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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      24th December 1944

      Birkenau, Poland

      

      The gold had been smelted from watches, jewellery and gold teeth. Wedding bands provided the simplest smelt as the gold used in these rings was usually 18 or 22 carats and there had been several hundred thousand of those alone. In the early days most of these rings had been removed violently, blood still tarnishing the gold, but the guards had learned that after a few weeks of emaciation, the rings came off smoothly enough as to make their task easier. The impurities in the gold were removed and set aside for industrial use and what was left was gold in its purest form. 24 carat, 999.9 fine. Diamonds and other precious stones had been prised out of engagement and eternity rings as well as thousands of necklaces and brooches, and the pile of precious stones alone was enough to spill over a wheelbarrow and scatter on the concrete floor where guards crunched over them under their feet in hobnail jackboots. From the three main camps of Auschwitz and the forty satellite camps, the fateful piles of Jewish gold had filled the entire hut. Once similar hauls had been brought in by train from close to a thousand camps, Commandant Berne had ordered the smelting to be carried out in one of the shower blocks where more than three-thousand Jews had been gassed and incinerated, wiped from existence, their ashes scattered on the wind. The incinerators needed little adapting to heat the clay crucibles to the necessary 1064c to liquify the gold, and the Führer himself had congratulated Berne on his ingenuity and cost-saving exercise. The gold bars had been smelted to 24 carats, cast into 12.4kg bars and stamped with the Parteiadler, the ominous winged eagle and swastika of the Nazi Party, and dated 1944.

      Commandant Berne stood back and surveyed the sight before the one hundred male Jewish prisoners that made up the loading party moved the bars onto trolleys and wheeled them to the waiting train. The men moved slowly, emaciated and shadows of their former selves. Each gold bar required two men to lift and stack them, and it was a struggle at that. Berne turned impatiently to his second in command, no attempt to hide the disdain he felt towards the Jews. He had personally ordered the extermination of too many lives to keep count, and with as little compassion as a farmer eradicating a nest of rats in a grain store.

      “The Russians are gaining ground. When the loading of the gold is complete, have these men shot at the pit. It will be too large an undertaking to convert the crucibles back to accommodate incineration of bodies, and I do not want to waste the gas. The weather is unkind, our men need heating in their huts before we divert it to other means.” He paused. “And these men can’t be allowed to talk of the Führer’s assets.”

      The man nodded. “I think we will hold the Russians, Herr Commandant.”

      “Then you are a fool, Captain. The Americans are swarming to the south, the Russians to the north and the British and allied nations from the West. We are out of time. Our only hope is to use this gold to bring the Scandinavian states into the war on our side, use it to fund one last push…” Berne paused. There was something in the man’s eyes that told the young captain that the man did not truly believe this to be possible. “Mengele has fled, the Todesengel has been given orders to head through Finland and Norway to board a ship for South America. If Herr Josef Mengele, the Angel of Death, has been ordered by Adolf Hitler to leave in such dramatic fashion, then I am afraid, Captain, that the writing is on the wall. The important scientific experimentation Mengele performed here will likely help in the Führer’s quest for the master race… still very much a reality… then we are soon to be forced into a new Reich. And this gold, Captain, will be paramount to our victory.”

      The captain nodded. He knew little of Mengele’s experimentation on the Jews, but he had provided the physician with his ‘subjects’ especially twins and young girls, whom Mengele experimented with insemination. He had also chosen the fittest young men and women for Mengele’s medical experiments, but it had not rested easy with him. The catalyst for this had been Mengele’s relationship with young children. Able to play and laugh with them and bring them sugar and chocolate one moment, then likely to send them to their deaths the next. This trait in his character did not sit well with the other doctors, and while they all admitted to finding selection difficult, Mengele often sung and whistled as he made his selection rounds, once clearing out six-hundred women from the women’s block and introducing a two-week rehabilitation rule in the infirmary. Prisoners who had not recovered from their ailment after two weeks were gassed and incinerated, and then when there had been a delay in shipments of Zyklon-B, merely incinerated alive. The captain turned and stared at the drums of Zyklon-B, the blessed pesticide they had used – and Mengele had first experimented with and developed – to exterminate the Jews. He had orders to ship it out of the camp along with the gold. For as much as the gold had to stay out of the Russian’s hands, the Zyklon-B could not fall to them either.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Present Day

      Marseille, France

      Three more steps. Only the bottom tread had creaked, but the street outside was noisy at midnight in the city that was reputed to be the gateway to the Mediterranean, enough to mask his careful footsteps as he concentrated on the door ahead of him.

      A brothel of the lower order was in operation on the ground floor and scantily clad women paraded their wares on the pavement below while fat, sweaty middle-aged men skulked back outside, hastily lighting cigarettes and looking around them before disappearing into the night and back to their wives. Outside, motor scooters whined through the streets and taxis sounded horns, men shouted obscenities and women shrieked, all playing their part, the individual notes of a melee performed nightly and into the early hours. At 1 a.m. the city cradled selfishly to the heat and the smell of drains, vehicle fumes, sweat, wine and cheap perfume permeated the air.

      King took another step. In his right hand he gripped an old 9mm Browning pistol with a bulbous suppressor attached to the muzzle. There was virtually no bluing left on the frame of the weapon, just a dull metallic hue, with well-worn walnut grips that had once been chequered but were now worn almost smooth. He would not have been surprised if the weapon had seen service in the hands of the French Resistance during World War Two. But he had taken it into the countryside and put it through its paces, firing a full magazine of thirteen rounds with no stoppages or misfires, which proved that the ammunition was reliable, too. The fixed notch sights were true, and he had produced a decent two-inch group at thirty metres, although he would be getting a whole lot closer to his enemy than that.

      Two more steps.

      Somewhere outside a car backfired. Or it could have been a gunshot. He wasn’t in the best part of town. He took another step, eyes firmly on the door. Behind him, he heard light footsteps. He looked around and saw Caroline taking the steps two at a time in her stockinged feet. She carried her shoes in her left hand, an old Smith and Wesson .38 revolver in her right. Like the Browning the revolver had seen better days, but they had no contacts in the city and their days at MI5 were now firmly behind them. Perhaps one day, this entire life would be behind them. But not tonight. Tonight, was personal.

      King flashed Caroline a look that said a lot of things, but mainly not hiding his surprise. She was to stay in the car, watch the street, text him if the police turned up – be his back up. They had decided, and now she had turned their plan on its head, and all because she wanted vengeance. So did he, but not at the expense of success. It didn’t matter who killed Natasha Kolenko, just as long as it was done. He had done this his entire adult life. Since he had been broken out of HM Prison Dartmoor, given a new identity and had gone to work for MI6. Twenty years of working in the shadows, of being the Reaper to all whom the bell tolled, the enemies of Britain and the Western World. He had never killed for himself, never exacted revenge. And nor had Caroline, and tonight, it showed. She was too eager to get the job done, to be the one holding the smoking gun. They were heading for a fall, and he was damned if she was going to give him a push. King blocked her path, his glare still telling her many silent things, but most of all, no.

      “I know I wasn’t to do it,” she whispered defensively. “But I need to do it…”

      King shook his head. Quite why, he did not know. Saying no to Caroline was usually a red rag to a bull, and there was no reason why tonight should be any different. All he knew was that he was here, he was in the right mindset, and he did not want to change the plan because the plan did not need to be changed. Caroline would eventually see it that way, of course, because King had lost somebody, too. He stood at the top of those well-worn, creaky stairs because the woman in the room opposite them had murdered his sister. Her husband and their two children, too. Caroline’s aunt had been murdered by the woman as she had tried to get to Caroline. So many innocent lives to get to two of MI5’s biggest players. An operation of pure unadulterated collateral damage. Both had now turned their backs on the Security Service, and both needed some form of closure. Just whether they got it, would be down to fate. And King had learned that half of everything was fate, the other half being luck.

      Caroline continued up the last few treads, cat-calls and a riotous outburst of laughter below them masking the creaks of the old wooden floorboards. King glared at her, but it did nothing to dissuade her. She was now ahead of him, so disgruntled and indignant, he changed position and covered their rear with the Browning, not knowing whether they were in the clear or not.

      Caroline had done this before. Many times. But not on a personal level, and it showed. King glanced at her, seething. The noise below them, and out on the street gave them an edge, but their quarry wasn’t an amateur. Their target knew how to survive and had been doing so since she was just fourteen. The survivor of a Russian Bratva-sanctioned hit on her family, Natasha had later been saved on the streets by the very assassin who had orphaned her. Whether it had been guilt, or a sense of perversion, they still did not know, and probably never would. But Natasha Kolenko had been schooled in Switzerland and later trained in the art of killing by her mentor. At just twenty-four, she was a lethal individual with the knowhow to evade capture and had done so for three months across Europe, with both King and Caroline hunting her relentlessly.

      Caroline put her shoes silently down on the floor and held out her hand, her eyes still on the door. King shook his head but realised that she could not see his face. He placed the picklocks in her hand, keeping his weapon low so he could bring it to aim either side of him, and watched as she took them from him. Outside, a Marseille boy racer was revving the engine to something distinctly underpowered, but with an exhaust system that could wake the dead. As he took his foot off the pedal and the revs dropped, a loud backfire echoed from the street. Again, the driver revved the engine and as the revs dropped, King stepped across the landing and planted his size eleven boot firmly next to the lock as Caroline selected a pick. The vehicle backfired again as the carburettor burned off the excess fuel from its lean mix as the door splintered inwards and King stepped into the apartment with the silenced Browning sweeping in a wide arc, as King took in the sparse furnishings and doorway leading off the bedsit and integral kitchen to the bathroom. Caroline cursed, but she had the presence of mind to go with the change in plan and dropped onto her belly and checked under the bed aiming the .38 into the empty space. She was up and covering their rear as King opened the bathroom door and stood back. He could see the open window and billowing net curtain from where he stood, but he stepped in, weapon first, and checked the bath and behind the shower curtain.

      “She’s gone,” he snapped.

      “Shit…”

      “You could have seen this window from the street if you’d stuck to the plan.” He walked out past her, unscrewing the suppressor and slipping it into his pocket. He tucked the pistol into his waistband and scanned the room quickly. “You could have watched her run across the rooftops and be waiting for her on the ground…”

      Caroline stared at him. “I’m sorry…” Apologies did not come often from Caroline, but still King said nothing. He picked up a sheet of paper. There was nothing written on it, but he held it up to the plain lightbulb in the ceiling rose, then slipped it into his pocket. “I said, I’m sorry…”

      King nodded, but he was already heading for the door. “I got a text this morning from Ramsay,” he said. “I’ve spent enough time on this. Natasha will keep. We’re needed elsewhere. Something important, he said.”

      “Wait!” she screamed at him, and he turned and faced her. “We can’t just leave this!”

      He could see that she had lost weight in her face. He hadn’t really noticed until now, but as she stood before him, he could see that she had lost a lot of weight. Normally an athletic build, though blessed with curves in the right places, she did look different know, the stark light above her, the sparse room almost highlighting her. They hadn’t been very intimate lately, either. Caroline always seemed so distracted. Or was it that she was simply driven in a different way? She could only think of Natasha and what she had done. Their hunt had become an obsession, but not for them both. Yes, King could admit that he wanted to see the woman dead, but with Caroline it was different, she really wanted Natasha Kolenko to pay. He was aware how many times Caroline had killed, but it had always been to preserve life. Either her colleagues’ or that of her own. Whereas King had spent years with their sister service, MI6 in the role of an ‘accountant’ – merely closing the account of an enemy of The Realm. He had received his orders, read the file and exacted permanent justice. He had even earned the moniker of The Reaper during his time with the firm, albeit a department within a department which never officially existed. However, he had never been in such a situation before and he was damned if he was going to exact revenge for his sister and her family and pay the ultimate price because of emotion, or worse still, the inability to control emotion. He had thought it in Belgium, and again in Munich. Now Caroline had jumped the gun again and they had lost Natasha to the night. Three times was two too many for King. “It’s too personal,” he said. “We lost her again, because you want to be the one who puts a bullet in her.” He paused, trying to ignore the look of anguish she was giving him. It was too late now; it had finally been said. “Like I said, Ramsay texted me, there’s something important he wants me on.”

      “You?” she replied indignantly. “You, not us…?”

      King shrugged. Unlike Caroline, he had not quit the service, he had merely wanted some time out. Caroline had made it quite clear that she was done. The death of her aunt, the attack on her parents – it had all been too much for her. She was financially independent, and she had only one thing that interested her now, one person. And that person had just shimmied out of the bathroom window and out into the night. This was Marseille. Natasha Kolenko had friends here, and King knew that neither he nor Caroline would be seeing her again anytime soon. “He said it’s something of the utmost importance…”

      “That still doesn’t answer it.”

      “You let them know how you felt.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      “I’m not done just yet.”

      “Well, I am. And this is what I want to work on.”

      King looked at her. He loved her dearly, was still attracted to her, but there had been little in return lately. Natasha Kolenko had become Caroline’s obsession. The great white whale. Moby-Dick to her Captain Ahab. “It should have been easy,” he said. “But you’re not thinking straight. You’re going to get us both killed. We need to reset. Take a breath. We stand more chance of finding Natasha if we’re not hot on her tail. All she’s going to do is come out fighting, and she has Russian support down here. Right now, there are probably people already on the way to stop us.” He glanced at his vintage Rolex, grateful that the distraction broke her stare. “So, we need to get out of here…”

      Caroline raised her .38 and for a fleeting moment, King thought she was about to shoot him. He had already reached for the Browning when she fired past his ear. King turned and saw the man tucking out of the doorway. He raised the Browning and fired two shots spaced a foot apart at the wall. The man stumbled and fell in the doorway, his pistol clattering across the floor.

      “Window?” Caroline asked.

      King nodded. He could hear footsteps bounding up the stairs and he stepped out and fired half a dozen shots into the three men who had yet to reach the top of the stairs. He did not wait to see what damage he had done, but he heard a man fall and another groaning, and he could swear another had started back down the stairs. When he looked back at Caroline she was no longer standing there, and he followed her into the bathroom and bolted the door behind him. He squeezed his broad frame out through the window and dropped onto the flat roof some five feet below. Caroline was already starting out across the flat roof to the stepped rooves below. There was a time, he thought, when she would have stopped and given him cover. Had her obsession with Natasha overtaken every aspect in her life? He hated to admit that he thought so.

      By the time they reached the sixth roof, there was just a two storey drop, which Caroline took by sliding down a metal drainpipe. King checked the street below for her, then checked behind him. It looked like they were in the clear. King followed her down the drainpipe and crossed the street and slipped into the passenger seat of the hired Peugeot SUV. Caroline had already started the engine and she backed up the street, turned in a side alley and took them out the way they had come into the labyrinth of narrow streets, in the least desirable part of Marseille.
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      Virginia, USA

      How in God’s name the man was still alive was beyond Newman. Robert Lefkowitz, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency had looked to be at death’s door when he had last seen him. Hooked up to chemotherapy treatment and a glucose drip, his heart rate, oxygen saturation, temperature and blood pressure all monitored by his private nurse, who had been given security clearance higher than that of the middle tier personnel within every one of the country’s intelligence agencies, his impression had not been good. But Lefkowitz was a fighter. Or was he just lucky? Newman’s father had died from cancer, and he had been one tough son-of-a-bitch. He hated when people said that someone had beat cancer, or that they were a fighter, the suggestion that they were somehow able to battle on when others lacked the will to fight. Certainly, there was some truth in that, but it came down to the fact that the people who beat it didn’t have such a prevalent strain, or received a quicker diagnosis, better treatment, and often sooner. Although as he watched the man climbing back on board his ride-on mower, he couldn’t help but wonder whether Lefkowitz was made of titanium.

      Lefkowitz cut the engine and took a bottle from out of the cupholder. “Probiotic shake,” he said. “Made with spinach, carrot, turmeric and some protein powder that my wife bought on the internet. Oh, and calcified kelp, apparently.”

      “How does it taste?” Newman asked.

      “Like shit,” he replied. “Which is why I always ditch it early and replace it with bourbon…”

      Newman laughed. It seemed to be doing the trick. “Your grass looks nice,” he commented, noting the striped effect that Lefkowitz had painstakingly created. He wasn’t particularly interested in the man’s lawn – just needed an icebreaker really - and turned his attention to the lake, trout rising to feed on low-flying bugs over the water’s surface.

      “Fucking grass,” he replied gruffly. “You live in an apartment, don’t you?” Newman was aware that the CIA director not only knew this but could have probably told him the building number and what colour his walls were painted. Newman was under no illusion that since joining the clandestine wing of the CIA, his life was no longer his own. “Take my advice, stick to apartments, or even a town house for Christ’s sake! Life is too damn short for cutting grass, son.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” he said, a little sardonically. He only bought an apartment because of the financial climate and his middle income. That, and the fact that he never seemed to be home these days. He watched as Lefkowitz took another sip of his bourbon. The man had a nerve telling him that life was too damn short. The fact that he had invited Newman here told him that he was about to be ‘gifted’ an assignment that was both deadly and secret. Another ‘off the books’ affair, no doubt.

      “We still have a problem with the Brits.”

      “The Brits are always a problem.”

      “Ain’t that the truth…” Lefkowitz shrugged. “That business earlier in the year with our ‘asset’ ruffled a few feathers.” Newman nodded. He wasn’t surprised. If having a government minister in the pay of the Russians wasn’t enough egg on their face, then that same agent being in the employ of the CIA and becoming a double agent wasn’t going to court any favour. “But they’ll get over it. What are they going to do, take on the Russians alone?”

      Newman smiled. “So, what’s the problem?”

      “The FBI.”

      “What?” Newman tried his best to stay out of the way of the FBI. Its agents were often crusaders who enjoyed compromising the CIA, especially its clandestine unit.

      “There is a new initiative taking on Russian cybercrime, as well as physical crime. Hopkins, the Director of the FBI has finally woken up to the Russian problem and is gathering as much intelligence as it can on the Russian Bratva and its connection with the Russian government. Working alongside Interpol and other law enforcement agencies around the world, he plans to hit them where it hurts. But first, he is attending a security conference in Switzerland and so too, are the FSB. Nobody thought that they would attend, despite being invited as an olive branch to talk about what happens after the Ukraine.”

      Newman frowned. “So where do I come in?” he asked. “And the Brits, for that matter?”

      “That business you got mixed in when you were last there culminated in them killing an assassin. A man named Reno. He was a French-Spaniard, ex-French Foreign Legion and worked exclusively for the Russian mafia, and by association, also for the Russian government through the FSB, SVR and GRU. He would have proven to be a useful asset if turned, or even tortured.” He paused. “He would have held a wealth of information.”

      Newman nodded. “It’s a shame they killed him then.”

      “Indeed.”

      “So, how does it affect us, or me, for that matter?” He watched Lefkowitz take another sip of the bourbon and couldn’t help noticing that he had not been offered a drink this time round. Was there a change in Lefkowitz’s demeanour towards him? He couldn’t quite tell. A shortness, perhaps. But then again, the man had been dying a few months ago, or so it had seemed.

      “Reno had an assistant,” he replied. “Well, an accomplice, really. Natasha Kolenko. Twenty-four years of age, Russian by birth but moved with her parents to Paris when she was a baby. Her mother and father were assassinated by Reno…”

      “What…?”

      “It gets weirder. Reno found her on the streets shortly after the hit and sent her to Switzerland where he paid for her education. Subsequently, he paid for her to go to university in England… it’s all in the file,” he said, handing Newman a memory drive. “It will wipe itself after a single use, so make sure you can view the file in its entirety.”

      “She ended up working with her parents’ killer?” Newman asked incredulously.

      “He trained her. But I have it on good authority that he wasn’t really killed by the British. They just used that ending as a convenience so nobody would ask questions about a female assassin roaming the streets. It is believed that when cornered, Natasha Kolenko killed Reno before she escaped.” He paused. “Now, the Brits would have us believe that was an end to it, case closed. But during this whole fiasco, two intelligence officers had family members killed by Reno and Kolenko, and have gone on a mad vendetta, completely unsanctioned by the Security Service, I might add.”

      “It does sound like a fiasco…”

      “You bet your ass it does,” Lefkowitz chuckled. “But here’s the rub. The FBI want this Natasha Kolenko. She knows things about the Russian Bratva that no asset, informant or prisoner can ever know. They want her, and they have asked me to get her.” He smiled. “And if that wasn’t enough, the President and his Chief of Staff have asked me, too.”

      Newman nodded. “But the British are not officially looking for her, so it shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

      Lefkowitz smiled. “Oh, it is. Believe me, it is…”
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      London

      

      The city was sweltering in the middle of a heatwave. Tensions were running high, tempers were frayed. Gaggles of tourists flocked the streets, tour guides trying their best to contain them, while Londoners showed the usual impatience caring little about the city’s revenue and merely content to shout, swerve and bustle their way through. Police lined Westminster to watch over the presence of constant political protests, TV news crews drew attention and the commuting vehicles and tour buses ground the traffic flow down to virtual gridlock. But none of this affected King, as he wound through the traffic on his dirty and well-used Triumph Scrambler 900. The motorcycle was powerful but gave its rider an upright position and the narrow frame and knobbly off-road tyres meant that King could thread it between the cars, taxis and buses on either side. Like many of King’s choice in vehicles, it was old and well-used, but had been overhauled and was in excellent mechanical condition. In King’s line of work, he never wanted to attract attention. His half-open leather jacket funnelled the air onto his damp T-shirt and the breeze from just twenty or thirty miles per hour felt gloriously cool. He had taken to wearing an open-faced helmet, and with just a pair of Oakley sunglasses instead of a visor, the feeling was liberating as he threaded the machine in and out of stressed and oppressed drivers, cocooned in their metal boxes.

      Cleopatra’s Needle was a point of interest, but not classed as one of London’s must-see tourist sights. The tourists were rubber-necking Downing Street and Westminster and Big Ben. Westminster Bridge was a constant flow of two-way pedestrian traffic with souvenir carts at each end, and someone roasting nuts in the middle. King had thought it curious, personally erring on the side of an ice cream as his go-to refreshment in the thirty-five-degree heat. As instructed, King parked his motorcycle and waited opposite the needle taking refuge in the shade and watching the River Thames, which was busy with sight-seeing boats.

      “It was one of a pair, you know. The other needle is in New York’s Central Park.”

      King turned around and nodded a greeting to Sir Galahad Mereweather. “We nearly lost ours in the Bay of Biscay, the Yanks got theirs a few years later, I believe.” He paused. “But with respect, Sir Galahad, you haven’t asked me here today to talk about ancient Egyptian obelisks.”

      The older man smiled. “I believe the term is walk ‘n talk …”

      “Okay.”

      Neither man spoke as they headed down river. King had only met the man once before. Sir Galahad Mereweather was a former naval officer who had later worked in MI6 and GCHQ. He had been a fixture between the two services for years, although not many people knew what the man did. His son, Simon Mereweather was the current Director General of MI5, and King had once met Sir Galahad before an assignment when he arrived at a café where his team had gathered, along with the blueprints of a cutting-edge nuclear submarine. Even in his years of retirement, Sir Galahad Mereweather was a man with serious influence.

