find Helena. He was going to hunt her to the ends of the earth. He was going to turn her world into an unimaginable Hell. Her very own version of Dante’s Inferno. A wasteland where her soul would even beg for mercy long after he had taken her life. Because she had unwittingly unleashed a demon. A man who had spent his entire life denying what he truly was.  
 
    The Reaper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
    Thanks for reading this far and I hope you enjoyed the story.  
 
    As an indie author, I need those reviews to keep up with the pack and you can really help me out by heading over to my website (www.apbateman.com) and clicking on the book, or any others you have read, and you will be redirected to the book on Amazon. You can also find me on Facebook (@authorapbateman) and discover more about my writing or future projects.  
 
    I run a draw and give away a few signed copies of my books each month, so to be in with a chance of winning, just email me (authorapbateman@gmail.com) and say which book you would like the most. 
 
    Thank you, and I hope to entertain you again soon. 
 
      
 
    A P Bateman 
 
      
 
    Also by A P Bateman 
 
    The Ares Virus 
 
    At a US research facility funded by the military and clandestine agencies a super-virus has been created as a first strike military weapon. During its conception the anti-virus has furthered the possibilities of medical research by decades. Such is its potential, treachery has struck from within. If the virus is released, then the anti-virus will be worth billions to the pharmaceutical industry. Isobel Bartlett worked on the project and knows its potential.  
 
    After the suspicious death of her mentor, and upon hearing part of an audacious plan to make money from the project she flees the facility with the information needed to culture the viruses to seek help from a contact with the FBI. Up against rogue government forces, she is helped by Agent Rob Stone of the Secret Service who has been tasked by the president to investigate a disbanded assassination program after his investigation led him to the bio research facility. The two are hunted mercilessly by an assassin from Washington to the streets of New York.                Only when the hunt reaches the wild forests of Vermont can ex-special forces soldier Stone take the fight to the enemy. 
 
      
 
    The Contract Man 
 
      
 
    When an MI6 agent is found to be keeping records of his missions to protect himself from betrayal he unwittingly makes himself a priority target. But how do you silence the most dangerous man imaginable? Send him into hell on earth…                                                                                                                                        
 
    While Alex King is sent into Northern Iraq to tidy the loose ends of a botched mission, the archipelago of Indonesia is under communist threat from within its own military. A consortium of worried businessmen call for desperate measures and seek the services of an assassin. But what if MI6 could be duped into taking care of their problems for them? With secret links to China the communist contingent threatens Britain’s trade initiatives with the largest mineral producing country on the planet.  
 
    In the dark world of intelligence, it seems that everybody has their price. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lies and Retribution 
 
      
 
    MI5 agents have been executed and more agents have been abducted with no terms received from the kidnappers. An MI5 analyst is missing having accessed and downloaded prohibited security data.  
 
    The trial of notorious radical cleric Mullah Al-Shaqqaf collapses, his extradition falls apart. A man known to have funded ISIS, recruit fighters for Syria and coerce teenagers to martyr themselves. Again he walks free. 
 
    The hunt for a nuclear warhead stolen ten years ago has led Russian intelligence to London. 
 
    One man connects them all… 
 
    When retired MI6 operative Alex King is contacted by the deputy director of MI5 with a proposition, he feels compelled to act. His brief is illegal, his actions unprecedented. The law and the courts have failed. Time and events are against the nation’s intelligence services and the battle can no longer be fought by the rules. Britain’s enemies will soon find the game has changed. 
 
    As MI5 agent Caroline Darby investigates with the help of a seasoned Scotland Yard detective she soon starts to look through the elaborate misdirection and discovers the horrifying truth… 
 
      
 
    The Town 
 
      
 
    Rob Stone is taking time out to climb in the mountains of Oregon. Taking a break, drinking coffee in a diner in a small mountain town he watches a helpless man humiliated. Stepping in to help, he sparks a confrontation. Within an hour somebody tries to kill him.   
 
    A message has been sent, but Stone will not be pushed. As he starts to investigate what some people in the town do not want uncovered, the truth becomes unthinkable. Cruelty on a scale unimaginable, Stone is determined to shut it down and reclaim the town for its people.  
 
    Outnumbered, hunted through the dense forest and mountain terrain, his enemy are unaware that they haven’t gained the advantage. They have merely released him into his element.  
 
    Murder… Abduction… Betrayal… Sometimes you can’t see the woods for the trees… 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Island 
 
      
 
    Waking naked and alone on a deserted island, Rob Stone has no recollection of how he got there, or who he is. His memory is one of snapshots, each one building a picture of what he does and who he truly is. 
 
    He discovers he has both the skills and will to survive. But survival is one thing, being hunted is another.  
 
    A beautiful journalist in desperate need of help. The dark web, the dumping ground for the evil of the internet. An enemy from his past. Murder, abduction and betrayal. Stone must try to remember the time before the island changed everything. The island will help him remember. The island will make him wish he could forget. 
 
    When the unthinkable becomes reality… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Shadows of Good Friday 
 
      
 
    (An Alex King Prequel, set seventeen years before The Contract Man) 
 
    In the last days before signing the peace agreement, an IRA splinter cell mounts an operation on the British mainland using English criminals. This unprecedented move intrigues MI6 and they assume command of MI5’s surveillance operation.  
 
    A career criminal is released from prison and aims to win back the wife and child his sentence has cost him, but before he can, he is forced back into his old world. The stakes have changed and his family have become leverage for the most ruthless people imaginable. 
 
    A woman imprisoned in an abusive relationship, desperate to escape with her son and rekindle her past becomes the pawn in a deadly world of deception, violence and retribution. 
 
    A clandestine wing of the secret intelligence service tests its newest recruit. Alex King has trained and operated in the shadowy world of intelligence and now he must kill for his country, but before he can, he needs to discover more about the men he has been sent to kill. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hell’s Mouth 
 
    Recuperating in Cornwall after being injured in a terrorist attack, anti-terrorism officer DCI Ross O’Bryan discovers a dark secret. An unthinkable crime that somebody has attempted to cover up. Tasked with investigating, he soon finds himself immersed in a world of deception, police corruption and organised crime. 
 
    O’Bryan has his own dark secrets too. In a place where he has no alliances and is viewed with suspicion, it is only a matter of time before he is found out. 
For so many years the dramatic and rugged coastline of Cornwall had been the scene to smuggling, deception and murder. Now, O’Bryan will find out how little has changed. 
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