      Eventually the older man broke the silence. “Segwarides prompted me to get in touch, I hope you don’t mind?”

       King smiled. Simon Mereweather had been christened Segwarides, one of the knights of the Round Table, of King Arthur lore. It was a tradition for the Mereweather men. Simon had changed his name before going to university, and he had chosen not to continue the tradition with his own two boys. “Not at all,” he replied. Sir Galahad stopped and stood beside the wall eyes cast somewhat distantly on the water. King wondered what secrets the man carried with him. “Simon hasn’t said what the matter was concerning.”

      “Eh, oh yes, Simon,” Sir Galahad smirked. “I don’t know whatever was wrong with the boy,” he said sharply. “The trouble was, people only know about King Arthur’s main knights, Sir Lancelot, Galahad, Galehault, Gawain… I don’t think Segwarides ever thought his name was famous enough.”

      King shrugged. “They were all fiction though, weren’t they?”

      Sir Galahad turned and stared at King incredulously. “No, they bloody well were not…”

      “Oh,” King managed, taken aback by the man’s response.

      “There has been much written about King Arthur and Camelot, but like the bible, written centuries apart and quite often by people with an agenda, or a predilection for fantasy and fiction. We must learn to separate fact from fiction, in many ways like the bible. Did Jesus cure a blind man? No, probably not. Did King Arthur wield a magical sword? Again, unlikely. But my family’s ancestors believed him to be real, and when all is said and done, my family’s estate dates back before the Norman invasions. So, I believe the man and his court was as real, or at least as real as Jesus Christ, and we all know how many people hold onto the Christian faith, don’t we?”

      King stared at the man and said, “Why did you want to meet with me?”

      Sir Galahad grinned. “I like you, King. I knew that you were the no-nonsense type when I first met you. You had a diabolical mission to undertake, but you didn’t back away, and you got the job done. Or as done as it was ever going to be.” He paused. “Boarding a stricken submarine in the arctic, at Lord knows what depth, didn’t put you off. That takes a certain type of man.”

      King said nothing. He had thought long and hard about that mission. He wasn’t sure that the man’s tenet was a compliment. Others had thought he was quite insane to undertake such a task, although King knew that it had been solely down to guilt and duty, the submarine’s fate heavy on his conscience after he had delivered the defector to the frozen fjord.

      Sir Galahad continued to walk, and King followed. The pace was slow. Two men in conversation with no destination in mind. King reflected that were someone observing them, they would assume that they were perhaps father and son. King in his early to mid-forties, a shade under six-foot, the build of a light-heavyweight boxer, and certainly possible from the way he carried himself. Perhaps someone who no longer boxed but kept up the training. Sir Galahad was slim, a similar height. While King’s close-cropped brown hair was sprinkled salt and peppered at the sides, the older man’s hair was completely white and looked like silk. His Savile Row suit would have cost most people a two-month’s salary, while King wore jeans, a black T-shirt and a well-worn leather jacket, but this would be explained by the motorcycle helmet he carried. A son meeting his father for a catch-up would have been most peoples’ assumption. People assumed too much.

      “I’ll ask the question,” Sir Galahad said quietly. “Has Simon told you anything about me? Not things from my past, but my present position.”

      King noted the emphasis on Simon, it still did not come naturally to the man, not even what had to have been twenty years. “No,” he replied. “I know you were in the Royal Navy and did a stint in intelligence. That’s all.”

      Sir Galahad nodded. “There is a level reached within the intelligence community where one never truly leaves. Thus was my fate, therein the reason for our meeting.”

      “TSAR?”

      “No,” Sir Galahad chuckled, amused by the acronym. Those Shits Across the River, or TSAR was what the Security Service, or MI5 often referred to the Secret Intelligence Service, MI6.

      “GCHQ…”

      “No.”

      King frowned. “Naval Intelligence?”

      “An oxymoron if ever there was, but no.”

      “Then you work for your son?”

      Sir Galahad chuckled, stopped walking and helped himself to a metal bench seat. There was a gap in the wall with ornate metal railings painted black with a hundred years’ worth of paint. “No, I do not,” he replied with some amusement etched on his lined face. And then it was gone. Sir Galahad would have played a good hand of cards. “I suppose, when I think about it, all those institutions you mentioned work for me…”

      King sat down beside him. “Do the two men following us and the woman stretching in the middle of her run work for you, too?”

      “They do,” the man replied. “But quite possibly not after today…”

      “I’ve been with the intelligence services since I was…”

      “Twenty-two, yes.” He paused. “I know everything about you, King. I know that you were mentored by that rough Scottish alcoholic bastard Peter Stewart. The things that you two got up to defy belief. That Congo affair for one. How you two survived, I have no idea. I know about what you did in Central Africa when MI6 tried to install a leader of less than salubrious character, and I know about your work in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the work you did in South America. Your faux pas in France with the IRA… that was nearly the end for you before you’d even got into your stride…” He looked intently into King’s eyes. “Shame you lost that safecracker fellow…”

      “Yes, it was,” King replied, holding the man’s stare. King could play a mean card game, too.

      “I know about your situation at SIS, why you left, why there were vacant positions for a regime change, and why that maverick, Charles Forrester poached you for your current role.” Sir Galahad paused, somewhat pleased with himself. “And the fact that a man with your time served and experience, an accountant with the SIS no less, even their deniable operations wing, doesn’t know a damned thing about my department and what I do, speaks volumes.”

      “Let me guess, you want someone to train your bodyguards?”

      “Maybe,” Sir Galahad chuckled. “But I don’t suppose they’ve ever come across   someone like you before. No, I want you to come and work for me. Specifically, I want a man for a pressing concern, that needs addressing with immediate effect.”

      “And Simon knows about this?”

      “It took a great deal of badgering, but he conceded that the move would probably be best for you, and in light of some attention recent operations have brought on the Security Service and their true remit, it would seem an intuitive move for his organisation, too.”

      King turned his eyes to the river. The feeling that he was being pushed was quite overwhelming and the only simile he could find was when an older woman he once fell in love with had suddenly ended their affair without explanation. The betrayal was all he could focus upon. He had given his all for MI5, first for Forrester and then for Simon Mereweather, and he couldn’t have done more. But a job offer was certainly a better prospect than what MI6 had in mind for him when they sent him to Iraq and then Indonesia, planning for him not to return. “What is your department called?” he asked, then silently cursed his stupidity. If it had a name, then he would have known. Millions of people would have.

      “No name,” replied Sir Galahad. “No official offices, although we have a presence all around the world. We have backdoor access to all our embassies, and electronic monitoring of every British intelligence agency, the PNC, all three armed-services.”

      “Who decides what you do?” asked King.

      “We guide the Prime Minister; we serve the people, and we observe the head of state. The monarch.” He paused. “We have served both Kings and Queens. We were established in nineteen-hundred and nine. Mansfield Cumming and Vernon Kell famously diverted and formed our two fine intelligence agencies, but what people don’t know is that the Secret Service Bureau from which these two organisations were formed continued to exist and operated without a name and known only to each serving prime minister and serving monarch. To this day, the media do not know of our existence, and we have never been infiltrated nor compromised. We simply do not exist.” He smiled. “But our victories have been great, yet suitably anonymous.”

      King reflected on this as he watched the Thames flowing past. Three swans made a procession in front of them. A few seconds later a black swan brought up the rear. King thought it an omen, dark following the light. But then he realised it was just a big bird. An ugly one at that.

      He checked his watch. He didn’t know why. He had nowhere else to be.

      “Allow me to take you to dinner tonight. Do you gamble?” he asked quite innocently. King had gambled with his life, and with the lives of others. He had no desire to throw chips down on a roulette table. Sir Galahad sensed King’s reservation. “Perhaps some pontoon, that’s merely a parlour game. The club tends to stick to the traditional games… bridge, pontoon, gin rummy and in recent years poker has made an emergence.”

      “Club?” King asked incredulously.

      “Gentleman’s club,” Sir Galahad replied. “Yes, I know it’s a tad elitist and old fashioned, but really, it’s a place where you can get a first-class meal, a superb wine list and win or lose a few pounds in quiet, opulent surroundings. We have a small membership, there’s a couple of MPs, a couple of Royals, a few dukes and some bigwigs in the city. All walks of life, really.”

      King couldn’t tell if the man was joking, but his curiosity was piqued. It was what he often called a what-the-hell moment, and he agreed.

      “Splendid. I’ll send a car round at seven.”

      King didn’t bother checking whether the man knew the address. It would seem there was nothing that Sir Galahad Mereweather did not know.
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      King showered and shaved. He was never one to shave twice in one day, and it had been a lifetime commitment to avoid doing so, but he hadn’t shaved the day before, so he felt better tidying himself up for his dinner with Sir Galahad Mereweather. He only possessed one suit and had not worn it for years. A dark grey, single-breasted ‘all occasion’ suit from Moss Bros. He had no idea how old it was, but it was lamb’s wool, and he knew he would swelter in it tonight. He paired it with a crisp white shirt, that felt a little on the thick side and a dark blue silk tie. He favoured a pair of black brogues with a thick rubber sole, that were ideal for running on wet surfaces. There had to be a practicality to his clothing, he had learnt that much early on in his career. He checked himself in Caroline’s full-length mirror and realised that the outfit was quite unremarkable. The doorbell rung, a quarter of an hour earlier than Sir Galahad’s car was due to arrive. King headed downstairs. The flat belonged to Caroline, situated near the fashionable Camden Lock Market. She had rented it out as an airbnb until recently, keeping what few of their possessions they had left there in a locked cupboard. King had a key, and it was silly to waste the opportunity. But since he had arrived, he had mixed feelings about being here. He had first got together with her here, but she had also lived here with her fiancé before he had been tragically killed. The place held more memories for her than it did for King, and relationships needed balance to thrive. For King, it was just a place to crash.

      King casually picked up the Sig P226 pistol off the dresser in the hall and checked the spyhole. The man looked like a driver to King, and he opened the door keeping the 9mm pistol out of sight but aimed at the man in the doorway. From point-blank range the 9mm bullets could tear through the oak door like a warm knife through butter.

      “Sir Galahad wished to extend his apologies at the early arrival, but conveys his appreciation with this gift…” The man handed King a suit carrier and a plain tote bag containing a box of shoes. “I shall be parked across the street in a black Jaguar, please take your time, sir.” King took the bags from him, and the man turned on his heel and made his way down the stairs. King could see a large Jaguar XJR parked across the road. It was an old vehicle, but fastidiously maintained. King closed the door and opened the bags. Inside the suit carrier was a black tuxedo, a white silk shirt and a black bowtie. He read the name of the maker on the label. Gieves & Hawkes, No 1 Savile Row, London. It sounded expensive, and when he took it out, he realised that it was indeed like no suit he had ever held. He knew that Simon Mereweather wore many tailored suits, and he suddenly realised what money could do for a man. The feel of the cloth, the detail in the stitching. He hung the suit up on the bottom edge of a picture frame and opened the box containing the shoes. Again, not the sort you could pick up in M&S. These were English hand-stitched Oxfords and made by Alfred Sargent. King stripped off down to his boxers and quickly changed. The suit fitted perfectly and was as light as the air around him. The shoes felt comfortable and familiar as he confidently walked to the door, pausing to pick up his wallet from the dresser. A final glance into a picture frame confirmed that he did indeed look like a different person, and the roughness to his edges had been quite effortlessly swept away.

      The driver stepped out and got the door. It was the first time anybody had done that for King, and he felt awkward as he took the entire backseat. Inside, the cream leather looked as new as the day the vehicle left the showroom and smelled of leather and cleaning products and as the engine purred near-silently into life and the driver swept them both effortlessly away, King had the laughable image of a Cinderella scenario playing in his head. The traffic had calmed down and the lights were kind to them, although King found himself wondering whether Sir Galahad or his department had anything to do with that. He was starting to view the world differently. After twenty years at the sharp end of the intelligence community, without so much as hearing a rumour about a secret service with its own remit, he felt that he knew nothing. Men like Sir Galahad were the centre of both society and civilisation, with their finger on the pulse and no doubt a guiding hand in the country’s best interests.

      Bamber’s was in Mayfair and was founded in 1792 by two brothers who wanted a club that would accept them, and the only way for this to happen was to own it and be lifelong founder members. Set back from the pavement with seven steps to the foyer with a bay tree either side of the black painted rails on either side, the windows on either side of the steps were blacked out to allow patrons privacy, while the windows on the first to fifth floors were discreetly tinted. A canopy bore the name and told everyone in any doubt that it was a private members club. The car swept to the kerb and the driver announced that he would be on call to bring King home. The driver did not get out to open King’s door, and he took the hint. The service was a courtesy, and that courtesy had now been extended. King took the steps confidently and was greeted by a uniformed doorman who opened the door and stepped aside for King to enter. He did not ask King to announce himself and told him that Sir Galahad was waiting for him in the Cromwell Room, and before King could ask the way, a young man in black trousers with a black shirt and black tie asked King to follow him and led the way.

      King had heard talk of such places, but he had never seen a room quite like it. Oak panelled walls, antique furnishings from various periods from the late seventeen-hundreds to early nineteenth-century Art Deco, a hotch-potch of colours and styles that because of its size and setting, carried itself off without the clash one would imagine. Men of a certain age sat in wing-backed chairs reading The Times, the FT or Country Life and King realised that he was the youngest man in the room by at least a decade, most likely two.

      “Ah, King,” Sir Galahad put down his paper and got to his feet quite easily for a man of his age. “Drink?” he asked, giving his glass a little shake. “Another McCallan and soda for me, young man. King, what will you have?”

      King shrugged and asked for a beer. He was given six to choose from and ordered a Peroni. Mainly because he hadn’t heard of four of them, and never drank Guinness. He unbuttoned his dinner jacket and took a seat in the high-backed leather chair opposite Sir Galahad. “Thanks for the tux,” he said. “I’ll get it dry cleaned and sent back to you.”

      Sir Galahad frowned, then said, “Oh yes, the dinner suit. Don’t mention it. I hope I wasn’t being impertinent, but you have a reputation for being a man with a certain, shall I say, sense of style? I understand, no nonsense, out in the field apparel. Only, nobody’s entered here without a dinner suit after seven pm since the twenties, nineteen-twenties, obviously. I believe he was turned away quite sharply. A day suit is fine during the daytime, but certainly not for dinner. They have a few spares here, of course, but consider the dinner suit a gift, the shoes as well, naturally. Hopefully, you’ll get some use out of them if you agree to my proposal.”

      “Proposal?”

      “Naturally. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “I came to listen, for sure.”

      “Good.” Sir Galahad looked up as the drinks were bought by a young woman dressed identically to her colleague in black trousers, shirt and tie.

      “You let women in here then?” King asked, picking up his frosted glass of lager when the waitress was out of earshot.

      Sir Galahad smiled. “We have a lady’s night twice a year, and of course, some of the staff are women. The unisex uniform is a recent addition.”

      King sipped his beer while Sir Galahad sniffed his whisky. He took in the aroma, then sipped gratefully. King put his beer down on a silver coaster. “I thought these places were dying out, to be honest.”

      “Some have,” Sir Galahad answered. “And some private members clubs are unisex and appeal to a younger clientele. I recently joined The Club at the Ivy because my wife often wants to eat there, it seemed practical. Nice place, good atmosphere.”

      “Don’t you say, ambience?”

      “Well, one would if one wanted to sound lower middleclass…”

      King couldn’t tell if the man was joking or not. But he soon suspected he was quite serious. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. But I suppose when you look down from on high, you get to judge.” He paused, staring at the man intently. “That’s the problem with this game. It’s been run for so long by people from the so-called upper classes, and they treat everyone below them like minor chess pieces.”

      Sir Galahad smiled with amusement at the comment. “What do you think of this place, then?”

      King shrugged. “You pay, what, two or three grand a year to avoid running into riff-raff like me, only to need them in your day-to-day life.”

      “Ten thousand pounds a year,” he told him, apparently unperturbed by King’s comment. “The kitchen is open twenty-four hours a day, and you can order anything that takes your fancy. Full English breakfast, burger and fries, five or six types of caviar, fois gras, roast beef and Yorkshire pudding… nothing is off limits and if by some miracle the kitchen don’t have it, then they’ll get it quick smart. I’ve even heard of Harrod’s Food Hall being opened after midnight to fulfil a whim.”

      King shrugged. “Did you notice the group of homeless people a couple of streets away?”

      “No, I can’t say I did.”

      “Because you weren’t looking.” He paused. “You work in a sector where you make the country a safer place for its citizens, but you don’t see the homeless, and you think an anecdote of opening up Harrods because some tosser wants a Wagyu ribeye at one in the morning is going to impress me.”

      “You’re not a socialist, are you King?”

      “No. I’m just a realist.” He paused. “But when you fail to bond with the majority of society, then you should no longer decide what is in their best interest.”

      Sir Galahad smiled. “Bravo, King.” He clapped slowly, but it was heart-felt, and King did not feel belittled by such an act. “You’re exactly what my organisation needs.” He paused. “Now, let us have an evening of honest gambling and fine food and wine, and discuss what I would like from you.”

      King did not know what to call the gambling room. It certainly wasn’t a casino, but there were various games in play, with a good amount of money being won and lost. Many games were played player against player, or as far as King could see pair against pair as men partnered up and either won or lost their hand. It was all taken in good grace, despite King seeing the best part of eight thousand pounds lost to a finesse that had people who knew what they were watching gasping in dignified near-silence. King had another beer and Sir Galahad had moved onto Champagne. He started to bore King with a story about how this particular vintage escaped German hands in the Second World War, and that the bottle cost a small fortune, but trailed off when he saw that King wasn’t suitably impressed. King had grown up on a council high-rise estate in South London. His mother had been a crack whore and when she died when he was just fifteen King had tried his best to look after his siblings. He had turned to crime to make ends meet, and once the multicultural family had been dispersed by social services, King had spiralled into prize fights – a handy middleweight by the age of seventeen – and petty theft which had ultimately sent him down the path to the incident that had changed everything, but only because he had drawn the attention of MI6. But in that time, he knew how hard life could be and when you’ve taken food from a bin to feed your younger siblings, a month’s salary for a bottle of fizz would always sound ridiculous.

      King bought some chips and discovered that pontoon was what the private members club class called blackjack. The croupier was a severe-looking woman of about thirty and she could tell that King wasn’t her usual patron, and she dealt with the same indifference one of the members would likely give a pizza delivery boy. King was reminded of butlers in television dramas who wore the same snobbery as their employer, despite at the end of the day being just staff. King played seven hands, winning four of them and left the table five-hundred pounds up. He searched the room for Sir Galahad, who had won a small fortune on three hands of baccarat. The man tipped the croupier a fifty-pound chip and made his way over to King.

      “Drink?”

      King shook his head. “No, I’m good. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut, though…”

      Sir Galahad frowned for a moment, then smiled. “Of course,” he replied. “Shall we…?”

      Dinner was in the restaurant. There was only one, despite King noticing many lounges, each with its own name above the door written in gold cursive lettering and he noticed, a different clientele. One lounge had a cocktail bar with plenty of mirrors and chrome and leather furniture, and the members looked to be in their thirties and forties. As they took a curved flight of stairs King studied the portraits through the ages. “Every chairman from the founding brothers, through to today,” Sir Galahad commented. King noted two former prime ministers and as they reached the top of the stairs, Sir Galahad Mereweather looked down on them in the medium of canvas and oil paints. “You’re the current chairman?”

      “Yes, oh, didn’t I mention that?”

      “No,” replied King. “But now that I know, I’m not surprised.”

      Sir Galahad did not respond, but as he entered the dining room it was clear that the staff took notice. The restaurant manager glided over and greeted them both and showed them to a table that he already knew the chairman would want, and a waiter followed and whisked aside their napkins with a flourish, laying them back down on their laps. Menus, water and bread rolls and butter were brought over without delay, and Sir Galahad ordered a McCallan and soda, and another beer for King.

      “The sommelier will bring the wine list once he’s inspected our orders. That way we will get the best recommendation.” He paused, then added, “Oh, and the menu is simply a guide to what’s in season and the chef designs a new menu daily. As I mentioned earlier, you can order anything you want if you so desire.”

      “Sausages, chips, fried eggs and baked beans?” King asked facetiously.

      “You certainly wouldn’t be the first, old boy,” Sir Galahad said without taking his eyes off his menu.

      King smiled. He knew he was over-cooking it. Being churlish, even. The truth was, he found overt snobbery tiresome and coupled to the fact that he experienced it daily within the intelligence community and from politicians, and that he had lived such an impoverished childhood, he had little patience for it. He settled back, intent on listening to what the man had to say and intrigued about the dining experience to come, although ignoring the menu and ordering on a whim was something he found quite alien. Instead, he settled on the duck liver pâté with toast and an orange and tarragon chutney, and beef wellington with pommes dauphinoise and green beans in a sorrel vinaigrette. Sir Galahad ignored the menu and went completely off-piste with steak tartare, and lobster thermidor to follow. He asked for salt and pepper fries with truffle oil and grated parmesan to accompany the lobster.

      “I’ll have to bring you back here on the twelfth.”

      “The twelfth?” asked King, somewhat intrigued.

      “Yes, of August,” Sir Galahad paused. “The glorious twelfth! Grouse season in Scotland. The season starts on the twelfth, far ahead of the season on England’s moorlands, and it has always been tradition to have grouse on the menu in London that very evening. Of course, it only became tradition with the development of the motorcar. All the very best places want grouse on the table the same day. Rules, of course. Have you eaten there?” He paused as King shook his head. “They do a most generous roast rib of beef and Yorkshire pudding with all the trimmings. You can’t beat it. Oh, and of course The Savoy, The Ritz, The Waldorf all want grouse on the twelfth… so many places now. But Bamber’s has done it since the early twenties, when they employed two Alfa Romeo racing drivers to get the grouse down by first service. The idea being that if one vehicle broke down, then the other would make it.” He paused, looking up as he saw the sommelier talking to the waiter who had taken their order. “Nowadays butchers race down the motorway in their vans to get the birds into kitchens all over London. The restaurants will pay handsomely, far more than they will ever recoup on the meal. It’s all about the prestige, you see.” He looked up as the sommelier arrived at their table. “Good evening, Thomas.”

      “Good evening, Sir Galahad.” The sommelier looked at King and said, “Good evening, sir.” King nodded amiably. “Excellent dinner choice, Sir Galahad. Might I recommend a pinot noir? I have the Grand Cru Red Burgundy from the Côte de Nuits in mind. It will bring out the flavours of the tartare, while emphasising the savoury notes of the duck liver.”

      “Does it rate over twelve and under eight?” King asked.

      “I’m sorry Sir, I am not familiar with the term.”

      King smiled. “Over twelve percent proof and under eight quid…”

      “Over twelve, most certainly,” the sommelier replied unperturbed. “But a little more at just under ten-thousand pounds a bottle…”

      “Thank you, Thomas, the Grand Cru will be most satisfactory,” Sir Galahad nodded, reassured by the sommelier’s choice while disarming the tension. “A difficult pairing for the main course, I’m interested in your recommendation.”

      The sommelier smiled, clearly in his element. “Might I suggest a Champagne, in particular a pinot noir chardonnay champagne. It will tone down the heavy flavours of the brandy and cheese in the Lobster Thermidor, while elevating the subtleness of the fillet steak and cutting through the richness of the pâté and the pastry of the beef wellington.” He paused. “I have a rather special eighty-nine Krug in mind, but of course, there are plenty of others to choose from.”

      “Would you mind telling my guest how many wines are in the cellar?”

      “Certainly, sir.” He looked back at King. “We have just under two-thousand labels, and of course there are varieties we have just one or two bottles of, and others that we have stacked floor to ceiling by the case.” Thomas smiled, expecting rather more of a reaction than King gave him. “I believe the count is one-thousand-nine-hundred and seventy-six different labels…”

      “Wow…” King said without enthusiasm and picked up his beer. “Yet only six different beers?” he frowned.

      “Our clientele has discerning tastes, sir. Well, most of them at least…” He paused. “Will you be joining the club, Sir? Black balls permitting that is?”

      “No, I won’t. Will you?”

      “I…”

      “Thank you, Thomas. Your suggestions are most welcome,” Sir Galahad said curtly. “But tonight, I think we’ll give the wine cellar some respite and have two more beers. Another Peroni for my guest and a pint of Guinness for myself.” Sir Galahad dismissed the man simply by looking at King. “Sometimes the staff are more snobbish than the members, and that’s saying something…” he said when the sommelier was out of earshot. “My god, I bet they’ll be talking about this for months.” King said nothing as he sipped some of his cold beer. He was finding the entire experience a surreal one.

      “My son tells me that you have been undertaking some private work.”

      King nodded. “Personal, there’s a big difference.”

      “And your partner…” He frowned like he was recalling a distant memory, but King knew that the man would know their files backwards. “Caroline Darby… is she still on the quest of a personal nature?”

      “She is.” King replied non-committedly.

      “And you decided to come back and allow her to continue?”

      King smiled. “You don’t allow Caroline to do something. She does as she pleases.” He paused. “Ramsay said that I was needed. But I seem to have only got an invite to dinner.”

      “Very well, you are a direct sort of person, so I will be direct with you.” Sir Galahad said somewhat curtly. “I need a man like you. Or to put it a better way; I need you.”King buttered some bread and took a mouthful. A waitress came with their beers, clearly the sommelier couldn’t stoop so low now that his recommendations had been swept aside so brutally. The bread was perfect, the butter unsalted so as not to overshadow the baker. He was about to reply when two waiters walked their starters over and placed them down in unison. “You will see that there is a great deal of toast with your pâté. I have always found that with pâté and caviar, the problem was never with the amount of pâté or caviar one was given, but with the toast. One is always short-changed, don’t you think? And when all is said and done, it’s the cheapest ingredient of all.”

      “Like steak and chips,” said King. “Fancy restaurants only ever give you about six chips. Then you don’t go back, and all for the sake of ten pence worth of potato.”

      “Well, we’re in agreement. What else do you think we can agree on?”

      “Nothing as simple as bread and potatoes.” He spread some of the duck liver pâté onto the toast, topping it with the chutney before taking a bite. It really was quite exquisite.

      “Ralph, the chef was awarded three Michelin Stars in his last restaurant. He will never earn accolades while he’s with us at Bamber’s, there just isn’t the public factor, but he is well-rewarded.” He paused. “Likewise, if you worked for me, nobody would ever know you exist. But the rewards are great. The two services don’t pay the best salaries, or offer incentives, but we do.”

      “I came back because I thought I was needed for an assignment. I was told it was quite pressing, which in Ramsay speak means it was bloody vital.” King paused. “I’m undecided whether I want to continue, let alone start work for another SSDD outfit.”

      “SSDD?”

      “Same shit, different day.”

      Sir Galahad smiled. “Very good,” he replied knowingly. He picked up the broken half-shell of egg and tipped the yolk onto the small mound of finely shredded raw fillet steak. There were anchovies and capers already running through the meat. He ground some black pepper over the egg yolk, then pierced it with a fork and the yolk oozed, rather satisfyingly, over everything.

      “That would make a pretty good burger if you mixed it up a bit,” King ventured. “A few minutes on either side on a barbeque and you’d really have something there.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Sir Galahad paused. “I can’t say I’ve ever been to a barbeque…”

      “Well, I’ll have to invite you over someday. A sausage and a burger in a long-life bun and you’ll realise you’ve been missing out,” King said dryly.

      Both men ate for a while. King would have to admit that it was the best pâté he had ever tasted. He did not think toast was something that could be readily improved upon, but it was on another level. He suspected if he mentioned it then Sir Galahad would have a story about how the chef made the sour dough from a feeder dough once given to the Ritz by the last Tsar Romanoff, so he kept his mouth shut. “So, what’s the job?”

      Sir Galahad took his last mouthful of raw beef and dabbed his lips with his napkin. “Finally, we get down to business,” he said. “Now, tell me King, what do you know about gold?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      King left Bamber’s shortly after midnight. He declined Sir Galahad’s offer of the car, feeling the urge to ground himself once more on the streets of London. As much as one could ground themselves in a two-thousand-pound dinner suit and a five-hundred-pound pair of shoes. He released himself from the tie and balled it up into his pocket, then unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt and removed the jacket, carrying it over his shoulder. The homeless man he had noticed at the end of the street was still there, his meagre possessions and discarded bottles of water and empty cans of lager were spread around him claiming his territory. King noticed a couple hastily side-step him, otherwise he would appear to be invisible. An upturned baseball cap acted as his begging bowl, a sign reading: Can’t even afford my pride, was etched on a piece of cardboard in permanent marker. King didn’t break his stride as he tossed his £500 winnings into the hat. He was so far past by the time the man realised his windfall he couldn’t make out what the man shouted, but judging by the tone, none of it was bad.

      “What do you know about gold?” Sir Galahad had asked. Well, he knew a hell of a lot more about it than before he stepped inside that mausoleum to the aristocracy. King was all about working hard and improving himself, he had done nothing else since he had been sprung from prison. He had been put on a different path, and despite being a trained killer, he had a keen sense of what was right, what was wrong, and what was just. He had often disobeyed orders and found a preferable outcome to a situation. It had often caused him problems of his own, but he always lived by the mantra that sometimes it wasn’t simply a job of pulling a trigger but deciding if it should be pulled. As the man on the ground, he was in the best place to make that decision. But Sir Galahad wasn’t asking King to kill someone. No, his assignment for this faceless, nameless organisation was something altogether different. He was under no doubt that he would face a kill or be killed scenario, but he wondered whether he was even equipped to take on such a task.
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      26th December 1944

      Poland

      

      Commandant Berne did not entrust anyone else with the task. The train had been loaded with the gold, each bar weighing 12.4kg. Six bars to a crate and each crate a struggle for four men. The emaciated Jews struggling with the weight, some falling exhausted after just two trips. But there were enough Jews to go round, enough to complete the task ahead of schedule. His intelligence showed that the Russians were close. He could not help the dump full of Zyklon-B, they had not been able to use it all on Herr Führer’s final solution in time, and he had given the captain orders to destroy it once he got the soldiers and equipment clear. The captain had sworn on his life that he would not allow the Zyklon-B into the hands of the Soviet Union.

      The gold had been so heavy that the train could not simply start from a standstill on the frozen tracks, and three Tiger tanks had been used to shunt the train from the rear, their diesels revving loudly, great plumes of black smoke clouding the crisp, cold air. Eventually, the train was underway, and along with it, gold torn from the heart and soul of the decimated Jewish communities throughout Europe. Northeast through Lithuania, Latvia and to Estonia, or Reichskommissariat Ostland as it had been renamed under German occupation. From there, a freighter awaited the shipment, but unable to break through Jutland into the North Sea because of the dominance of the British Royal Navy, the freighter would take the gold across the Baltic Sea to a waiting convoy of trucks in Finland, where they would travel to northern occupied Norway. Commandant Berne would oversee the entire shipment. The countries of South America were sympathetic to the Nazi cause and neglected by the allied nations. Brazil, Argentina and Chile were to be the grounds of the new Reich and the gold liberated from the Jews would fund the new order.

      Berne sat back in his seat, enjoying both the warmth from the gas heater and the large measure of Schnapps, his feet starting to thaw inside his knee-length leather boots. Outside, the air was so cold that it had frozen his breath and flurried to the ground like snow as he had given the captain his last orders. He slipped a finger under his eye-patch and wiped some of the mucus away, cleaning his finger on his handkerchief. Wounded in North Africa under the traitor Rommel, Berne had returned to Berlin for his current posting. He hadn’t cared about the conditions of the camp, nor the plight of the Jews. Back in his hometown Jews contributed little yet held onto the bulk of the wealth. Germany was a better place without them. At first, he had thought it un-soldier like, but since losing his eye in Libya, he was no longer a soldier, and he had made his peace with that. But he could serve, and the mission he had been given personally from Hitler would mean he kept the faith alive. A new Reich.

      The squeal of locked wheels against the rail, the brakes shaking the carriage, and the surge of being thrown forwards came simultaneously. Berne was thrown to the carpeted floor of the carriage, his cut-crystal schnapps glass smashing into a thousand glass shards, and as he clambered to his feet, he was thrown down again as the train stopped dead, and the sound of an explosion further down the train towards the engine sucked the air from the carriages and left his ears ringing. Gunshots sounded, then built in a crescendo to automatic gunfire and shouts in both German and Russian.

      The Soviets had broken through the lines. Bernes’ heart sunk. With the British to the south and the Americans to the east, Russia breaking the north-eastern front was akin to knocking over the first domino in a long and precarious line.

      It was over.
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      Present Day

      Toulouse, France

      

      “I told you, I don’t know how to find her…”

      “I know what you told me. But that was in your office, and not tied to a chair.”

      Patrice was perspiring heavily, the sweat running into his eyes. It was a hot day and the lock-up down a side street had little breeze to ease the humidity. Outside, the street noises meant they would not be heard, no matter how fraught things became. “If I didn’t know then, then I don’t know now!” Patrice was no fool, he knew how dire his situation to be. He’d never heard of anybody being released from this type of interrogation with a thank you and a pat on the back.

      Newman shrugged. He had beaten the man until he had been easily manipulated into the chair, the cable ties ratcheted tightly securing his wrists to the arms of the chair and his ankles to the legs. Newman had barely broken sweat. He was now sitting opposite the career criminal, his sandy-coloured linen suit smeared with some of the man’s blood, and grease from the lock-up floor. “So, how would you get in contact with Reno?”

      “Reno is dead. The British police killed him!”

      Newman did not correct him. Technicalities did not matter here. Instead, the man had once been able to hire the notorious assassin, and that was a lead far beyond anything else in the CIA dossier he had read and destroyed back in Virginia. A line of questioning in Paris had lead Newman here, and he was making progress far more swiftly than he had ever anticipated. “You were able to contact and hire the man. Reno had an understudy, an apprentice. Reno’s lines of communication may still be open, and I want that apprentice and I want her now.”

      “She’s no apprentice!” Patrice scoffed. “If she were here, then you would be no match for her!”

      Newman nodded. “That’s strange, because you gave the impression that you knew nothing about her…”

      “I…”

      Newman held up a hand to silence him. Beside him, he had a small leather holdall. He picked it up, unzipped it and took out a hammer. He looked at Patrice, taking out a pair of pliers and a knife with a seven-inch curved blade and a red moulded plastic handle. The knife was brand new and inside a clear plastic wallet. “A butcher’s boning knife,” he explained. “Never been used…”

      “You don’t have to do this…”

      “I know. But that sort of depends on you.” He paused, weighing the hammer in his hand. “Now, would you prefer me to go in hard or soft?” Patrice fought against the cable ties, but they held firm. His hands were turning white, but Newman knew that they would be purple very soon. “Like tearing off a Band-Aid,” he drawled in his Virginian lilt. “Gotta be done sooner or later…”

      “Marseille! Marseille!”

      Newman pulled a face. “Ah, shucks,” he said. “Now, you know that I can’t just take the first thing you say. Surely you know how this works?”

      “Marseille! Reno spent a lot of time there. He stayed regularly in hotels, but sometimes in small guest houses or apartments owned by the Milieu…”

      Newman knew that the Milieu was France’s answer to the mafia. Various families running organised crime using French-Arabs, gypsies, and Corsicans to spread their reach around the country with interests in everything from drugs, prostitution, smuggling, people trafficking and weapons. Patrice had a rap sheet a mile long working for the Milieu. That was why Newman was here. The CIA held files on thousands of criminals in Europe and the algorithm Newman had used had thrown up three possible names who had all had close, or regular contact with an assassin named Reno. Without warning, Newman smashed the hammer down on Patrice’s knee. The patella lifted and the man’s entire lower leg went limp as he screamed, guttural and desperate. Newman got up from his own chair and made his way over to a rough and ready area that served as a kitchenette. He plugged in the kettle and looked about for coffee and a clean cup. He whistled to himself as the man convulsed on the chair, sobbing and groaning. He did not like this aspect of his work, but he was effective at it. He took his coffee strong and black and made his way back with his cup, sipping some of the steaming liquid as he watched the man on the chair. What he had performed was a ‘sharpener’, an act to shock the victim into realising that the threat of pain was real, and that they may be able to control the level dished out if they succumb to the line of questioning. Patrice had volunteered some information; it was now up to him to think very carefully about the quality of the information he now gave. In Newman’s experience, the information that came after the sharpener was usually good. He took another sip of coffee, then picked up the pair of pliers.

      “No… Please…”

      “I’d love to write down what you tell me, really I would.” Newman paused. “But I know how it works. Your brain is busy right now. You are caught in between two states of mind. The first state is your survival instinct. It wants to tell me everything to stop the pain. The second state is your common sense. It is telling you to hold off. The Milieu will kill you if they discover you talked. So, you’re conflicted. Do you hold off for as long as you can? Or do you go all-in, cards on the table? It’s a real quandary, isn’t it?” Newman reached forwards and clamped the jaws of the pliers around Patrice’s little finger and wrenched it upwards, snapping it on the middle joint at a right angle. He stepped away, picked up his coffee and sipped while the Frenchman wailed and cursed and writhed on the chair. Newman took out his mobile phone and swiped until he found the audio record function. He placed the phone on the ground near his own chair, then picked up the hammer. “The addresses of these Milieu guesthouses and apartments,” he said coldly.
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      Llantrisant, South Wales

      

      With four buildings the size of the average supermarket and a further six buildings larger than most department stores, the Royal Mint was spread out over a sizeable plot of one hundred acres. King parked the Audi RS4 in the visitor parking area, enjoying the throaty warble the exhausts made against the stone wall. It wasn’t normally his type of car, but he had needed wheels at the time that Rashid had wanted to sell, and as he switched off the engine and the quietness enveloped him, he made a note to pay Rashid the remainder of the money. He hadn’t meant to avoid paying, but the banter the two men had between them was worth so much more.

      The security guard walked briskly across the carpark, clipboard in one hand a two-way radio in the other. “Are you King?” King nodded. “ID, please, sir.”

      King could see that the man was ex-military, and from his officious attitude he would hazard a guess at him once being an RAF NCO. “Will this do?” he asked, holding up his driver’s licence. He wasn’t carrying his MI5 identity card.

      The guard nodded and ticked King’s name off the list. “This way…” King followed but did not attempt small talk as he followed the man towards one of the buildings. They entered a building and the guard stood aside for King to walk through the metal detector. He took out his wallet, keys and folding knife and placed them in a dish. Another security guard scrutinised his collection, looked about to mention the knife, but seemed to think better of it. They had been briefed that King wasn’t the usual visitor to the Royal Mint. The first guard waited impatiently for King to follow him and escorted him to an office a dozen paces into the foyer. He knocked at the door and stood back, a simple, “Come!” from behind the door indicating that King should go through.

      King opened the door and stepped inside the office. Walls and shelves were lined in coins in various presentation packs. King recognised dozens of commemorative collections that he had seen advertised in the newspapers and magazines over the years. Various Queen’s jubilee collections of every denomination, military £2 coins, Commonwealth Games, the 2012 London Olympic edition – it was virtually endless.

      “Over a million pounds in face value,” the man said, getting out from behind an expansive oak desk. “That’s because of the Britannia and Sovereign collections over there…” King looked where the man was pointing, half the wall glistered in gold. “I’m Mason,” he told him. “Kier Mason, director of the Royal Mint here in Llantrisant. We moved operations here in the mid-seventies, after a twenty-year hiatus in gold Sovereign production.”

      “King,” he replied simply.

      “You found us alright?”

      “Eventually.”

      “Wondering about the signs, am I right?”

      King had driven around Llantrisant a number of times, signs for the Royal Mint seemingly noticeable by their absence. “I imagine security dictates certain protocols.”

      “Eh?” Mason frowned, then smiled. “Oh, my dear man, no. Nothing as cloak and dagger as that. You see, even the Royal Mint have to pay for those little brown signs that tourist attractions have, and would you believe, a sign costs about twenty-thousand pounds? And we’d need something like seven of them to cover the roads here. Yes, we run our own budget, but it’s public money and we were given no concession from the government. It seemed a terrific waste of money. So, unfortunately people have to drive a few circuitous routes when they come here, but it can’t be helped.” King smiled. He had thought it had been a deliberate omission, but for entirely different reasons. “So, Sir Galahad briefed me a little. Tell me what you wish to know.”

      King shrugged. “How easy is it to mint a sovereign?”

      Mason smiled. “I’ll tell you what, let me show you around…”
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      The Previous Evening

      Bamber’s, Mayfair

      

      “Nazi gold…” King stated flatly.

      Sir Galahad swallowed his mouthful of lobster and washed it down with his Guinness. King noticed that the man didn’t think it had the same note as expensive champagne. “Well, Jewish gold, if one were to pick hairs.”

      “From the concentration camps?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the Russians just sat on it for years?”

      Sir Galahad put down his glass. “They did the same with Zyklon-B, by all accounts…” King nodded. Fathers and sons. Simon Mereweather will have briefed Sir Galahad thoroughly, with nothing off limits. King had destroyed the stockpile before it could be deployed to use on civilians in Ukraine, despite the mission being aborted by the SAS. “Estimates vary wildly, but the haul was reputed to be vast. Millions of Jews had gold seized, jewellery taken from them and then there are the unlucky souls who were killed. It’s almost impossible to be sure, but dentistry wasn’t what it is now, especially in Europe. Gold fillings, caps and false teeth… it all mounted up.”

      “And it was all smelted into bars?”

      Sir Galahad nodded. “It happened in various locations, but this was from Birkenau in Poland, and according to the accounts of German prisoners of war, was a sizeable operation. We know that the gold that set off towards what is Estonia, was due to be loaded onto a freighter and taken across the Baltic to Finland. Many Nazis got away through the Finland-Norway route. The comically evil Doctor Mengele, most notably.” He paused. “Did you know, there are entire towns in Argentina that one would be forgiven for thinking they were in the Bavarian Alps? La Cumbrecita, I believe the most obvious town is called. There are others, too. Many Nazis escaped to Argentina and Brazil, in anticipation of a Fourth Reich.” He quite uncharacteristically picked up his bowl of fries and offered it across the table to King. “Three-year-old grated Parmesan Reggiano and truffle oil, on Cornish sea salt and Sri Lankan black pepper fries. They have to be tried to be believed…”

      King humoured the man and took a few of them. He would have to agree that they were a taste sensation, and he instantly regretted his choice of pommes dauphinoise, usually a favourite of his. “Putting talk of fries and Germanesque villages aside, why did the Russians sit on this gold for so long?”

      “Money in the bank, old boy. Nobody was going to get it. The Iron Curtain that saw the division of Western and Eastern Europe, as well as a change in train routes saw to that. They simply waited.”

      “And Russia think they can destabilise our economy with this plan?”

      “Absolutely. No question about it.”

      “How?”

      “They flood the UK market with forged Sovereigns. One theory is they will use an alloy in the core of the coin, thus coating the coin in less gold than its net worth. Another theory is that because the gold sovereign is not liable to value added tax, or any other taxation, then the treasury is short-changed.” Sir Galahad paused. “You see, when a loved one dies, there is inheritance tax levied on the beneficiaries. But if that same relative converted their wealth and assets into gold Sovereigns, then not one penny tax is paid. The Sovereign is still a coin of the realm, and thus, not taxable. The gold Britannia coin is a grey area. Gold dollars or Krugerrands are, however, taxable in the United Kingdom.”

      King nodded. “So, what is a sovereign worth in today’s market?”

      “Around four-hundred pounds.” Sir Galahad reached into his pocket and placed a gold coin down on the table. King picked it up. He had been issued with some on various missions, the theory being that at daily gold prices, it was a universally traded item that appealed to everyone on the planet. Despite being familiar with the coin, he picked it up and studied both sides. Queen Victoria’s head on one side, with St. George slaying the dragon on the other. Around the size of a £1 coin, but as thin as a penny, it never looked substantial enough for its worth. However, the tiny coin was 7.988 grams with a pure gold weight of 7.322 grams, a fineness of 916.7. In other words, 22 carat gold. “That’s one of mine, old boy. There’s very little difference in value between one minted in Victoria’s reign, to one minted last year. Maybe twenty or thirty pounds for some, a few hundred for the rare ones for collecting value, but gold is gold. With the same weight and carat, face value is guaranteed at gold prices, and of course in this country, with no added tax because the coins are still classed as legal tender.”

      King handed the coin back. He knew that the value of gold directly affected a nation’s wealth. “Gordon Brown didn’t appreciate the value and importance of gold,” he replied.

      “No,” Sir Galahad said tersely. “He did not.”

      Dubbed ‘Brown’s Bottom’, the sale of half of the UK’s gold reserves between 1999 and 2002 by then-Chancellor Gordon Brown is considered a particular low point in British history. In 1999, Chancellor Gordon Brown sought to sell off 401 tonnes (56%) of the UK’s gold reserves. The logic was that gold wasn’t being used as a safe haven as much as it had been before, and that foreign currencies like the US Dollar and the imminent Euro would generate much better returns. The price of gold in the late 1990s was roughly between $254 and $312 per ounce. At the same time, nearing the Millennium, the US Dollar was getting stronger under President Clinton’s administration, and stock markets were making steady gains as interest in tech stocks grew (into what would become the Dot Com Bubble of 2000/01). Originally intended to be a secret, the planned sale was brought up in a question for the Treasury in the House of Commons on Friday May 7th. The confirmation of intention from the Treasury subsequently alerted the gold market, and the gold price fell by $10 per ounce. There was also the issue of auctions; seventeen were planned, suggesting that the UK Treasury did not expect the price to improve any time soon and were thus looking to hedge their bets and make multiple sales to maximise the money made. The total sale of the gold bullion sold was $3.5 billion, at $275 per ounce average sale value. It is somewhat ironic that Gordon Brown’s attempts to make as much money as possible from a staggered sale resulted in over $100 million less for the gold compared to when the sale hadn’t been announced, but it is damning just how much more that gold would have been worth further down the line. Gold was $921 per ounce early in May 2009, which would put the gold sold at $11.8 billion in value - $8.3 billion more than Brown got. The twenty-year price rise is worse still, with gold currently at $1,279 per ounce. This would make the gold bullion worth $16.4 billion - $12.9 billion more than was received in 1999. Gold is known as a safe haven asset that has a traditionally negative correlation with the stock markets. It is strange then that Gordon Brown did not appreciate the bull/bear nature of markets and the fluctuations that come part and parcel with trading. One reason for this oversight and ignoring the guidance of the BoE could be the Special Relationship between the UK and the US; a temptation to please the USA and back the US Dollar and present a united front for geopolitical reasons internationally, and PR reasons domestically. Investors blamed Brown for not predicting the market crash after the Dot Com bubble burst but given the benefits of gold as a diversification of assets it’s hard to forgive the then Chancellor for the oversight, and he had been warned.

      “We took a bloody bath on that one,” Sir Galahad commented flatly. “Still, if you sit on your fortune for long enough, it always builds back up.”

      “I imagine so,” said King somewhat indifferently. “But apart from giving Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs a kick in the balls, would it be enough?”

      Sir Galahad sipped some of his champagne and nodded eagerly. “Oh, absolutely. Flooding the market with gold brings the price down, and in turn, should enough of it hit the streets, then the value of the pound is greatly diminished. But what we have here is Russia’s ability to create a revenue stream amid sanctions. The West created sanctions because of Russia’s aggression in Ukraine, and gold they have sat on for seventy years will be legitimised and turned into currency.” He paused. “Our sources say that the minting plates have been designed, a hundred different designs in all. The dates and the designs are perfect. These coins will be smuggled into Britain and traded on internet bullion sites, jewellers, pawn brokers, internet auction sites. It sounds pie in the sky, but if Russian agents use a synchronised approach, the pound could be destabilised within a week, while Russia’s finances grow stronger.”

      “And Russia grows stronger as a result.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Who are these sources?” asked King.

      “Organised crime. The Russians are using the Bratva. The Bratva are forging channels with other criminal organisations. Criminals see an angle anywhere, and they can’t be trusted. As well as the two intelligence services, we have people on the payroll in criminal organisations everywhere.”

      “Naturally.”

      “What do you want done?”

      “Ah, so you will come and work for me!” Sir Galahad raised his glass but looked miffed when King did not join in the toast. “You won’t regret it. Our remit is broad, and our accountability is unique.”

      King had finished his beef wellington and he put down his cutlery. “That is the part that worries me,” he replied. “I’ve fought enough dirty wars to see what happens when accountability isn’t high on peoples’ lists. Sooner or later, the lines get blurred.”

      “Oh, rest assured, old boy, we’re very much the goodies, not the baddies. The cops, not the robbers. Well, almost.” He paused, smiling ruefully. “And we are accountable to the Prime Minister and the Crown.”

      King wasn’t sure if he wanted fulltime employment, but a shift from MI5 and its tight rein did seem appealing. The threat from Russia was near-constant, and for some reason, he felt an attack on Britain’s financial stability was bad enough given that the cost-of-living crisis was at least not insignificantly down to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the massive hike in fuel and grain prices. However, there was something about targeting the British gold sovereign that seemed like an attack on patriotism, sovereignty and the very fabric of society, despite the fact most people probably hadn’t even seen a gold sovereign, let alone owned one.

      “Two things,” said King.

      “Which are?”

      “Do you have a pen?”

      “Of course,” replied Sir Galahad, taking a Mont Blanc Meisterstück from his inside jacket pocket. He tore a sheet of paper from a tiny notebook and handed both to King. “All rather cryptic, I must say.”

      King wrote down a figure and handed him the sheet of paper. “That’s my salary and it’s not negotiable.”

      Sir Galahad raised an eyebrow but slipped the sheet of paper into his pocket along with the notepad and pen. “Agreed,” he said eventually. “And the second matter?”

      “I get to pick my own team…”
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      Marseille, France

      

      She had picked up her tail in Chartreux underground station and she had resisted glancing his way for most of the journey to La Timone. The man wore ear buds and had been muttering into his hands-free microphone when he had boarded the train, and she was convinced that he had been giving a running commentary to either his handler or accomplice and she imagined that by now, there would be others on the street above her as she took the stairs. She imagined a coordinated effort with mopeds or motorcycles getting into position above her. She had a thought about taking the line to Baille or on to Périer but running wasn’t her style. If they had put someone on her, then she was getting close.

      She cleared the barrier turnstile and kept up her pace. She looked for the exit sign, really checking for her tail, and confirmed he was right behind her. The man baulked for a moment and stopped talking, but regained composure quickly and walked on past her. His pace slowed though because of his uncertainty, and she imagined his ‘control’ would be jabbering in his ears as they worked out what to do next.

      The heightened terrorism threat in France had seen metal detectors installed on public transport and because of this Caroline had left the revolver in her room, along with the automatic King had left behind after a rather cold, emotionless goodbye. She had wept afterwards because the act of him leaving not only felt like a betrayal, but it seemed to question her capabilities in the field. He had lost faith in her, and with that, he had gone. How and where that left them in their relationship, she did not know. But she knew that King felt torn between his sense of duty and their personal vendetta, and she also knew that he had a hunter’s instinct and could wait for as long as it took. Perhaps that was the way. Perhaps they just needed time for Natasha to settle. Sooner or later, she would make a mistake. Interpol, Scotland Yard and the FBI had her on their watch lists. And King had felt all along that Natasha would come after them again, and that was when they would be pulled back in. To Caroline, the very notion seemed like suicide, but King seemed willing to take the risk.

      When she hit the street, she turned immediately left, bypassed the taxi ranks and crossed over the road, where the boutique shops allowed her to view her tail in the polished windows. She paused outside a shop selling handbags and other leather goods and used the reflection to watch the man behind her. He seemed uncertain what to do for a fraction of a second, but it was a fraction too long. Caroline turned around and the man crossed the street and walked on. He was out. He was still talking into his handsfree, and she imagined others getting into position. She checked the street, but nobody stood out. She carried on walking, slower in pace as she checked the window reflection and occasionally turned to scan the street behind her. There were plenty of people about, but it wasn’t exactly crowded. She was in the clear. Her anxiety was affecting her decisions. The guy was likely just a guy. On his way home, or off to meet friends. She crossed over the street, took one more look, but nobody stood out, nobody was on her tail. She checked her mobile phone. There were no messages from King, but she hadn’t really expected to see anything. He was in ‘duty mode’ now and would likely have been given a near-impossible assignment that he would take because he did not know how to say no, and nor could he accept that he may not be able to succeed. It was like a drug to him.

      The man with the earbuds and mic stepped out in front of her. It was so blatant that she was taken by surprise. Behind her, two men closed in, and the panel van swept beside her, its wheels scraping the kerb, the door open and everybody holding a gun except for her.
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      Llantrisant, South Wales

      

      “To distinguish between each of the many Royal Mint locations across the British Empire, gold Sovereigns were for many years marked with a letter symbolising the city or country of their origin. Most gold Sovereign coins were produced in London, and since the nineteen-seventies here in Llantrisant. These coins are unmarked, but many had a small mark above year of production to indicate their origin.” Mason’s patter would suggest he had made this speech many times to visiting dignitaries, MPs and television reporters. He had also given a tour on YouTube, which King had found earlier doing some research on the subject. “On some rarer coins these mint marks appear beneath a monarch’s neck, a wreath or a shield, as shown below. These were only present on Sovereigns featuring the young head portrait of Queen Victoria. Gold Sovereigns were chiefly minted in London. Production lasted a hundred years from eighteen-seventeen to nineteen-seventeen during the First World War, although the Sovereign was substituted for paper money during the war years due to a run on gold through public fear. The Royal Mint did continue to produce the coins, though to a much lesser degree and only to be kept as part of Britain’s gold reserves – which in turn were used to pay war debts to the United States. Post-war the coin was briefly brought back to life in nineteen-twenty-five by the Gold Standard Act, pushed for by Chancellor Winston Churchill, but this was a short-lived episode. The Royal Mint then didn’t produce gold Sovereigns again until 1953, for Queen Elizabeth’s coronation, but these were museum pieces only. In nineteen-fifty-seven, driven by the demand for gold Sovereigns in the Middle East, the Royal Mint once again began to mint the quarter-ounce gold coins and, in the mid-seventies, switched production to this facility.”

      King nodded, but he was reminded of an extremely boring school trip he’d once had at Battersea Power Station after it had closed, so there hadn’t even been the chance to see the furnaces working. He did his best to still look interested in his host and said, “Fascinating.”

      Mason wasn’t done yet. “It was the discovery of gold in Australia that led to the country having such a large involvement in minting British gold Sovereigns. The gold discovery made it cost effective in terms of shipping and insurance costs for the Royal Mint to mine and refine the gold in the same area, which led to the first refinery in Sydney and subsequent ones in Melbourne and Perth.” King hadn’t been aware that the coins had been minted elsewhere, and he wasn’t sure he cared, but it certainly opened new avenues of investigation, although for the Russians to move the gold made little sense and created logistical and security problems given that some much of the world had sanctioned them. “We mint Sovereigns, variations of Sovereigns and of course the Britannia coins here, which are roughly four times the size, at one troy ounce. Obviously, a fifties, Victorian or Edwardian coin is a dated piece. It will never be recast. We of course, have the minting plates, but only as exhibition pieces, and they have been purposely damaged to stop forgeries being minted.” Mason paused. “Some period Sovereigns can attract a premium, in exactly the same way that antiques do.”

      “So, if someone could mint specific dates, then they could add value to their gold?”

      “Yes,” Mason frowned. “But that would obviously be highly illegal, and because of the sovereign being a Coin of the Realm, along with the connotations it holds in history, then it is also a treasonable offence. Technically, one could still have been hanged in Britain for treason up until as recently as nineteen-ninety-eight.”

      King nodded, recalling what Sir Galahad had told him last night. “How would one make minting plates?”

      Kier Mason swept a hand around the minting room. There was no minting taking place today, but there was an array of minting plates on the walls, and stacks of coins wrapped in plastic in denomination piles. “One way would be to copy the minting plates,” he told him. “Or a skilled technician could copy the coins by making sand moulds and casting clay. It would be highly skilled work, as a sovereign must meet certain parameters, and just a fraction of disparity in weight or size would soon be discovered. However, the Royal Mint has made casts for years.” Mason paused. “The process is quite involved. Once you have the correct metalogical composition, in this case twenty-four parts gold and two parts silver and copper, to create twenty-two carat gold, the gold is cast into ingots and then rolled to the thickness required. After which, the next process is blanking which takes the sheet and flattens it to the required thickness. Riddling is the process of cleaning away impurities collected in the process, followed by annealing and cleaning where the blanks are then passed through an oven to soften in preparation for striking, and then washed through a chemical process to clean impurities away. Upsetting follows, the blanks are rolled a final time to smooth the edges. This blank is now called a planchet. The gold planchet is then stamped. Proof coins for collector editions are fed by hand and given two strikes. Best value Sovereigns are fed automatically and stamped once.”

      King nodded, reflecting on the process. “So, basically if someone wanted to forge Sovereigns, then they just walk into a jewellers’ and buy one? They could then take casts of the coin to make stamping heads and plates.”

      Mason nodded. “You can make anything nowadays. You could set up a machine to take laser measurements from hundreds of different angles and from that, a press could be made.” He paused. “A case in point, I own a classic car. Now, spare parts are difficult to come by. Especially for an Alvis, because let’s face it, not many people have heard of the marque. But even the tiny outfit that keeps my car on the road can CNC a part for me…”

      “CNC?” King asked.

      “Computer numerical control. A machine that measures what you want to copy, then using software the machine can cut out parts from solid blocks of steel or aluminium. A clutch, for example. Or a complete cylinder head.”

      “Or a press?”

      “As long as the material can withstand the heat of casting molten gold, then simple moulds would work.” Mason smiled. “But such talk is folly, really.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes,” replied Mason somewhat curtly. “Because no individual would ever possess enough gold to undertake such a task. A gold sovereign, remember, must be twenty-two carats. Jewellers buy scrap gold of all types, but hardly ever twenty-two carats. Nine, fourteen and eighteen carats make up the majority of jewellery as we know it, and by the time it’s smelted, the clinker removed, and the pure gold recovered, you would be amazed how little gold remains. After removing the impurities, a handful of nine carat gold chains and rings would barely make a quarter sovereign if it was to stand up to expert scrutiny.” He smiled somewhat conceitedly at King and said, “So, I’m afraid the endeavour would be a waste of time and effort. Incidentally, these people who you are worried about undertaking such a venture, how much gold do you estimate them to have?”

      King looked at him seriously and said, “One hundred tonnes. Just over eight-thousand gold bars each weighing twelve-point-four kilograms.” He watched the colour drain from the man’s face and added, “Or one hell of a lot of Sovereigns…”
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      December 26th 1944

      Poland

      

      Commandant Berne’s arms ached, his hands clenched on top of his head, his head cowed and his freezing knees singing in pain, his crossed ankles numb not only from the cold of the snow-covered ground, but from being kept in the stress position for so long. In front of him, the bodies of his men lay still, blood in the snow. He tried not to look, but there was something so macabre about blood against the pristine white of freshly fallen snow.

      Colonel Yevgeny Bostitch stood triumphantly; a striking figure warding off the cold wrapped in multiple layers under his great coat. The man had watched with no sign of emotion as his men had slaughtered Berne’s men. The fighting had lasted twenty-minutes but had felt like an age. Berne remembered his battles with the British in North Africa, thirty-minute skirmishes in most cases, but they had seemed like hours if not days spent in the depths of hell. But he knew that Montgomery’s men did not execute their German or Italian prisoners of war, and despite what he had overseen in the concentration camps, he had always treated captured soldiers with respect. He knew that other commanding officers had not always been so inclined, but he had never allowed a captured British soldier to be mistreated or killed by his men. The Russian was not cut from the same cloth. The soldiers of the Soviet Union were peasants with little or no education and easily manipulated and conditioned by the regime. Berne had watched his men, exhausted and defeated, each held by two Soviet soldiers, another holding a rifle on them as a single soldier had made his way down the line shooting each man in the back of the neck with a Tokarev TG-33 pistol. The act had been akin to a slaughterman working his way through a herd of frightened sheep, and as Berne watched, he knew what his fate would be and he could not find the life in his legs to run, and his entire body had lost both fight and flight. For the first time since he had been wounded in North Africa and taken command at the concentration camp, he knew how the Jews must have felt. That they waited for slaughter because inside them, some sentient entity, whether it be their soul or primal instinct, had lost all will to live, and simply hoped for a painless end.

      Bostitch turned to Berne as the last German soldier fell. He looked the commandant in his eyes, so much unsaid, but so much inferred. Berne knew he was going to die. He knew that this imposing Soviet colonel would seize Herr Führer’s gold, and with it all chances of a Fourth Reich and a new world order would be over. He also suspected that these men carrying out the man’s bidding would be unlikely to survive the war. The man had the look of a hunter. Something about his eyes told Berne that he would be as ruthless with his own, as he would with his enemies.

      The German trooper died slowly, writhing painfully on the frozen ground.  The three soldiers seemed to find it amusing, smoking and laughing at something one of them had said. Berne bowed his head. His men had died quickly, and the sight of the writhing man filled him with dread that his death would be slow and painful. The soldier with the Tokarev holstered the weapon, clearly not giving the man a coup de grace. Eventually, one of the other soldiers upended his Mosin-Nagant rifle and executed a killer blow to the side of the man’s head. Berne closed his eyes, the sound of cracking skull replaced by a wet squelch that made the German Commandant vomit into the snow. Something about the brutality in finishing the man off resonated with him. Like a farmer who used a pickaxe to dispatch a wounded cow without wasting a bullet, or as they themselves had done with the Jews… The Jews… And it was in that moment, as he looked up into the muzzle of the Soviet colonel’s pistol, Berne realised what had become of him, what monstrous things they had done, because despite what the Nazi regime had done to dehumanise the Jews, cowed on his knees, with his dead comrades around him and death imminent, he knew that he felt no different than the thousands of Jews who had died under his command. They say that you don’t hear the bullet that kills you, but Berne knew this to be a fallacy. He saw the muzzle flash, heard the gunshot and felt an icy-cold, yet burning-hot sensation all at once, every part of his head aching as never before, and the alien sensation that something was very wrong inside him, and that it would never heal, and he would never recover. He fell onto his back, frozen in a spasm that affected his entire being. He groaned, but at this point was likely unaware of the noise he made, or that his right foot twitched uncontrollably in the snow. He watched the mist descend, darker by the moment. Fading irreversibly to black.
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      Toulouse, France

      

      Lieutenant François Toussaint dipped his croissant into coffee so strong and sweet and black, that it clung to the pastry like syrup. His assistant, a constable with five years’ experience, and who shadowed the detective daily, sparked up a cigarette and studied the body strapped to the chair.

      “Thoughts?”

      Constable Boucher looked at his mentor and said, “Tortured.”

      “Obviously.”

      “He held out a while, by the looks of it.”

      “Poor soul.”

      “He was a criminal, sir. A ruthless man who ran brothels and dealt in drugs. I’m not sympathetic that he suffered, nor sad that he died.”

      “A life is a life, Constable. We investigate as thoroughly for a piece of shit like this man, as we do for a nun. Without us, only chaos exists. Never forget that.” Toussaint paused, drinking down the last of his coffee. Boucher offered him a cigarette and he took it and lit it from Boucher’s own. “This isn’t a rival gang,” he commented finally. “This was something altogether different.”

      “How do you know that it wasn’t a gang,” Boucher asked, drawing the last from his cigarette and flicking it out of the open doorway.

      Toussaint pointed to the wound to the man’s chest. “That’s a precision stab wound,” he commented. “Right through the aorta. He bled around the wound a little, but it would have been quick. No arterial surge, most of the blood loss was internal. Death would have come in seconds. That much blood loss starves both the brain and the heart. The brain loses oxygenated blood, and the heart simply doesn’t receive enough blood to continue pumping. I witnessed a killing like this as a beat cop, many years ago. Football hooliganism, far-right Polish fans and French supporters. I saw a man stabbed with a flick knife, and he stood still for five seconds before falling stiffly backwards. He was dead inside thirty seconds. This man, Patrice, he wouldn’t have known very much about it.”

      “But he would have known all about the torture,” the younger man replied. “It looks quite basic. Fingers and knees, mainly.”

      “Professional,” Toussaint said curtly.

      “How do you know the difference?”

      The senior detective nodded sagely. “When one sees the worst of things, one knows.” He paused. “There was no message here. The man’s killer wanted to know things, and I imagine he got what he wanted because, let me tell you, a broken finger hurts like hell. And that poor man had all but two broken. His knees were smashed with something solid like a hammer or a wrench. I imagine these were done first. It is called the softener. The act of violence, the delivery of pain that tells the victim that there is no way out, no escape. I imagine that by the eighth finger, Patrice had told his killer everything he wished to know. All that was left was the delivery of death, for Patrice could not be trusted to keep quiet about this, and his killer could not risk leaving the man alive.”

      “And the stab to the chest was the quickest method?”

      “There are a few. But I suppose, when all is said and done, this way is the less dramatic.” He reacted, slowly pushing an unseen blade out in front of him, towards the bloodied wound. “Slowly, like this,” he said. “Through the skin and muscle wall, but slowly to be precise. To carefully severe the aorta. I doubt Patrice would have felt a thing. The blade would have been whipped out and his killer would probably still be wiping it clean as the man slumped in the chair.” He looked around, pointing at two drips of blood near the constable’s feet. “There! Do not scuff them…” He beckoned a forensic officer over and pointed to the drips of blood on the dirty floor. “I want that checked. Make sure it is this man’s blood-type and DNA, perhaps the killer cut himself cleaning his blade. Stranger things have happened…”

      Toussaint studied the room, his eyes darting over the walls and ceiling. The lock-up had been used as a criminal hideout and storage facility. Somewhere to put the kettle on and plan the next heist, or robbery. Somewhere perhaps, to trade refugee girls for the sex trade. There would likely be dozens of DNA traces in this dark, dank room. Toussaint froze, his eyes remaining on a smoke detector. It appeared to be brand new, and at odds with everything else in the lock-up. Grime covered every surface and light switch. He pointed and said, “Get up there, Boucher…”

      The constable pulled out a pile of plastic stacking crates and made a makeshift platform. He climbed up nimbly and used a pocketknife to jemmy the cover off the smoke detector. “C’est magnifique! A hidden camera!”

      Toussaint stepped underneath and looked at the angle of the lens. He had no way of knowing the magnification or field of view, but he was certain that Patrice had unwittingly filmed his own murder. “Now to find out where the wires go, or if it is a wireless system, what is picking up the recording…”
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      Marseille, France

      

      There were four of them. One driving the van, the guy from the train with the air buds in his ears - now removed - and the two who had blocked her from behind. She had been pushed roughly into a rear-facing seat, with one of the men taking up position beside her with the muzzle of his pistol aimed at her midriff from just a few inches away, and two crouching in the loading bay preparing plastic sheeting and rolls of tape.

      “Who the hell are you?” she asked indignantly, glancing at the worrying sight of the sheet and tape. No good was coming from this situation, and she realised that if she did not escape from the van, waited until they got to whatever location they were going to use, then she would almost certainly stand no chance of escape.

      “Quiet!” snapped the man beside her. “You will not be asking the questions,” he said coldly. “You will only be answering them, until we have finished with you.”

      “Are you DGSE?” she asked, but the man merely scoffed. “DST, then?”

      “We are not French intelligence services,” he replied with a mirthless grin. “You have not been as lucky as that…”

      Caroline had heard enough to know that they were all French. She was fluent in the language and cultured enough to know that all four men were from the criminal underworld. She had been asking questions in the wrong places and it had finally caught up with her. She cursed King silently, cursed herself for not keeping one of the pistols with her and choosing to use public transport instead of the less convenient, but safer hire car. Marseille was not a car-friendly city with poor parking and tedious one-way systems, but she was paying for her reasoning and decision now.

      The side windows of the van were smoked glass, so there was no point trying to attract attention as they pulled alongside other vehicles and pedestrians. She would only have a few seconds before the men would subdue her if she tried to attract help. Besides, what could a member of the public do against four men with guns? Drawing attention would likely mean certain death for any would-be have-a-go-hero.

      She had lost track of time, her eyes switching between the pistol and the two men laboriously preparing what she prayed would not be her shroud for her final resting place, but she recognised the fishing port of Vallon des Auffes, and knew that at least fifteen minutes had passed since they had abducted her. She could not look behind her, but as they passed the pillars, she knew they were on the old stone bridge, with the old port some fifty feet below her, the colourful boats she had once seen with King moored and swinging in the changing tide like a hundred colourful sundials changing as the day wore on. Without hesitation, Caroline slammed her elbow into the jaw of the man seated beside her and grabbed the door handle as he reeled from the blow. Both men looked up from their preparations, and the driver glanced round, but Caroline had already kicked the door back on its runner and hurled herself out over the stone wall.

      The van was doing twenty-miles-per-hour and she skimmed the stone wall with her thigh as she flew out into the abyss. She hoped and prayed that there wasn’t a boat directly below her, and as she searched for her landing point, she had around ten-feet-square of water to hit, which she did at a terrific speed with her legs straight and her arms tucked in. The water was shallow, around eight-feet deep and she slammed into the mud and sludge of the seabed but had the presence of mind to turn over and swim for the shadow of a nearby boat, which was rocking from the wash of her landing. She swam to the stern, and surfaced tentatively, taking a grateful breath of air as she caught hold of a rope and buoy beside her. She could not see the van above her, but she could hear a commotion – shouts and vehicle horns blaring - and she waited until the commotion died down before swimming for the shore, and what she prayed would be safety.
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      Estonia

      

      World War Two changed the face of Europe. More rapidly and more extensively than at any other known point in time. In just five years, entire towns and villages were wiped off the map. Borders were completely changed; countries renamed. Millions killed. Entire cities were changed beyond recognition. Hamburg burned so fiercely in the last days of the allied bombing campaign – known as Operation Gomorrah - that the ensuing firestorm sucked in the air and fanned the flames so ferociously that the city created its own weather system. Gale force winds raged from the epicentre and the wind could be felt hundreds of miles away, and the heat and fumes from the fires created clouds that wept acid rain over much of Germany. Hamburg and Dresden were almost completely destroyed, and not a single building emerged unscathed. Train rails and sleepers were uprooted for building materials, and with many towns obliterated, the train routes changed completely.

      Dimitri Bostitch had grown up listening to his grandfather’s tales of the war. In the dying days of the war, just before Russia would design its new borders, and Europe would be carved up by both East and West, his grandfather had undertaken a secret mission. He had liberated Nazi gold and under orders, had taken the train out of Poland and into Estonia as the German army had fled. His grandfather was a hero of the Motherland and went on to serve in the newly formed KGB, working with the Stasi in East Germany and conducting operations against the West until he had retired in the late sixties. Dimitri’s father, Uri, had taken up the mantle and served in the KGB for almost thirty years. Under Dimitri’s tenure, the KGB after the fall of the Soviet Union, had become the FSB and he was now in his final years serving his nation, just as his father and grandfather before him.

      Yevgeny Bostitch had told his son, and later his grandson, of the day he had sealed a fortune in gold in a railway tunnel and ordered the track removed on either side of a soon to be defunct route to a town that no longer existed. His men had used high explosives to seal the tunnel, and there the train had waited with its fortune in gold, until the Soviet Union would need it. He would retell the story – the wind stronger and the air colder with every telling. He never told his offspring of the executions, instead he had emerged ‘victorious’ after battle and the details didn’t really matter once he showed off the single bar of gold he kept in the dresser beside the stove. Over the years, the gold bar had got smaller. A hacksaw and a man in Moscow with the right connections – and who had taken a hefty cut – saw that the Bostitch family did not have to survive on potatoes and bortsch throughout the momentous changes through the decades. There was little left of that bar now. Dimitri had been less disciplined than his father and grandfather before him, and with the formation of the Russian Federation and the fall of communism, he could travel further afield and seek better deals for a piece of 24 carat gold. However, it was when the Bratva was allowed to emerge – many formed by former KGB operatives with all the right connections for crime and enforcement – that Dimitri Bostitch came into his own. There was a significant share that came with his new-found position and with the right connections to move the haul of gold, he was not only a wealthy man, but one of the most senior in Russian organised crime. And now, working with his former department the FSB, he had the chance at getting one over on the West. He was the man who could place the gold and was rewarded with the prestige of harming one of their enemies in an operation that would build Russia’s strength and resources and bring Britain to its knees.

      The presses were in place and a former foundry that had made Kalashnikov rifles for more than sixty-years would act as the base for the duration of their venture. He was using two brotherhoods for the venture – a rare ceasefire amid shared interests – and despite an unease between the two Bratva families, the men had worked well together. And unlike his grandfather before him, who had once intimated to his father that dead men could tell no secrets, those who toiled uncovering the tunnel would be allowed to live. And toil they did, because Dimitri’s grandfather had ordered both ends of the tunnel blown up with dynamite and had brought down many thousands of tonnes of earth and rocks to make his vault. Dimitri’s men now worked at the northern end of the tunnel with excavation equipment, the trucks waiting nearby, the drivers smoking and talking, waiting patiently for their turn.

      There were shouts and Dimitri looked up, tossing his cigarette aside and breaking into a run on the rough ground. He found the foreman and together they climbed the heap of rocks and soil and another man clambered up to them with a powerful hand-held search lamp with a separate powerpack. Dimitri snatched the lamp but made no attempt to take the powerpack and the man followed, pulled along by the mafia boss by the length of coiled lead.

      The steam train was covered with a layer of dust half an inch thick. Dimitri ran his finger along the metal of the engine to reveal olive-green paintwork that shone brightly underneath. The train was from the Deutsche Reichsbahn national railway system and would have transported many of the Jews to their fate in the camps. Dimitri’s heart was beating rapidly. His grandfather would have seen a different sight, the train would have been pristine, its fire roaring, its funnel billowing smoke. The noise overwhelming as they positioned the train in the tunnel, vented its boiler and put out the fire. The smell would have been acrid. Now, it just smelt of earth, a musty staleness and strangely, the sickly, sweet and pungent smell of rotted meat.

      “Gases,” the foreman mused. “The tunnel was sealed by thousands of tonnes of rocks and soil. That tunnel was airtight. What could have made the gas?”

      Dimitri found the source of the gas at the bottom of the slope. It was evident that the bodies had once been alive and had dug frantically for their lives. Rubble had been moved, but Dimitri could see that even when the last of them had died, they still had hundreds of tonnes of rocks and earth to dig through. Piled near the tracks, dismembered bodies lay strewn in piles, clothing torn to shreds.

      “They ate each other…” the other man said, lowering the powerpack until it almost pulled the searchlight from Dimitri’s hand.

      Dimitri played the beam across the horror scene. It was evident that Soviet soldiers had eaten German soldiers. And then each other. They couldn’t have lit fires; the smoke would have killed them sooner than starvation. Dimitri had always known that his grandfather would have ordered the deaths of the German soldiers, but even a man with his experience was quite horrified that he had sealed his own men up in the tunnel. He walked on, grateful to leave the hopeless scene behind him, but finding the next scene just as macabre. Shielded from the elements, the rain, the sun – the air in the tunnel uncompromised for eighty years – the bodies had semi-mummified. The uniforms were intact, and the skin of the men inside them was taut and leathery. The skulls had no eyes in the sockets, the noses and lips were gone also, but the hair, although straggly and difficult to tell the exact colour, was matted to their foreheads, in what Dimitri presumed was dried blood. Each man had a bullet hole in either their head or neck, and as Dimitri played the beam from the searchlight across the grisly pile of bodies, he reflected that he had never truly known the kindly-looking man who had sat him upon his knee and talked of gold and hidden trains and duty to Mother Russia. These bodies had escaped being eaten. The Soviet soldiers had died before they could finish their larder.

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph…” the foreman said. “They have all been executed…”

      Dimitri nodded but said nothing. He suspected that he would discover how the German soldiers had died, his grandfather couldn’t have simply captured the train and allowed them to walk away. But he had never expected to see anything like this. Never thought that his grandfather would leave his fellow countrymen to die in such a despicable manner. He had to steel himself to walk to the next carriage. His heart was pounding, and his stomach fluttered as he walked tentatively towards the wooden sliding door. It did not bear thinking about the fate of the faithful soldiers who had been left to such a fate under his grandfather’s command. A living nightmare of unimaginable terror. To be betrayed, sealed in a tunnel with no chance of escape. Tearing in vain at the rocks and earth blocking their escape. Driven in desperation to eat flesh from the bodies they had slaughtered…

      “How long do you think they lived for?” the foreman asked, his eyes not leaving the bodies.

      “There would have been a lot of air in here,” he replied contemplatively. “Water in the engine…”

      “Long enough to turn to cannibalism…” the other man shivered.

      As Dimitri worked the bolt of the carriage, he prayed that he would not find another scene of horror in this tunnel of hell and was immediately met with the sight of wooden crates, each marked with a swastika and eagle burned into the wood. Dimitri climbed into the carriage and the man holding the powerpack had to clamber in as Dimitri stretched out the lead. He looked around for something to break open one of the crates, and the foreman answered by sliding a bayonet across the wooden floor to him. Dimitri prised open the nearest crate and stood back, the gold glistening up at him, as shiny and clean as it was the day it had been minted. Slowly, a smile emerged and all he had just witnessed appeared to be forgotten, his mind now full of what he would do next, how he would make his country stronger and bring another to its knees.
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      Stockholm, Sweden

      

      There are no happy ever afters. That was King’s conclusion. Life handed out gifts and then it snatched them back and replaced the joy with misery and regret. The trick, he had discovered, was to ride the waves and know that when you crest a peak, a trough will surely follow. Ride out the trough because hopefully you will not be completely swallowed and enjoy the rise back out. He sipped his tea and continued to watch the boats on the waterfront. Perhaps it was being in the proximity of the multi-coloured boats that had given him the analogy. But he was certain it was more likely because he was finally learning what life was about.

      The man had once had it all. He had got back with the woman he loved and built the relationship that had been missing with his son because of his years in prison. He had also stolen a suitcase full of money, first from the IRA and then from King, working at the time for MI6. King had hunted him for six months, but when he had seen Simon Grant’s new life, he had turned around and walked away. The assignment had been a heavy, grey cloud over King’s career. But the Secret Intelligence Service had swept the incident under the rug and moved on. King had been given a series of dirty jobs and near-impossible missions as punishment, but department heads changed, successful operations were celebrated, and his indiscretion was eventually forgotten.

      He watched Simon Grant cross the road, hesitate on the pavement as he drew on the last of his cigarette and flicked it into the gutter. He entered the café and King shifted in his seat so that his back would be to the café, and he got a better view of the boats. The sun was high and despite being summertime, there was a refreshing chill on the air. As cities went, summer in Stockholm was far more comfortable than London. Despite getting to high temperatures, the easterly wind came over the Russian Steppes and brought with it a Siberian chill that was most welcome. Although, King had been here before in the winter, and it was another matter entirely.

      “Vill du se frukostmenyn?” Grant asked, standing to the side of the table with a menu in his hand. He froze when he recognised King, glanced all around him, especially at the café where he worked.

      “No breakfast for me, thanks,” King replied. “You’re a bit old for café work, Grant. It’s all student waiters in this town.”

      “And people whose retirement plan didn’t work out like they’d planned.”

      “You had a suitcase full of money, last time I checked.”

      “Things change.”

      “Don’t they just…” King sipped some of his tea and said, “Take the morning off. Say you’re unwell. We need to talk.”

      “I can’t afford to lose a shift.”

      “I’ll cover your shift.”

      “But not my job…”

      “But even still, a café…” King paused. “The best safecracker to have ever lived…”

      “But I’m not in prison this way.”

      “So, the money’s gone?” Grant nodded. “That’s quite some lifestyle,” King ventured, but he already knew the man’s story.

      “Lisa left me. David has cancer and despite this country’s social care, I’ve had to cover his income. He didn’t have health or life insurance…” Grant trailed off, his eyes on the boats. Boats were always a metaphor for freedom. Look at them for long enough and you always dreamed of heading someplace new. “He’s only twenty-seven…”

      King nodded. The last time he had seen Simon Grant, he had told him that his son was now a teacher with a young family of his own. He guessed young David Grant wasn’t in for a happy ever after, either. “Take the day off,” King told him. “I have a proposition. It’s not lottery money, but it’s better than waiting tables and will cover a year or two for both yourself and your son.

      Grant looked towards the café where a large man with a beard was glaring at him from across the road. “I’d better go. Gunther is a dickhead. He’ll be wanting to dock my pay for spending too long talking to the customers.”

      “It’s a switch-a-roo job. Just like in France.”

      “People died in France,” Grant replied sharply.

      “They’ll die on this job, too.” King paused. “But you can come back and support your lad, and all without working for a dickhead like Gunther.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “Need to know.”

      “And I need to know…”

      “No, you just need to say yes,” King replied. He shrugged and said, “Some bad people have some gold and intend on using it to hurt Britain financially. That’s all I can say on the matter.”

      “And it’s a simple job?”

      King chuckled. “No. I never said that. I don’t think I’ve ever been given a simple job to do. No, it will be tough, and it will be risky. But I have two-hundred grand to pay for the services of a lock, combination and security specialist and it’s tax free.” He paused. “If that won’t get you to tell Gunther to go fuck himself, then nothing will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Toulouse, France

      

      The man wasn’t on the French National Police Computer database. Lieutenant François Toussaint was still waiting to hear back from his inquiries to Interpol, when an email flagged up from the DGSE, the French intelligence service.

      “A result?” asked Constable Boucher.

      The senior detective did not answer as he read the heading – CEASE AND DESIST. “Maybe, but not the one we want…”

      His phone on his desk rang and he picked it up, already knowing who would be on the line. “Commissioner General, how can I help?” he asked sapiently, already knowing that pressure was being applied both to and from the man on the top floor. He listened for a moment, then replaced the receiver, looking at Boucher. “Take a coffee break, constable.”

      Toussaint climbed the stairs to the top floor. He never took the lift. At his age, he made time for the extra exercise and valued the extra time taking the stairs gave him both in his working day and metaphorically. He knocked twice on the heavy oak door at the end of the long corridor, the walls peeling with long ago applied whitewash. Like much of the Toulouse police department, money had not been invested for decades. He let himself in when the man barked from behind the door.

      “Don’t bother to sit, Toussaint. This will be a short visit.”

      “The email?”

      “Of course. We’re not treading on the DGSE’s toes.”

      “I have a murder investigation. Will the DGSE handle that? I think not…”

      “A hoodlum with organised crime connections and an offence sheet as long as your arm?” Commissioner General Delacroix shook his head. “Who cares?”

      “A murder is a murder, Commissioner General. We all took an oath.”

      “I do not need reminding, and you’d do well to remember who you are talking to…” the commissioner glared. “But we are under-resourced, have a backlog of unsolved cases and it has been made clear to me that the DGSE will be taking over. We neither have the authority, nor the resources to challenge that decision.”

      Toussaint frowned. “But Patrice was a low-life. A career criminal involved in drugs, armed robberies and prostitution. He trafficked girls. What the hell has that got to do with the DGSE?”

      Delacroix sighed. Toussaint was a good detective. They had trained together. He wanted, no needed Toussaint to forget this case, and despite being ordered not to, he conceded. “It’s not Patrice, but the man who tortured and killed him. He’s an American.”

      Toussaint shrugged. “Then surely Interpol could liaise?”

      Delacroix stood up, stepped around his desk and caught the detective by his arm, guiding him gently to the door. “CIA,” he whispered. “And trust me, when the CIA attracts the attention of the DGSE, we do not want to be caught in the middle…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Marseille, France

      

      She had wrung out her top and put it back on whilst she was on the move. Her jeans were soaked, but there was little she could do as she concentrated on moving quickly through the streets, using the one-way system and pedestrian zones to her advantage, gaining distance on the bridge, which was now what she considered to be ground zero. She needed to move. Every few hundred metres she travelled, she increased her enemy’s search area by thousands of square metres, until after thirty minutes and a damned swift pace, they were faced with a search parameter of several square miles. But that meant that she could not return to the guesthouse where she and King had been staying. The guns, the cash and her clothes were all gone. She thankfully carried her soggy passport in her pocket, and she had a little cash on her, and she had some money in the hire car, which she had parked three streets over as a precaution, but the keys were in their room. And by now, the guesthouse would be under surveillance, and she suspected, had been for some time.

      She stopped at a tabac on a street corner and bought a pay-as-you-go phone with the soggy euros and a medium-sized flick-knife. The woman serving behind the counter did not bat an eyelid. Caroline tested the knife before she left the shop, the four-inch straight blade whipping out lightning fast. Once opened, the knife looked a little like a sword in design, and she pressed the cross guard and the inverted S-shaped cross guard moved, unlocking the blade. She folded the lethal-looking weapon and slipped it into her jeans pocket. France’s knife crime statistics were far lower than the UK, yet knives were sold openly. Practically everything except a small penknife was illegal to buy or carry in the UK, and yet national knife crime was through the roof. The mind boggled.

      The phone had enough charge to register and make a call. She pocketed the charger and slipped the packaging into a bin as she passed. She headed down a quiet street and turned right at the bottom. All the while gaining distance on the bridge and her pursuers. She dialled the number from memory. She had dialled it many times before.

      “Speak…”

      “Ramsay, it’s Caroline…”

      “How’s retirement?”

      She hesitated, checking for a tail as she headed down the next narrow street. “Not so great at the moment…” she conceded.

      “Shame.”

      “Do you want me to beg?”

      “It probably wouldn’t help,” replied Ramsay. “I gather a favour is required. I can’t think of any other reason for your call.”

      “We’re friends, Neil.”

      There was an awkward silence. Neil Ramsay was a genius. Possibly with the highest IQ in the service. But he was a high-functioning autistic, and some things were merely black and white to him. He took many comments far too literally. “I still think you’re calling for a favour…” he said eventually.

      “Perhaps,” she replied guiltily, knowing full-well that it was her only reason.

      “Are you coming back to work?”

      “Not now, Neil…”

      “Then I’m all out of favours.”

      “Neil, for goodness’ sake!” she snapped, then her tone softened. “Do you want me to beg?”

      “Do you want me to beg?” Ramsay replied quickly. “You’ve had everything your own way. Simon Mereweather has made it clear that he would forget about the money. Keep it…”

      “I intend to!” she retaliated.

      “Caroline, do what you will with the money, but I don’t need to remind you that you carried out an unsanctioned termination. We’ve already paid forward all the favours you’re going to get.”

      Caroline stopped walking and closed her eyes. She had been ready to deny it, but arguing her case was to put the blame on a colleague killed brutally on their last operation. She had set that colleague up to avoid conviction, but now that she was dead, she had no desire to tarnish the woman’s name. They had never got on, but things seemed different now. She wasn’t going down that road, not without Sally-Anne Thorpe being here to defend herself. And now King had walked away, or she had driven him away. Things had gone too far. She had once lived for this work, but now she did not know what to do. She was hell-bent on revenge for the death of her aunt at the hands of Natasha. But could she really track down the woman alone? Perhaps, but she’d never take her alone, she knew that much. Caroline was a specialist skills field agent, but she wasn’t a cold, heartless assassin. “OK,” she replied quietly, still looking around her. “I’ll come back.”

      “And the money?”

      “I didn’t think Simon cared…”

      “It’s the principle,” he replied. “We can’t just keep the spoils of war. We have a half-decent salary and five-weeks’ holiday a year for our troubles.”

      “I’ll give what remains to the service’s benevolent fund.”

      “Well, that’s tickety-boo.” He paused. “What’s the problem?” he asked, like she had never left.

      “I’m compromised. I can’t go back to my hotel for resources, and I have a team of men after me. They abducted me, but I escaped.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Marseille.”

      “Oh…”

      “Problem?”

      “I’m sending someone.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “I’ll text you the details. Get off the streets, stay out of sight and good luck…”

      Caroline heard the call end and she redialled, only to get Ramsay’s curt voicemail, giving nothing away and certainly no details of who he worked for. She decided to switch off the phone to remain untraceable. She would go back on the grid once she found somewhere to hide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Moscow, Russia

      

      “I find it both difficult and annoying, no, unacceptable, to be micro-managed like this.”

      “I don’t care what you think,” Vitali Milosevic stared at the Bratva head in front of him. His eyes were cold and grey and unyielding, although he was no fool. He knew that the man before him could reach anybody and he would not hesitate to kill, or have people kill for him. But as with every uneasy alliance, he was confident that the Bratva would not bite the hand that feeds, nor be foolish enough to cross the might of the FSB. “You have our resources at hand, the protection we give you.”

      “The Bratva need no protection, least not from you, Vitali,” Dimitri Bostitch replied stoically.

      “You cross many people, Dimitri. But to cross us is to cross the tip of the spear. We are Russia, and we will crush you if you fall out of line.”

      Dimitri Bostitch stood up, unbuttoned his trousers and pulled out his penis. He stood there, as completely relaxed as his own manhood. “If it’s a cock measuring exercise that you’re after, my friend…” He paused. “Let us be done with it here and now.”

      Milosevic looked away as he reached into his desk drawer, pushed the Makarov pistol aside and retrieved a folder. “Put that away, Dimitri. I think you’ve proven your point…”

      “Argh… I was looking forward to beating you,” he smirked.

      “You would not have.”

      “But I have only your word for that.”

      “It will have to suffice.”

      “How is Malina?”

      The mention of his wife galled the intelligence chief, but like all good intelligence operatives, especially one so seasoned, he did not let it show. Seething, he would certainly question his wife when he returned home, and inwardly he was cursing the low life in front of him. But for opportunity, he could have been on the other side of the desk and with more money than God, but he had chosen his path and chosen to stay in the intelligence service when it appeared that the smart money was getting out and forming Bratva alliances. Two sides of the same coin, only one was worth hundreds of millions, while the other lived in a state-owned apartment and picked up a salary smaller than fast food assistant managers in the US. “She is well,” he replied benignly. He tossed the folder on the desk. “Bearer bonds. Enough to keep the operation afloat.” He paused as Bostitch reached across the desk and helped himself to another million US dollars. “But that is final. You will commence work on the gold smelting and have the first shipment of Sovereigns ready within one week,” he smiled. “Or you will be reminded of how our organisation deals with chancers and thieves. One week…”

      Dimitri Bostitch smiled. He took the folder and headed for the door. With his hand on the doorhandle, he looked back at the intelligence officer and said, “You will get what’s coming to you, my old friend.” He left without further word, meaning all the while to ‘bump’ into his old flame Milina Milosevic before the week was out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Hursley, Hampshire

      England

      

      He ended the five-mile run along country lanes with the assault course. Seven hundred metres of cargo nets, log climbs and hurdles, rope swings and agility leaps hidden in one of four pine forests surrounding the property and its two-hundred acres of farmland. He tackled the assault course like he tackled everything in life – at full pace and with no hesitation. At the last line of logs and poles, building in both width and height and culminating in a six-foot drop he checked his watch and grinned when he realised that he had taken off ten seconds from the previous day. Not bad for a man in his forties. King walked back to the edge of the woods and made his way down the side of a field to the farmhouse. For appearances sake, the farm was worked by tenants and turned a small annual profit from beef farming and the rental of some fields for equestrian grazing. Sir Galahad Mereweather and his secret organisation had the use of a converted barn and the said assault course and woodland. The barn served as luxury accommodation and offices. A tall antenna and a broad satellite receiver were the only concession to something other than farming going on, but neighbours were few and far between, and there were no public rights of way in the vicinity.

      King showered in the outside utility block and tossed his dirty clothes in the laundry basket. He had been dripping with mud and figured that the light beige carpets and white leather sofas of the converted barn could do without becoming dappled with half the Hampshire countryside. He stepped inside wearing just a towel and nodded at Grant, who was watching daytime TV and dipping digestives into strong coffee.

      “Good run?”

      King shrugged. He had never enjoyed running, but in his game you either had to run to a fight or run away from one and being slow meant being dead. “You might want to work your lungs once in a while.”

      Grant shook his head. “Nah, I think I’ll pass.”

      “How’s the practice coming along?” He watched a man with teeth as bright as a soccer stadium’s floodlight co-presenting with a black woman twice his size and with the most annoying laugh he’d ever heard, trying to conduct an interview with the Chancellor of the Exchequer. The politician would be relishing such question-free media time in yet another week where there were many questions to be answered. He had just told them his favourite album but had got the name wrong. Still, better than having to deal with a heavyweight political journalist.

      “All good,” Grant answered not taking his eyes off the screen.

      King picked up the remote and switched off the sixty-inch TV. “There are ten different safes in the barn, and all the tools you will need.” He paused, looking at the man as he stared at him. King had been shot several times, but by far the worse was a small and supposedly low-powered bullet from a Makarov. The resulting surgery looked like a shark had taken a massive bite, then released him. Grant’s eyes slowly met his own. “I want all of those safes open by lunchtime. After that, then we’ll have some reports to go through and the first briefing. You will get to know about the operation and what will happen to you if you waste training time by watching two fuckwits on daytime TV. Understand?”

      Grant nodded, his eyes turning back to the scars, each one highlighted by King’s muscular chest and torso, and a deep bronze tan. “I’ve got this.”

      King nodded. “Good. Because if you fail, we all fail. And if we fail, then we’re not coming home.”

      “Should have told me that before I agreed,” Grant replied shortly.

      “Well, you’d think you’d have learnt by now…” King climbed the stairs to the open mezzanine bedroom that he had ‘bagsied’ last night. He dressed quickly in jeans, T-shirt and lightweight walking trainers, checked his wallet and slipped the simple Leatherman multi-tool into his pocket. The contraption took up little room when folded but contained a wickedly sharp blade, pliers, a file and several configurations of screwdriver heads. When he made his way back downstairs, Grant had left his morning TV vigil and King headed outside to the nearby barn, where he found the man opening the door of a small wall-safe sat atop a long workbench. King picked up a nearby torch on another bench, flicked off the overhead fluorescent light and tossed the torch to Grant, who fumbled it in the darkness of the barn, but eventually made the catch. “Don’t want to make it too easy for you…”

      Grant shrugged. “This is low tech shit,” he replied. “I can open these quickly enough, but anything worth stealing from the people you are building up to be so ruthless is going to be a million miles away from six-digit digital codes or combination dials.”

      “I’m easing you in gently,” said King, glancing at the luminous dials of his vintage Rolex in the gloom. Outside, a car swung across the concrete yard, the rumble of a powerful engine and performance exhaust breaking the peacefulness of the countryside. “Keep going, we’ll step things up after lunch.”

      Outside, a dark grey Range Rover Sport parked nose-out, the quad exhausts reverberating against the side of the converted barn. The driver killed the engine and King watched the man get out and curse as he found the only pile of shit in the entire yard. Rashid started wiping his foot on a turf of grass near the path. He looked up as he noticed King and shrugged. “Bodes well,” he said, still wiping his shoes. “In the shit from the very beginning.”

      “Always in the shit,” replied King. “It’s only ever the depth that varies.”

      “Yeah, I’ve come to expect as much.”

      “Nice ride,” commented King as he walked over to greet his friend.

      “Five-litre, supercharged,” he replied proudly. “Takes most things off at the lights. Handles off road, too. Makes a hell of an impression.”

      “I agree,” quipped King. “When I saw it, I thought, oh good, the drug dealers are here…” He paused. “But then I remembered that I didn’t order any crack…”

      “Funny…” Rashid paused. “That was your go to? You saw a Paki in an expensive car and thought that? Nice…”

      King laughed. “That won’t work with me, I’m not Ramsay…” King paused. “No, really mate, I think the tinted windows and high-shine chrome alloys says Country Life reader.”

      Rashid grinned. “Well, you are on good form. So much wit. Or at least half of it…” He paused. “That reminds me, how’s my car?”

      “Your half?”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll wire the money after the job.”

      “Great. I’d better hope that there’s a good chance of you coming back.”

      “Tea?” King asked, changing the subject.

      “Yep.”

      King led the way inside. He pointed to a room off the lounge. “That’s yours. Ensuite, double bed and a TV.”

      “Great.” Rashid dropped his holdall on the floor. “So, what is this?”

      “A job.”

      “I already have a job.”

      “It’s better money, flexible time off. Less regulated.”

      “That’s what worries me,” replied Rashid. “An organisation without accountability sounds worrying to me.”

      King poured water on top of teabags and said, “I know. I’ve thought about it quite a bit, but Sir Galahad has headed it for years, and he is Simon Mereweather’s father, after all. How different can it be?”

      Rashid nodded, but he still wasn’t convinced. “We work in the shadows, but we have a remit. Granted, we exceed that remit at times, but we are accountable to Mereweather, and in turn he is accountable to the Home Office, and Downing Street. Without that, then it’s just cowboys and Indians with no rules. Pretty soon, organisations like this will act with impunity and people will be killed without recourse.”

      King shrugged. “But it stands a better chance of getting things done.”

      “I’m not so sure,” replied Rashid shaking his head. “But when people have impunity, they end up serving themselves. Who’s to say that this organisation doesn’t exist for its own end?”

      “Then why are you here?” King asked tersely.

      “To see that you don’t get in trouble, and bail you out when you do. Why are you here, more like?”

      King stirred the milk into the two cups of tea, fished out the teabags and tossed them in the sink. He slid Rashid’s cup across the counter towards him, then spooned a single sugar into his own. “It felt like a new challenge,” he replied. “It’s been tough working with Caroline, especially going after Natasha Kolenko. Caroline is driven to the point that she’s blinkered. I needed out,” he shrugged. “Simon was only too pleased to distance MI5 from us, so this offer from Sir Galahad ticked all the right boxes.”

      “Caroline will still be hunting Natasha, whether you’re there or not.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, you don’t think she could do with some help?”

      “I doubt it!” King scoffed. He seemed to regret his outburst and sipped from his cup of tea. “She needs to figure out what’s most important to her.”

      Rashid nodded. “So, she became obsessed with the woman who killed her aunt and tried to kill her parents, putting her father in hospital in the process, and because you ended up a few notches down her list of priorities, you cut your losses and came back?” Rashid frowned. “Not to put unfinished business to rest, but to take up a new challenge and start afresh?”

      King stared at him coldly for a few uncomfortable seconds. Finally, his cold, grey-blue eyes softened, and he took another sip of tea, almost wearing the mug as a mask. Putting the cup back down on the counter he said, “Shit, when you put it like that…”

      Rashid shrugged. “Hell, this mission better be important…”

      “Everything and nothing,” King mused. “Like all the others, I suppose.”

      “I talked to Ramsay,” Rashid told him. “He’s backing up Caroline. Seems there’s a connection come to light.”

      “So, she’s got help?”

      “I gather so, yes.”

      “Good.”

      “Just like that?”

      “If she’s got help, she’ll be fine. We were clashing in our methods.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to walk away from this and go and back her up?”

      King shrugged. “Natasha Kolenko will keep,” he said decisively. “If she’s gone to ground, she won’t be flushed out anytime soon. But sooner or later, she’ll make a move and come after us again. That’s the way she works. We just have to be alert and ready and ruthless when the time comes.”

      “And that’s your plan?” Rashid shook his head. “This woman slipped through our net. She shot Big Dave. She’s no amateur! She escaped when we had both her and Reno cornered. And then she got away to France without anyone knowing. She needs hunting down; captured or killed. But she can’t just be left out there plotting and waiting for an opportunity.”

      King sipped his tea, as much for a distraction as to slake his thirst. “I can’t back out of this now,” he replied.

      “Why not?”

      King shrugged. “I’ve roped someone in, people are in place. An asset is in play, undercover.”

      Rashid shook his head belligerently. “You don’t know the asset. Shit happens. You’ve been let down enough in your time. And so have I. That’s the business we’re in. Sir Galahad doesn’t care about you, he’ll just get another agent to pick up where you left off and get back to his game of bridge.” He paused. “Forget about this misplaced sense of duty you have, the inability to turn down a challenge, and think about your priorities. Caroline needs to finish this. Ramsay, and you know what a stickler he is for protocol, is backing her up for some reason. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to turn this mission down and help out a friend.”

      “I thought I was your friend…”

      “Don’t you dare say that. Not after the number of times I’ve been there to back you up or save your arse with a rifle after you’ve recklessly put your own life at risk.” Rashid paused. “But this Natasha business will always be hanging over you both until it’s put to bed. I’m going down to Marseille to see if I can be of any use.”

      “You can be of use on this mission,” said King sharply. “Russian intelligence services and Russian mafia working hand in hand to clean Nazi gold stolen from the Jews and flatten our economy with it with a crash on gold prices…”

      Rashid held up his hand. “I don’t want to know anymore!” He shook his head despondently. “And when that operation is shut down, there’ll be a dozen more…” He paused. “But Caroline is chasing something real. Something that threatens both your safety. She’s hunting a single person. Something tangible. Someone who bleeds. And if it bleeds, we can kill it. We can’t kill the Russian threat. Not truly. It will always be there in one form or another. It’s like plugging multiple leaks with your finger. But we don’t ever do the job properly, because we want their oil and gas and resources. We fight them clandestinely, but we give them billions in revenue. And now that the oil and gas come at too higher price morally, we simply wait for politics and wars and international incidents to settle so that we can all trade freely once again and watch our energy bills drop and afford to fill our cars once again.”

      “It matters!” snapped King. “Every time we beat them, we hold them back. What if we didn’t stop Zukovsky?”

      “That’s different, he had a nuclear device.”

      “And our economy is just as important. With no money, we become too weak to survive, and if the people reach desperation point, then the nation crumbles. Society and civilisation are merely a veneer. It doesn’t take much for it to be damaged. Six-hundred years of being at the top, of writing our own history doesn’t make us invincible, and there will be plenty of countries happy to watch us fall.”

      Rashid put down his tea and held out his hand. “I’m sorry, my friend. But Caroline needs help…” King responded with a firm handshake but a look of regret, and Rashid continued, “When you figure things out, you know where you can find us…”
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      Marseille, France

      

      She was climbing the walls. In her profession Natasha had learned to deal with waiting. Boredom could often be pushed aside by reading or exercising, but this was different. She had no idea how long she would be here, no idea what her next move would be. She had found the Bratva safehouse and the housekeeper had shown her to a room in the attic with a window no larger than a dinner plate. The walls peeled with decade-old whitewash and the wooden floorboards were both untreated and uneven. A single metal bed with a thin mattress ran alongside the outer wall, while a straight-backed wooden chair and dressing table were the only other pieces of furniture. There was a pile of books and a selection of well-worn fashion and political satire magazines that were years out of date, and to her disdain, pornographic magazines that were tatty and well used. A grimy sink in the corner of the room provided her with basic washing facilities and a lavatory off the landing was thankfully close. Meals were provided in the kitchen four floors below on the ground floor. Bread and jam at breakfast, bread and cheese at lunch and either poule au pot or bouillabaisse at dinner, with yet more bread. A cup of strong black coffee accompanied breakfast with a glass of red wine at lunch, and a glass of white was poured at dinner. Other than that, it was water from the tap in her room. She had been told not to venture outside, and that help would come soon. She had asked for money, replacement fake documents and a pistol. She paid a commission on her fees to the Bratva for this eventuality. An insurance policy for criminals. She had paid her dues and now she needed a claim. She had never done so before, but her mentor, Reno, had needed medical attention on several occasions and had never been let down by the people he loosely worked for.

      She did not know the politics behind the Bratva’s presence in Marseille, but the French Milieu would allow the Bratva to operate, less a percentage – rumoured to be as much as fifty percent of the take – but for that, the Russian’s avoided turf wars and increased their operational parameters. Much like fast-food franchises around the globe. The safehouse was owned by the Milieu, but anyone in the Bratva could use it. For a price. Natasha did not yet know what that price would be, but she suspected it would involve her taking on a contract gratis for the Russians. Reno had warned her that their reach was long and their memory even longer, so she would take what they gave her and then she would get on with her life. She was freelance, and she would not be beholden to the Russians forever. It had taken Reno a decade to break free, and even then, he had been pulled back in several times.

      The sound of someone on the stairs snapped her from her thoughts. She stood up, eager for the change of scene and something less repetitious to eat and drink. She was dressed simply in jeans and a T-shirt, a pair of black Converse All Stars on her feet. She had left the apartment in a hurry when they had come hunting her. She did not know how the British couple had caught up with her so quickly, and she vowed to be more careful from now on, but she had also vowed, as she had taken off across the rooftops, that she would kill them both very soon. She would not live her life hunted like prey. She was the hunter, and she would call the shots.

      Three people. The first person treaded tentatively, the person behind them less so. They were lighter, but no less sure-footed. The footsteps behind were heavy and slow. She estimated the distance between the first and last person was almost an entire flight of stairs. In her back pocket she had a knife taken from the kitchen. A small utility blade, but one she had sharpened on the base of a ceramic coffee cup. As good as a whetstone. She waited to the side of the door, flinched slightly as the knock echoed loudly around the sparse room. She steeled her nerves. She had expected a package to turn up, written instructions to accompany it. Not three people outside her room. She tentatively opened the door and was greeted by a man-mountain six-feet three and half as wide. He had a craggy face and a full beard, and he held a sports bag in his left hand. He nodded at her and stepped over the threshold. Behind him, another man of average stature and proportions sporting two full sleeves of tattoos and a shaved head and goatee followed him inside. Before she had time to react, the third man entered, and the tattooed man had a gun in his hand and pointed at her. The third man stepped inside. He was overweight with a pudgy, sweaty white face, and ill-fitting clothes that strained when he moved. Natasha took a step backwards.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the pudgy-looking man said coldly in Russian. His voice was high-pitched, but instead of the comical effect one would think it would have, he sounded chillingly menacing. “The hard way will hurt like hell, and the easy way will be like switching off a light.” The giant unzipped the bag and took out a roll of plastic sheeting, tape and a clear box containing two syringes. His face was impassive, and he rolled out the plastic sheeting on the floor in much the same way a decorator laid down drop cloths. “You have become too hot to handle,” the pudgy man continued. “You’re being shut down. If you lie down on the sheet, I will administer the first of two drugs. The first is a simple anaesthetic. The second will stop your heart. You will feel nothing, and we will endeavour to treat your remains with a respectful burial in an unmarked grave…”

      “Who are you?” Natasha felt herself quivering inside. The coldness and casual nature of the proposition affected her in a way she could not fully comprehend. She swallowed hard, her eyes on the pistol that was unwavering in the tattooed man’s hand. “At least tell me who wants me dead…”

      “Does it matter?” the pudgy-looking man asked incredulously.

      “Wouldn’t you want to know?” she asked, somewhat shakily.

      The man stared at her, long and hard. “Very well. We undertake work for both the FSB, the SVR and the Bratva. In this case, it’s one of our country’s intelligence services. It would appear that crossing swords with the British Security Service has caused them more trouble than they need at this time.”

      So, that was it. The bastards in The Kremlin were trimming loose ends and performing an exercise in damage limitation. Reno had been right – you just couldn’t trust the Russians. “Are you sure it won’t hurt…?” she asked, the vulnerability plain to see upon her face.

      “Just a little prick…” the pudgy man replied.

      She nodded and stepped forward. But she didn’t stop there. She darted to her left, the blade flashing in her hand as she swiped the razor edge across the giant’s stomach and turned the blade across the gunman’s wrist as he adjusted his aim. She dropped low and stabbed the giant in his leg, then slashed the pudgy man across the face. She swiped and slashed and stabbed and all three men succumbed to their injuries amid screams of protest and pain. The giant fell back against the wall, his entrails trailing down to the floor. The gunman’s hand was almost completely severed, but it was the clean gash across his throat that would kill him. While the pudgy man whimpered, his face cut in two with half a dozen stab wounds blooming crimson roses down his right side. Natasha kicked the gun across the floor and casually drove the knife into the pudgy man’s throat. As he cupped his throat, she stabbed him in the aorta and stood back to admire her handiwork. The tattooed gunman and the pudgy man hit the floor at the same time. The giant cradled his entrails but was yet to go down. Natasha gripped the knife, which was both bent and had lost the last inch of its blade. The giant tried to defend himself, but the blade slashed across his right hand, then found his neck and she stood back as he slumped to the floor and bled out beside the two corpses.

      Natasha stepped over the bodies and closed the door. She pillaged the men’s pockets and dropped the stash of wallets, knives and mobile phones on the bed. There were two more pistols, too. She removed the SIM cards in the phones and pocketed all three, along with the phone with the most charge. She remembered which phone belonged to whom and tested the screen unlock against pudgy man’s thumbprint and once unlocked, she reset the four-digit access code. There were two Sigs and a Smith and Wesson, all in the ubiquitous 9mm, and she chose the cleanest looking Sig Sauer and took the magazine out of the other, then emptied the Smith and Wesson’s magazine of its thirteen bullets and stuffed them into her other pocket. She took the cash – around five-hundred Euros - and the debit cards which had one-hundred Euro contactless pay limits. None of the men carried any identification, nor anything with an address. No clue as to who sent them, or who they worked for. But the Russian spoken by both the giant and the pudgy man told her all she needed to know. She no longer had friends. But that was OK. Because she was beholden to no one and without friends to consider, everybody else was the enemy. It was that simple.
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      Marseille, France

      

      He watched as Natasha Kolenko abruptly left the unkempt-looking house. She did not look his way but would only have seen a man sat astride a motorcycle, his face hidden from view by a helmet with a tinted visor. Newman texted the two men waiting in the Renault further down the street giving them the heads-up that the target was mobile. Both men worked out of the American embassy – one as cultural attaché and the other covered medical affairs. Both men were long-serving CIA officers who had the experience to go far but lacked the political wherewithal to succeed in such an organisation. Hence both men being in their fifties and geographically so far from Langley. Neither man would see a comfortable office and an easy glide towards retirement. Instead, career mistakes would only see them swap France for somewhere less civilised or sophisticated. They were what the agency called ‘full circle’ men. They had cut their teeth on African nations and Balkan states, and it was quite possible they could end up there again. There had been some consternation at Newman’s request. Normally there were channels to go through, papers to sign and a chain of command. Newman had negated all of this, but he did show them a letter from Robert Lefkowitz, the Director of the CIA, and that had eased their concerns. Newman promised both men a review of their careers and the chance to have a desk at Langley. He knew that he would soon carry some sway at the agency, and it did not seem out of the question, given that Lefkowitz was giving him his own remit.

      Joe White sat in the passenger seat of the Renault, the display monitor stuck to the dash and the control unit in his lap. A hundred feet above Natasha, the tiny drone hovered silently. Certainly, the streets of Marseille provided enough background noise to cancel out the drone’s four propellers. The drone used facial and body movement recognition software that meant that now White had targeted Natasha, it would track her automatically, entering a hover when the target stopped moving. White could leave the controls alone, only using the target feature should she get into a car, but with the numberplate recognition feature and the software’s ability to pick out and recognise a make or type of vehicle, keeping up with the target across the city should not prove to be a problem.

      Beside White, Thomas Ramirez drove the Renault steadily and pulled into a nearby parking space to allow the traffic behind them to pass. Natasha was walking at a steady pace, but the drone was locked onto her and because of the buildings and power lines, had now climbed to one-hundred and fifty feet.

      Newman risked a visual. Through his mic, he told both White and Ramirez to stay where they were and allow the drone to do what it had been developed and programmed to do. Natasha used the reflection of the shop windows to check if she was being followed. He could see that she was well-versed in counter surveillance, but she had probably never been followed by the CIA before. Certainly, their technology was cutting edge – some would say futuristic - the surveillance drone doing the work of ten operatives and a helicopter. Newman checked the skies, but even he found it difficult to pick out. The underside of the tiny craft was painted in blue and grey chameleon paint. Pioneered in the UK by troubled British car company TVR, the paint changed with the light and could run through a dozen shades, the light changing the reflection to either brighter or darker hues. The drone was also painted in a grey through green colour on its upper body to avoid detection from the air. Its four separate electric motors were powered by two batteries and good for four hours’ flight time. The batteries could be swapped out in less than two minutes and White kept several sets in the vehicle to potentially keep the surveillance drone in operation upward of twelve hours.

      Newman did a drive-by on the target, watching her only in his periphery as he crawled past. He accelerated to the end of the road and turned right and right again, to go back to his original position behind the two CIA men in the small hatchback. “The target is armed,” he said into the mic. “She’s wearing a thin T-shirt and there’s a definite bulge on her left side…”

      “Great,” White commented flatly. “Have you got a weapon in the vehicle?” he asked hopefully.

      “No,” Ramirez scoffed. “This isn’t Baghdad…”

      “Who the hell is this Jason Bourne wannabe, anyway?”

      “I only know him as Newman,” Ramirez replied. “But I asked around and the promise of a desk in Langley isn’t too big a stretch. The guy is rumoured to work directly for Lefkowitz, the letter clearly confirms that, but I get the impression it’s not the first time.”

      “Great,” White said again. “A guy making a name for himself and using us in the process. This has shitstorm written all over it.” He paused. “And if the shit hits the fan, we’re the only fuckers getting messy. You can bet your pension and your 401K that this Newman guy will come out clean.”

      “You’re just jealous of youth,” Ramirez replied. “The guy’s probably not even thirty and he’s got two old guys like us asking: how high? when he tells us to jump…”

      “Bullshit! I ran operations in Iraq that that dumbass, pretty-boy quarterback would never believe! I was running agents in Bagdad when he was still in his dad’s bag…”

      “Nice!” Ramirez laughed. “But I wouldn’t let that guy know you feel like that. Something tells me he’s crossed the line. The guy may well be young, but he looks like he’s got a bit on the clock. A touch of the thousand-yard stares, if you ask me…”

      White nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much.”
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      Hampshire, England

      

      “I thought that guy was going to be our backup?”

      “He was.”

      “So, now what?”

      “Plans change, we adapt, improvise and overcome.”

      “I can’t do this without backup…”

      “You have me,” replied King tersely. “And we have intel from an asset on the ground.”

      “Someone selling out. Great…”

      “Someone on the payroll, and with allegiances to Britain.” King paused. “That’s usually enough.”

      “But what about the armed guards?”

      “I’ll sort it.”

      Grant shook his head. “No, it can’t be done.”

      King pointed to the photograph of the compound, highlighting a Nissen hut with the marker on the interactive whiteboard, which ran from a laptop but allowed drawings to be made on the screen. “That’s where they will be smelting, so that’s where the plates will be.” He paused, circling a series of huts across the compound. “That’s where the men will be.”

      “So, just twenty seconds away if the alarm is raised.”

      “Thirty. At a sprint.”

      “The odds are too much in their favour.”

      “They were always going to be.”

      “But you said we had backup. The best man you knew with a rifle.” Grant shook his head, perplexed. “I’ll be in there alone. It’s alright for you, you can run if the alarm is raised. I’ll be a sitting duck.”

      “I don’t run.”

      “Easy to say.”

      King shrugged. “We’ve got this,” he said emphatically. “Plans always go to shit, anyway.” He smiled wryly. “Remember?”

      “I’m still trying to forget.”

      “You crack the security system. You go inside and you break into the safe and retrieve the plates and the stamps. The asset has let us know the make and model of safe, and you’ve successfully cracked it in practice. You can do this,” he said positively, trying his best to buoy the man’s confidence. “You secure the plates and stamps, and you get out of there. It’s vital you get both. The stamps are cast from the plates. I’ll be watching you every step of the way. I will meet you at the agreed rendezvous, one mile south of the camp – remember to check your compass. Keep a steady pace, and do not run. The master plates are fragile, even if they can withstand such high temperatures. They are made from clay, after all.”

      Grant nodded, sighing loudly. “And all the kit we need will be waiting?”

      King nodded. “The organisation has an asset in the area. Everything we require will be at the drop.”

      “Drop?”

      “Just a term for where the kit will be stashed.”

      “OK, I can do this…” Grant said unconvincingly.

      King switched off the interactive whiteboard and shut down the laptop. He had orders to leave everything in place. A cleaning team would come in after they had left and sanitise the entire building. No fingerprints would be left behind, and using a bleach solution sprayed in a mist, no DNA either. All electronic devices used would be wiped and the safes and locks Grant had been practising on would be disposed of accordingly. Sir Galahad ran a tight ship.

      “Are you packed?”

      Grant shrugged. “Almost.”

      “Meet outside at the car in ten,” King told him. He checked the airline tickets and his passport. There were an array of airplane, train and bus tickets, which would see them take a devious route to Germany then on to Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Sir Galahad did not only run a tight ship; he was thorough, too. Satisfied that all was in order and knowing that the next twenty-four hours would be taken up by airports, train stations and bus terminals, King headed outside for some air and chanced a call to Caroline. Outside, the call went to voicemail, and he started to record his message, became tongue tied and cursed as he deleted it and hung up. Grant walked up behind him, and King led the way across the farmyard to the Land Rover Discovery that they were using, courtesy of Sir Galahad. They had two hours to get to Gatwick Airport, then three hours to kill after check-in before the first leg of their journey took them to Berlin. Grant looked nervous and King was done with small talk. He only wished that Rashid had not decided to bail on the mission and head down to France, and the thought that Caroline was in need of assistance left him feeling conflicted. His loyalty was always with the mission, and he wondered whether he was cut out to have friends and relationships at all.
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      Marseille, France

      

      Newman watched the youth slip the key into the scooter and pull the straps out either side of his helmet as he went to put his helmet on. Natasha moved seamlessly. First, she started to talk to the young man, then she simply jabbed the youth in his carotid artery with her outstretched fingers, stiff and shaped like the head of a spear. She caught the man’s helmet on his way to the ground, and she was sat astride the scooter, the helmet over her own head and pulling out into the traffic before anyone realised what was happening. People gathered around the youth, but nobody had seen the redheaded woman who he claimed stole his scooter. Nobody apart from Newman and the two CIA officers in the Renault had seen a thing.

      Newman accelerated and followed the target, but she was riding a scooter in a city full of the things. “Get a fix on her!” he shouted into his voice-activated mic. “We’re going to lose her in the traffic!”

      “I can’t get facial recognition!” White protested. He typed in new information, the make and model of scooter, but it was merely one in five of the two-wheeled traffic ahead of them. “What colour was the helmet?”

      “White and red,” Newman replied. “I’m behind her now. A hundred metres.”

      “Got you…” White commented. He adjusted the zoom on the drone and scanned the motorcycles and scooters ahead of him. Traffic lights affected the traffic flow. “Still don’t have the target,” he added.

      Ramirez accelerated, defeating the object of using the drone, but now that the target was vehicularly mobile the game had changed, and he needed to do everything within his power to get a visual established. “I can’t see her,” he said as he weaved the car in and out of the traffic. “What have you got from the air?”

      “I’ve got her, but the drone can’t lock on…” White replied, battling with the controls to keep on the target as she weaved in and out of the traffic. She suddenly took the no entry on a side street, too narrow for them to follow in the car and he cursed loudly and elevated the drone to stand a chance of keeping her in view. “Get after her, Newman!” he shouted into his mic. “We need an alternative route. The drone is at two-hundred feet, and she’s made a left at the end of the road. Now heading back, the way we came!”

      “I’m on it,” Newman said quietly and without a hint of panic in his voice, much to the consternation of the CIA veterans, who were either excited at being in the field after such a quiet posting or were genuinely fearful that they would not see the target again and their promised offices in Langley near their families was about to be snatched from them. “Got her. Heading west on Boulevard Seignelay. Get your asses back in the game…”

      “Asses in the game, snot nosed fucking kid,” Ramirez mumbled.

      “Voice activated mics, old timer…” Newman replied as he threaded his motorcycle through the traffic and accelerated closer to the target.

      Ramirez cursed and pulled the throat mic out from his collar.

      “Nice going…” White smirked.

      “Fuck you…” Ramirez snapped and dry-skidded around a corner that took them through a deteriorated part of the city and onto Boulevard Seignelay. The road was smooth once more and the traffic spaced out more agreeably. Ramirez went over the 60 kph speed limit and turned to White. “You got a visual on that fucking toy of yours?” he asked tersely.

      “Not yet. The drone is difficult to control at this distance and I’m flying blind, just following the road. Get up there as fast as you can.”

      “Shit!” Newman’s voice echoed over the net. “Gunfire… I’m hit! shit…!” Then nothing.

      “Newman?” White asked, but there was no reply. “Newman!” White turned to Ramirez and said, “Get your mic back in and get us down the fucking road!”

      “Silence isn’t good…” Ramirez replied.

      “No shit…”

      Ahead of them the traffic was bunching up and there was smoke billowing into the sky. As they approached the end of the tailback, flames licked ten feet into the air.

      “Newman?” White ventured. “Newman?”

      “I’m here,” Newman replied tersely. “Get up here, I need a doctor…”

      “Sit-rep?” White asked firmly. He wasn’t keen on walking into a close quarter battle without a firearm, even if his quiet desk in Langley depended on it.

      “The bitch stopped and fired at me! A bullet skimmed my leg, and several hit the fuel tank of the motorcycle. The damned thing caught fire before I could stop.” He paused, gasping for breath and it sounded like he was in pain. “I’ve got some burns, too. Now get up here before the police arrive and get me to an authorised medical practitioner who won’t ask questions…”
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      As daylight ebbed, and the people of Marseille transitioned from the end of the working day towards after-work drinks, the cafés and patisseries started to close and the restaurants opened, reminding Caroline how hungry she was as the aroma of garlic and flame-grilled steaks and seafood wafted on the gentle sea breeze.

      She found a quiet bistro and took a secluded corner table that would have been the first choice for lovers. On the table an empty Dom Perignon bottle served as a candle holder, a thousand solid rivulets of wax serving as a clue to its age. It reminded her of the first meal she had eaten with King when they had been pulled together for an assignment. They had gone back to the little bistro in the West End several times, both ordering the same meal and losing themselves in one another. The thought now made her sad. She knew that she had become obsessed with finding Natasha Kolenko, but she never thought that she would have pushed King too far, and nor had she ever thought he would abandon her.

      Caroline ordered a pan-fried chicken supreme with garlic and tarragon with duchess potatoes and haricot beans cooked in ham stock. She drank a glass of chardonnay and most of a jug of water with the simple, yet excellent meal and finished off with profiteroles and dark chocolate sauce. Nobody did simple, tasty food like the French. At seven-thirty, the restaurant still practically deserted, she switched on her phone and saw the text from Ramsay.

      Meet at Basilique Notre-Dame de la Garde at 20:00 hrs

      The burner phone had no internet access, so she would be going in blind. She left enough euros to cover the meal and a tip – she had learned neither to under nor over tip, because waiters remembered those customers – and headed outside for the taxi rank. The beaten-up Renault was driven by a chain-smoking Algerian who had little regard for the pedestrians of Marseille, or his passengers. Caroline instructed him to drive a slow circuit of the basilica. Normally, she would have studied the building and grounds using Google Maps, then plotted a route using several taxis and a good deal of walking between being dropped off and picked up to create distance and a devious route for anyone following her, but she simply did not have the time. She needed back-up and support, and she was intrigued in what form it would come.

      “Oh, shit…” she said under her breath as the taxi closed its second loop. She looked at Neil Ramsay standing by the main entrance studying a tourist map. He was dressed in beige slacks, blue shirt and a Panama hat in what could only be conceived as an effort to look like a tourist, instead of wearing his usual grey suit.

      “Here?” the driver asked.

      “I guess…” she said, adding two euros to the fee and getting out without a word. “What the hell?”

      “It’s nice to see you, too,” Ramsay replied.

      “You’re the back-up?”

      “A ride, a passport and some money,” he said curtly. “That’s about all you’re due.”

      “But I need to finish this thing,” she told him. “Natasha Kolenko is out there and she’s plotting to kill me.”

      “And King,” Ramsay added.

      “Where’s your car?” she asked. “I want to get off the street.”

      “Follow me,” he said, leading the way with the map still out in front of him.

      “Christ, Neil, put the damn map away, you’ll get us mugged.” She paused, watching several scooters zoom past, the riders studying Ramsay for a moment too long. “Bugger…” she said, as two of the scooters pulled up to the kerb.  “Where are you parked?”

      “Just here,” he replied, pointing at a grey Volkswagen Transporter with blacked-out windows.

      Caroline watched the two men approaching. Both men slipped their hands into their pockets and whipped out flick knives. Caroline took out her own and flicked open the blade. “Here we go…”

      The two men looked surprised, but before they could start their attack the side door of the Volkswagen slid open and an M4 assault rifle complete with red-dot sight and a laser designator fixed under the barrel poked outside. The red dot hovered on one of the men’s faces, the light forcing him to squint. The other man froze, his eyes flicking between the muzzle of the rifle, the man in the van and the red dot on his companion’s face.

      “Au revoir, arseholes…” came the deep voice from the Volkswagen.

      Both men turned on their heels and ran back to their scooters. They left under a lot of revving of underpowered engines and howling obscenities in both French and English over their shoulders.

      Big Dave put the rifle on the seat as he stepped out of the van and beamed a grin at Caroline. “What’s up?”

      Caroline threw her arms around him, and he hugged her close, lifting her off her toes. At six-foot four and eighteen stone, the man-mountain was an imposing figure. When he put her down, she was smiling with relief. “God, I thought Ramsay was the sole reinforcements for a moment.”

      “None taken,” Ramsay remarked mirthlessly.

      “Nah, he talked me into it,” replied Big Dave, getting back into the van. “I just got off a plane in Paris. Neil met me and drove us down here.”

      “Did you sort out the family matter?” she asked as she stepped inside. The vehicle was fitted with carpet and leather seats. On the back seat two laptops were strapped in place along with a satellite receiver and two aluminium cases, one labelled: Parabolic Microphone and Receiver. The other case was labelled: Drone and Controller. It looked as if Ramsay had brought some toys with him along with the rifle. She supposed he had shown his diplomat card, guaranteeing him immunity from searches.

      “Yeah,” Big Dave replied. “Too much to get into, but it’s all good.”

      She smiled. “The twinkle in your eye tells me there’s a girl involved…”

      “Damn that women’s intuition,” he grinned. “Yeah, she’s called Jenny and she’s pretty awesome.”

      “So, what are you doing here?” she asked, as Ramsay started the engine and pulled slowly out in the careful manner that suited him so.

      Big Dave shrugged. “I was coming back to sort some stuff out. I’m not entirely sure, but Jenny works with boats and marine equipment, and she may have a job taking a large yacht from Australia to Jamaica. If she gets it, then I’ll be crewing for her, and I guess we’ll have an adventure.”

      “Sounds amazing,” she replied. “But I feel terrible that you’ve got roped into this.”

      Big Dave shrugged it off. “This situation needs resolving. I’m glad to help.”

      “As I said earlier; we’re here to extract you from the situation.”

      “No way,” Caroline commented resolutely. “This thing needs ending…” She paused. “Or she’ll turn up when we least expect it. I’m not living the rest of my life like that…”

      “She’s right,” Big Dave interjected. “Look at how she ambushed us by the river…” He subconsciously rubbed the scar at his left shoulder where he had taken a bullet that day. “What does King say about it?”

      “He left,” Caroline replied quietly. “We had a disagreement.”

      “Oh. Where is he?” Big Dave asked.

      She shrugged and Ramsay said, “He’s working on something for a different department, so to speak.”

      “What department?” Caroline asked incredulously.

      “I don’t have the details. That is all Simon Mereweather told me.”

      “And that’s all you know?” she frowned.

      “Yes.”

      She shook her head, visibly frustrated. “Where are we staying,” she asked.

      “I thought we’d get some miles under us first,” Ramsay suggested. “There’s a laptop back there with roaming internet. You could find us somewhere a hundred miles north. We’ll stay off the toll roads…”

      “Pull over, Neil,” she told him.

      “What?”

      “Pull over or I’ll make you pull over.”

      “Caroline…”

      “I mean it!”

      Big Dave smiled but said nothing.

      “Lomu?”

      Big Dave shrugged. “I’m not arguing with her. You know what she’s like…”

      “Thanks…” Caroline replied vehemently.

      “Just say’in it like it is…”

      “Look, we came and got you…” Ramsay protested.

      “She is right, though,” Big Dave ventured. “And if what you said to me about the CIA is right, then we owe it to the service to find out what’s going on…”

      “The CIA? What’s this?”

      Ramsay sighed. “We came across an Interpol report,” he said heavily. “Our CIA friend Newman tortured and killed a career criminal in Toulouse. He got sloppy. The criminal had a security camera in his hideout. Newman was caught on camera and the French intelligence service pulled the police and Interpol off the case. Once he was identified as CIA, the French intelligence service stepped in. Newman was after the whereabouts of Natasha Kolenko. She worked with Reno, and Reno worked for both the Russian intelligence services and the Bratva in the past.” He paused. “We haven’t been sanctioned to hunt Natasha.”

      “But you were cleared to find me,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Have you seen Caroline, Neil?”

      “Yes, she’s right there,” he replied incredulously.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Big Dave sighed, forgetting that Neil Ramsay was autistic, although he was highly functioning. This was partly the thing that made him such a good analyst and planner, but also something that could make the man infuriating company. “Neil, I mean we don’t have to report that we’ve found her. We’ve got the kit we could well have needed to extract her from hostile parties, so let’s put it to good use finding Natasha. Or, we find this Newman guy, and use him to get to her. Either way, King and Caroline can’t just walk away…”

      “King already has,” Ramsay interjected.

      “Bullshit,” replied Big Dave. “If he’s working for another department, then you can bet your arse that it’s important.”

      “He did walk away,” Caroline conceded quietly.

      Big Dave shrugged. “But we won’t,” he said. “Neil, pull over while we find a suitable hotel.” He turned to Caroline and said, “I want you to tell us everything you did with King to find her…”
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      Marseille, France

      

      “I can’t believe we lost her.”

      “Well, at least you didn’t get shot…” Newman winced, glaring at White. He was lying on his back on a hospital gurney, cold packs applied to his cheek and neck and left arm. The burns looked severe, but the doctor had assured him there would only be a little long-term scarring, if at all. But as was typical with first and second-degree burns, where the nerve endings were left intact, it hurt like hell. Newman shifted uncomfortably and adjusted the cold packs. His left thigh was no longer bleeding, but what he had first thought was a graze was in fact a full puncture with no exit, which meant there was a bullet in his leg, and he wasn’t going anywhere until it was successfully removed. “You need to pull as much CCTV as you can get your hands on. Use whatever means necessary, favours, buy-offs… I’ll cover it. I want that bitch, and I want her now…”

      The doctor entered with the x-ray and clipped it up to the x-ray lamp. He hadn’t been best pleased at having to open his surgery after hours, but he was being paid handsomely for his troubles. “You were lucky. The bullet stopped when it hit bone,” he said, pointing at the deformed piece of lead and copper. “But it had slowed down sufficiently to avoid breaking the femur and bullet deformity was minimal, just a slight mushrooming.” He paused. “I can take it out, but I can’t offer a general anaesthetic. You are paying for confidentiality, so that means just me. I can numb the area, dig out the bullet and suture the wound, but you may feel some discomfort. The bullet is deep.”

      “Do it,” Newman said without hesitation. “There’s no alternative.” He looked at both White and Ramirez and said, “Get going. The doc can call me a taxi when we’re done here. I want you both scouring CCTV immediately.”

      He waved the two CIA officers away and picked up the gas-and-air mouthpiece beside him. He held it to his mouth for a count of ten and watched as the doctor scrubbed his hands thoroughly in a sink, then applied latex gloves and started to prepare everything he would need including long-tipped forceps, scalpel, cotton and gauze, and kidney dishes. He had iodine and a clear antiseptic and surreptitiously dipped the cotton balls in each, before drawing a local anaesthetic through a syringe and resting it beside the rest of the equipment.

      “Can we get on with this?” Newman asked impatiently.

      The doctor shrugged and Newman couldn’t help noticing how typically French the man looked as he did this. He took it for nonchalance, but he wasn’t to know that the French had no time for rudeness or impatience. In fact, manners mattered to most French people, and they did not fail to show contempt for someone they found to be discourteous. Or who did not attempt to speak French.

      The doctor swabbed the area with iodine and ignored Newman’s obvious pain. He then set about administering the local anaesthetic at six areas around the wound. He put the syringe in an empty kidney dish and stood back, checking the wall clock. He said nothing for the three minutes that dragged past awkwardly, then picked up the forceps and prodded the area in several places. “Do you feel this…?”

      “No,” Newman replied curtly.

      “Bon!” the doctor exclaimed, then eased the tips of the forceps inside the wound and spread it wide. Newman flinched and he said, “I will give you more pain relief once I can see what is going on…”

      Newman nodded, and the doctor placed a clamp inside the entrance wound, then picked up the syringe and administered a few more doses inside the bullet trench. He checked the wall clock again, giving two minutes this time and testing again with the forceps. Satisfied, he worked the tines inside and Newman could clearly hear the grate of metal on metal. The doctor squinted and frowned, working the tines and getting a decent grip. As he eased backwards, it took considerable effort to extract the bullet. At one point he slipped and tutted and told his patient that the suction had pulled the bullet back in. He made another attempt, then third time lucky, the bullet glinted in the light, held between the tines of the forceps and a gush of blood followed. The doctor hastily tossed the bullet into a kidney tray, then picked up the iodine-soaked cotton balls and plunged them deep inside the wound. Newman took more gas and air, not so much for the pain, but the nausea of being in the moment and both seeing and hearing the procedure. The Frenchman did not hide his frustration, and Newman could tell that he was bleeding, feeling the warmth and wetness of the blood further down his leg where it wasn’t deadened by the anaesthetic. The doctor started suturing inside with dissolvable stitches, not waiting for the anaesthetic to kick in. Newman felt every stitch, but he could also see from the man’s expression that he was relieved and what he was doing was working. The blood flow slowed further, and he mopped the inside with cotton balls and used the cotton balls soaked in the clear antiseptic. “This has a coagulant in it,” he explained, but Newman was hot and perspiring and past caring. “So, the bleeding will soon stop…”

      After fifteen minutes, the doctor had stitched several layer intervals and closed the entrance wound. He gave Newman some ibuprofen to stop the swelling, and some codeine to take the edge off both the bullet wound and the burns. He made sure that Newman had enough tablets for fourteen days and told him that if he was still in town then, to look in and he would take the surface stitches out. White had made the payment arrangements, and he made it clear that Newman should leave immediately. He called the CIA officer a taxi and Newman limped a few paces to the taxi before looking back at the street-corner medical practice as the taxi drove away, the lights were already switched off and the doctor was locking the front door.
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      Estonia

      

      Dimitri Bostitch watched the man he knew only as The Professor as he used what looked like a surgical micro-saw to take hundreds of thousands on an inch off one of the stamps. The man used a giant magnifying glass affixed to the desk, bringing the penny-sized sovereign stamp to thirty-times magnification. His movements were deft, precise and when he used the compressed air gun to remove the etched-out metal filings, it amounted to such a small quantity that Bostitch shook his head, pulling a pained expression. He had watched the man work for hours, growing increasingly more frustrated. The Professor had been supplied by the FSB, and even though Bostitch had stood his ground with Vitali Milosevic when summoned to Moscow, he would not muddy the waters complaining about the man they had sent. No, like a fighting cock patiently watching two birds tear themselves apart, he would only go against Milosevic when he could guarantee victory. The FSB and the President’s inner circle could not find much to agree on presently, and when Milosevic was no longer the President’s choice for the head of his intelligence service, he would use what he knew from his years in both Russian intelligence and the Bratva and fix his sights on becoming head of the FSB with his eyes firmly on the faltering President’s seat. With enough wealth behind him, he could buy support, buy favours and instead of holding back in territories like the Ukraine, the Donbas and Crimea for fear of Western reprisal, he would unleash Holy Hell on Russia’s enemies if it meant taking back what belonged to the heart and soul of the Motherland.

      “You watch me like you think you can do better…”

      “I am eager to get smelting. The sooner we do, the sooner we can start the next phase of the operation.”

      “There are fourteen types of plates from which we will eventually cast the stamps. But the final plate will create the coins that will be the easiest to sell. And they will do so for a premium.”

      “Gold is gold.”

      The Professor stopped working and stared at Bostitch. The man’s eye seemed as large as a football behind the magnifying glass. “The Royal Mint is producing a commemorative sovereign to mark the death of their queen. The Queen Elizabeth II commemorative coin will be the same as any other sovereign in terms of weight and size but is likely to be worth fifty percent more than gold prices as a collectible item. We have dozens of agents who have ordered the coin from bullion vendors. The moment that one is available, I will copy it perfectly and forge another stamp. Vitali Milosevic is aware that this is not only a way to flood UK gold prices, but to raise funds and skirt around sanctions. He is a realist, and he wants Russia to gain from this. He needs court favour. His intelligence reports before the Ukraine liberation have not been looked upon favourably in Moscow. It was meant to be an easy war.”

      Bostitch nodded. The war in Ukraine was never meant to be fought like it had. The President was obstinate, but he couldn’t hang onto power forever. He needed a win, and in securing a revenue stream from wartime liberated gold, Milosevic was securing his future. But with the gold in his hands, and Milosevic removed from the FSB, the President would be greatly weakened and Bostitch had people he could turn to, people he could buy support from. With enough money people could buy a presidency and he need look no further than America for proof of that.

      “How much longer?” Bostitch asked.

      “As long as it takes,” The Professor replied curtly. “The smelting is a time-consuming process. You can start on the Victorian and George V coins, but it makes more sense to fire up the burners and smelt more efficiently.”

      “What about a test run?” he asked. “Just a dozen bars or so, to see what the results are…”

      “A dozen?” The Professor exclaimed, then chuckled shaking his head. “No, not a dozen. Besides, the results will be perfect. I have no doubt about that. But Milosevic said that you are providing the muscle and security. He said nothing about you being involved in the decision making, and I say that we are not yet ready. When we have the muscle on site to lift the gold, work the burners and furnaces and control the crucibles then we will be ready. And only I will monitor the temperature, because it must be at a precise one-thousand and sixty-four centigrade. At which point we add the nine percent silver, zinc and copper to turn the smelt into twenty-two carat gold. In line with the composition of gold Sovereigns.”

      Bostitch conceded with a shrug. “How many coins will we cast at a time?”

      “Each sheet of rolled gold will take fifty stamps. And then the waste will be ready to run again. The gold coins can be carefully tipped out after twenty minutes settling…”

      “Twenty minutes!” Bostitch could not contain his outburst. “But it will take days!”

      “Months, working round the clock, I suspect.” The Professor paused. “We have the equipment to turn out two-hundred coins every forty minutes. Which is approximately two and a half hours to turn a single twelve-point-four-kilogram bar into one-thousand-six-hundred and ninety-two coins, factoring in the extra nine percent metals,” he smiled. “Worth an approximate six-hundred and seventy-seven thousand pounds at today’s market price. Round the clock, say, six and a half million pounds a day…”

      Bostitch did not show it to Milosevic’s man, but he had no time for a venture that was likely going to take a year and a half to smelt the five-thousand gold bars. It may well be over three billion pounds’ worth of gold Sovereigns, but there were many people in the chain, and although the percentage he would receive was considerable it was only worth several million, and he didn’t trust Milosevic enough to work for him for over a year. Besides, the British would discover the flood of gold to their market long before the five-hundred days required to smelt the entire shipment, and if their gold prices dropped, as was Milosevic’s plan, then that would mean that the forged Sovereigns they continued to sell would be greatly affected. Bostitch had always known that it would be a difficult plan to execute, but from what The Professor had just told him, it was going to be nigh-on impossible to reap even a quarter of their expected rewards. He looked at the old Russian and forced a smile, before turning to leave and consider his options. After all, this was his grandfather’s gold, claimed for Mother Russia, for the Soviet Union at the end of the war. But Russia was a different place today, and those same ideals had been proven out-dated. His Russia, the Russia he would lead with enough money behind him, would be a strong, untouchable union, that the West would both fear and revere.
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      Marseille, France

      

      “We need CCTV footage,” Neil Ramsay said, entering a series of codes into a piece of software that looked something like MS Dos. Simply a black screen with green writing and to Caroline, what looked like an entire screen of random digits and letters. Ramsay’s fingers floated across the keyboard and the screen rolled on, hundreds of lines of coding a blur on the screen. “The traffic system is best. There are cameras near most traffic lights and intersections…”

      “If she’s on foot,” Caroline protested. “But if she’s in a vehicle we don’t stand a chance.”

      “Patience,” Ramsay replied tersely.

      Big Dave was munching on a filled baguette, studying the screen of the second laptop. He was using a program that changed a person’s appearance using various hair colours and styles and eye colours allowing for the application of coloured contact lenses. “Ever notice that the French put hardly anything in a baguette?”

      “What?” Ramsay looked up incredulously.

      The man-mountain shrugged. “No butter, no mayo; just a slice of cheese and some ham. If this was America, I’d have the choice of twenty salad items, a dozen cheeses and any number of sauces and sprinkles. Hell, even barbequed brisket or meatballs marinara loaded with cheese. The French don’t put in anything moist…”

      “But the bread is made properly, and the cheese and ham will be real and actually taste of something…” commented Caroline. “And let’s not get into the difference between French and American waistlines…”

      Big Dave shrugged and carried on munching.

      “Are you both quite finished?” Ramsay asked sharply. “It’s not like we’re here under false pretences, costing the British taxpayer for settling a vendetta and trying to catch a killer…”

      “A woman who has killed innocent people… including children… as well as a member of the Security Service’s security division when we tried to capture Reno, and through her association with that man, killed everyone from businessmen to politicians all over Europe.” Caroline paused. “I think we’re well within the remit of using taxpayer’s money effectively…”

      Ramsay turned back to the screen, apparently not having heard her. “I’ve entered the photographs we have of her, run the various feeds of CCTV through the program and have paired the facial recognition software. If she’s been caught on CCTV on Le Transport est Assure system, then she will be red flagged.”

      “And what about private CCTV… shops and the like?” asked Caroline.

      “No way in,” he replied. “Unless we know specific email addresses and login details, that is. And of course, some systems don’t use the internet and are still recorded on CDs or hard drives.” He paused and said decisively, “No, we have an in with the French transport control, and that’s our best bet.”

      “What about the police CCTV?” asked Big Dave through a mouthful of sandwich. “Can we get into that?”

      “Easier said than done,” Ramsay replied, but failed to explain further.

      “Surely some computer whizz can,” Big Dave persisted.

      “I am that whizz,” Ramsay replied seriously.

      Caroline shared a look with Big Dave, but they knew that he was one of the best people the service had with computer security. He had thwarted many attempts from Russian hackers and successfully installed patches on the systems of the Russian FSB and SVR. He also had a backdoor through the firewalls of Interpol and that enabled MI5 to know where the threats were coming from long before they were ‘shared’ by their European neighbours.

      “Here,” said Big Dave. “I have finished ten realistic changes Natasha can make to her appearance.”

      “Send them through,” Ramsay replied without looking up.

      Big Dave emailed them to Ramsay and stood up, stretching his legs and rotating his shoulders. After stopping at a small boutique for Caroline to acquire some clothes, and then a pharmacy for some toiletries, they had taken three rooms at the Escale Oceania in Vieux Port, a rather grand-looking building on the harbour front, that reminded her of The Headland Hotel in Newquay – a place she and King had once stayed at while searching for a cottage in Cornwall. The Escale Oceania was decent enough but delivered less than appearances promised. The rooms were spacious and comfortable and clean. There was Wi-Fi and a continental buffet breakfast included in the surprisingly low price, but perhaps because of the many restaurants, bars and cafés along the waterfront, it did not have a restaurant and boasted of its many business meeting rooms. For Caroline, the hot shower far outweighed the lack of luxury amenities and thoroughly refreshed, they had reconvened in Ramsay’s room, where he had been huddled over his laptop since arriving.

      “Okay, I’ve got something,” Ramsay announced. Bent over the screen, he studied a frozen image. “Ninety-seven percent match…”

      “That’s her,” Caroline said decisively. “I’ll never forget the bitch’s face. But why not a hundred percent?”

      “The software will rarely score one hundred going off one photograph,” he said, typing vigorously and inputting the variable photographs that Big Dave had worked on. Here, look… it’s risen to ninety-nine. That’s about as good as it gets without her family photo album to enter the data from. We’ve got her…”

      Caroline already knew that the image was Natasha’s and just seeing her gave her a rush of adrenalin that speeded up her heartrate and breathing. She moved away from the screen and picked up her cup of coffee, although the caffeine certainly wasn’t going to help the way she felt, she was grateful for the distraction.

      “OK, we’ve got some routes and times,” Ramsay announced. The screen now broke into windows and there were a dozen video images of her with time and date displays. “By finding the earliest we establish her starting point, and by finding her latest…”

      “Yes, we get it Neil,” Caroline interjected impatiently. “The most recent time gives us her last known position…” But it was easier said than done as the footage was rolling, the program throwing up reels of footage and single images. After a few minutes of studying the screen intently, Caroline sighed. They were in for a long night.
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      Less than a mile from the port and the affordable comfort of the Escale Oceania Natasha was in the sparse room of a cheap guest house on Reno’s list of safehouses. This was simply a room that he had kept on retainer, paying the landlady each month to guarantee it being vacant when he needed it. She did not get paid the full tariff, but she got paid all year-round including Christmas, which was a quiet time for the South of France. She was trusted and Natasha was out of options. She still needed money and to collect a go-bag – Reno’s stash of weapons and cash that he had secreted around Europe. All Natasha knew was that Reno had hidden details of these in the room and had given her instructions to head there in times of trouble. She figured now was about the right time.

      The carpet was threadbare, but when she moved the double bed to one side, the fitting at the skirting just didn’t seem right. Carpets do not wear out around the edges – especially under a bed - and nor do they come away from the skirting boards or gripper unless somebody has pulled it up. She thought it unusual that Reno would have not gone the extra mile fitting the carpet back perfectly, but then again, nobody was meant to use the room again. She dug her nails under the carpet, then cursed loudly when she pricked her finger on a gripper spike. She instinctively sucked her finger, then checked the wound by squeezing it. She was left with a pang of emptiness as a memory drifted into her mind, of her mother inspecting her finger after a thorn had snagged. Her mother had removed the thorn, washed the blood away and kissed her on the forehead. She had only been about six or seven at the time, and she seemed to have lost these memories, at least on a daily count. She could barely picture her mother and father’s faces now, and the thought made her especially sad, and with a perverse knowledge that Reno, the Bratva, Russia’s intelligence services and the death of her parents completed a circle, the thought of even being here made her feel sick to her stomach. She wanted out. But before she could leave this world behind, she needed a payday. A big score. One last job.

      She lifted the carpet and eased up the first of three shortened floorboards. In the recess below, usually reserved for rolls of insulation, a large metal ammunition box rested on its side with a combination padlock securing the catch. She tried to lift it out but could see that it had been screwed into the beams from the inside. The padlock was a six-digit combination and she entered Reno’s date of birth, but nothing budged. She turned the dials to reverse the date, but again there was no give in the lock. She looked at the 9mm pistol on the dresser and wondered if she could use a pillow to suppress the shot. She had been shown by Reno how to wrap the muzzle of a rifle to make a rudimentary, yet effective silencer but she doubted that she could position the weapon near enough to the padlock, or whether the 9mm bullet would do enough damage to the bulky-looking padlock. And then there was the question of where the bullet would end up if it missed or ricocheted through the plaster ceiling. She wasn’t overly concerned about collateral damage – other people’s death meant nothing to her – but she could end up with no place to stay for the night, or worse, the police intervening. In desperation she entered her own date of birth and still nothing happened. She could not think of a significant date, but before she could question why, she entered the date that her parents were murdered, and the lock snapped open. The fact that she did not mean enough to Reno to use her birthdate, but the death of her parents was difficult to accept. The man had taken her off the Paris streets, paid for her Swiss education, sent her to university, trained her even. But he had also killed her parents and changed her life forever. She knew that what he did for her, he did out of guilt. There could be no other reason. But deep down, she knew there was. The man’s relationship with her could be seen as grooming. She had been barely a teenager when he had assassinated her parents. Her father had been a prominent Russian businessman with links to various Russian mafia families. His death had been part of an overthrow, and her mother had been killed because that’s simply what happened. Natasha had been spared, and Reno had been punished by undertaking several contracts without being paid. He had found her and saved her. But as she looked back on the years spent with him, she knew that he had wanted her for himself, and it would have only been a matter of time before he made his move. He had created a form of Stockholm Syndrome between them, and she would have done anything for him. Had he not been fatally wounded, and had he not finally confessed to her what he had done, then she would still be with him, and she would have followed him anywhere. Again, the thought made her feel sick to her stomach, that she should have been manipulated in such a way, and she felt guilt for the memory of her parents, because being so close to the man who had slaughtered them was the ultimate disrespect.

      Shaking her head, almost as if she was trying to shake the thought from her mind forever, Natasha opened the box and peered inside. Reno was a careful and vengeful man, and it would not be out of the question for him to rig a grenade or razor blades or some other such boobytrap to the box. Satisfied it was clear, she reached inside and took out a small revolver. Reno had rules about drop guns and always argued the point that a loaded automatic pistol compresses the magazine spring. Over time, this will lead to a stoppage. A revolver, on the other hand could be loaded for a hundred years and still fire first time. She checked the cylinder, and sure enough, five live .38 shells were in place. The weapon was a Smith & Wesson Airweight and almost fitted in the open palm of her hand. There was a small black plastic box that had been resting beside it, and she opened it to find twenty more shells neatly inserted into a foam base, displaying unfired primer caps. She took one out, noting that they were soft lead hollow points for maximum flesh damage. She expected no less.

      Next, she took out a series of envelopes that contained false passports. There were six in Reno’s name and one in her own. It was an older photograph taken when she was just eighteen and the passport was in date for another four years. It was an EU French passport and the name on it was Katherine Lavigne. She pocketed it and felt encouraged for she could now travel outside the European Union and take a flight anywhere. She counted the various stashes of money and was buoyed by the total of five-thousand euros, one-thousand pounds and a further one-thousand US dollars. There were also three bank cards in Reno’s name, and all in date for another year. They were the contactless kind, and she knew they would be good for one-hundred-euro contactless payments. Reno wasn’t a rich man, but he would likely have a few thousand in each account for working capital. She knew that he had a numbered Swiss bank account, but until she searched his remote mountain cottage in the Pyrenees, she had no idea of where that number would be, or indeed if it was committed to anything other than the man’s memory.

      There were two mobile phones and two separate chargers. Natasha plugged them both into charge and after a few minutes sitting on the bed and contemplating her next move, she saw there were several messages on one of the phones. She did not hesitate, typing in the date Reno had murdered her parents, and the phone opened. She went to messages and read them, a sudden flutter filling her chest.

      Natasha – I know that Reno was killed in the UK, and I know that your Kremlin paymasters have washed their hands of you. I have heard that you are in France. I can offer you safety and security in return for a contract. The target will be of interest to you and may resolve your current problem – Y.B.

      She reread the message wondering if she should trust the Bratva leader. She had performed contracts for Yevgeny Bostitch in the past, but solely under Reno’s tutelage. The man was reaching out to her, but should she trust him? The three men who had attempted to kill her had confirmed the Kremlin angle, so she had no friends there. She checked her watch, then switched off the device. She needed to think about her reply but knew that she should be aware that the phone could be easily traced. She checked the other phone, but there was only one number entered and no messages. She hastily switched it off. If one phone was used for the Bratva, then it there was a good chance that Reno used the other for contact with Russian intelligence, and considering the man was dead and that agents used by the state had tried to eliminate her, then it was safe to assume no further contact would be made. But simply switching on the device could have alerted someone to her presence. She would have to treat herself as blown. The sanctuary afforded her by the guesthouse was no longer a safe place to stay.

      She looked around the sparsely furnished room and figured she would be out of there inside three minutes. Pausing at the foot of the bed, she switched on the other phone and waited while it went through its start-up procedure, then keyed in the six-digit date that had changed everything. Deftly, she typed out the short message.

      Send details – Natasha.

      She switched off the phone and stuffed everything into a canvas tote bag the landlady had given her with a supply of toiletries, then replaced the floorboards and carpet and returned the bed to its original position, carefully lining up the legs of the bed with the indentations in the carpet. Using a flannel from the tiny ensuite bathroom, she wiped everything she had touched and used it to open and close the door behind her.
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      Estonia

      

      The farmhouse was run-down and looked deserted, but it had electric provided from a diesel generator in one of the outbuildings and had been equipped with four new camp beds and mattresses which were yet to be assembled. The fridge and cupboards had been stocked and the equipment they would need had been staked in a large slate-floored room with a woodburning stove, that King assumed had once been a living area. Other than that, the building was empty and was still serviced by an outside toilet and a washroom that had been hastily outfitted with a safari shower and several new buckets. The only water supply came from an old hand-pump situated between the outbuilding and the farmhouse and unless a kettle was boiled, there was no hot water.

      “No expense spared,” King said sardonically as he tossed his holdall on the floor.

      “Yes, all the comforting needed,” the man replied in a thick Russian accent. “Bread, cheese and meats and coffee. Lots of coffee…”

      “Great…” King replied sarcastically to Yovanovitch. King was a dedicated tea drinker, but he had a handful of bags of monkey tea in his holdall. The thought made him smile as he remembered asking Caroline to get some monkey tea from the shops. The well-known brand PG Tips had used chimpanzees in their advertising campaigns for many years and was often simply referred to, especially in the British armed forces as a ‘cup of monkey’. However, living in Camden Lock, Caroline had found a specialist tea store that stocked the rare and unique Oolong Tea from the Fujian Province in China, which was made using semi-oxidised leaves. These leaves were originally picked by trained monkeys. It certainly hadn’t been the breakfast brew King had wanted with milk and a spoonful of sugar.

      Yovanovitch looked around them and said, “I was told there would be four people.”

      “Change of plan,” King replied somewhat dismissively, still raw that Rashid should let him down, but he knew it wasn’t really that way. The man just thought that Caroline needed help, and that in itself made King feel worse, because deep down, he knew he should have never left.

      “The boss is a good man,” Yovanovitch said, changing the subject. It was obvious that it was closed as the atmosphere had frozen. “Very good man…”

      King assumed the Russian was talking about Sir Galahad, but he never took matters for granted. “You’ve met him?”

      “Yes,” Yovanovitch replied proudly. “He recruited me personally. I was disillusioned with the last president, and this one is no better. Much of my family are from Ukraine.” He paused, somewhat thoughtfully. “Many of them are now dead… others are missing…”

      “But you work for Bostitch, and he is with the Bratva, not the Russian government.”

      “Sir Galahad recognised the link many years ago. He challenged me to join Bratva. Said it could not be done. But I did,” he said proudly. “Now he pays into a Swiss bank account, more money than I could ever make in Russia. One day, he will bring me out and I will live on the Mediterranean in a villa and every day will be R and R…” he said, somewhat wistfully. A man could dream, but King knew it seldom worked out that way for embedded agents.

      “If you’re so close to Bostitch, then why didn’t this Sir Galahad bloke simply ask you to steal the plates?” Grant asked dubiously. He shrugged, then added, “Or destroy them? It seems to me that would have been far simpler.”

      King had thought this as soon as he had heard that Sir Galahad had a man inside, but he had reasoned that the spymaster had other plans for his agent, or perhaps he did not believe the man was up to it. Either way, it did not bode well. Any agent not up to the task wasn’t an agent King wanted to work with, and after they had stolen the plates, then it was hard to believe that Yovanovitch would not be rooted out in the inevitable mole-hunt that would follow. He hoped that the Russian had already worked this out and had a plan, but he suspected not.

      The Russian shrugged. “I do important work. He has plans for me.”

      King said nothing. He had long since learned to worry only about his own fate. He had stayed alive long enough because of this and he wasn’t about to change now. “You’d better be going,” he suggested. “We can’t risk Bostitch suspecting anything.”

      “I know,” he replied. “But I have new information that I wish Sir Galahad to know. I am not due to make contact for another two weeks…”

      “Right…”

      “I can tell you, no?”

      King shrugged. “I suppose…”

      “Bostitch has taken out a contract on the leader of the FSB.”

      “Vitali Milosevic?” King asked incredulously. “But he was meant to be in on this thing.”

      “There is no honour amongst thieves,” Yovanovitch said wryly. “He has political connections. Connections that could get him back into his former agency and into the top job, should the position become… how you say… vacant?” He paused. “Unbeknown to Milosevic, the very heist he threw to Bostitch was the one to give him enough financial power to pay his way into Milosevic’s job. From there, Bostitch has plans to become President. Either by buying political support, or by a coup. Bostitch is from a long line of soldiers and intelligence officers, with his father and grandfather both being in the KGB, and Bostitch himself being a former FSB officer. He knows the landscape, and he has firm views on Ukraine and other former Soviet territories.”

      King sighed. Forget the games Sir Galahad was playing, Bostitch sounded like he needed a bullet. “What do you know about the hit?”

      Yovanovitch looked around him conspiratorially, as if he had forgotten that it was just the three of them in the room, and they weren’t ten miles from anywhere in an abandoned farmhouse. But he guessed old habits die hard. “One week from today, there is a conference in Switzerland to discuss Russia’s aggressive foreign policy. The director of the FSB will be there, as an olive branch to European agencies. It will happen there.”

      “Do you know the hitter?” King asked.

      “No. But I do know that there is a former asset who has been left in the cold. Somebody he has used before. That asset is now freelance, but her mentor was trained by the FSB and SVR and has also worked for the Bratva.”

      Her… the word played around King’s head. He closed his eyes for a second picturing the wraith-like girl with the auburn hair and porcelain skin who had slaughtered his sister, her husband and their two sons in nothing more but a way to unbalance King. Ruthless wasn’t the word.

      “Bostitch has offered this asset a clean sheet and a large sum of money. She was a liability but is now very much in favour. She is currently in France, in…”

      “Marseille,” King interrupted.

      “You know her?” the Russian asked, a little deflated that King should know, and that his big reveal of information had been subdued.

      “I know her,” he said quietly. But more than that, he now knew where she would be one week from today.
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      Marseille, France

      

      “A mile from here!”

      “What?” Caroline asked through bleary eyes.

      “Natasha!” Ramsay blurted. “I’ve located her on the traffic camera system and she’s just a mile away! Big Dave is getting the van and bringing it round the front. Let’s go…”

      Caroline let go of the door and left Ramsay standing in the corridor. She hastily snatched off the complimentary bathrobe and pulled on her jeans and blouse and grabbed her shoes. She ran barefooted after Ramsay, who was holding open the lift and impatiently checking his phone. Caroline darted inside and slapped the button for the ground floor.

      “I’ve got the CCTV feed on my phone,” he explained. “She checked into a small hotel or guesthouse; the facial recognition software picked her up from dual traffic control CCTV cameras on the opposite side of the road. The image had been taken from a fast-moving frame and as a result was a little blurry, but the software made an eighty-seven-point-eight percent probability. That’s good enough, considering it ran at ninety-eight percent less than half a mile down the same road. It’s her…”

      The lift shuddered to a halt and Caroline burst out of the doors ahead of Ramsay and between a shocked couple who protested in French and pulled a face of indignation likely reserved for ‘foreigners’. In this case, they probably had a point. Caroline heard Ramsay apologising behind her in French but did not concern herself. She had one thing on her mind and one thing only.

      Outside, Big Dave had the engine running and the sliding door opened. As soon as Caroline and Ramsay were inside, he took off leaving Caroline to regain her balance and slide the door closed. Ramsay strapped himself in and opened his laptop case. He had the screen open and gave Big Dave the directions. Caroline reached under the seat and took out Big Dave’s M4 carbine. She ejected the magazine and checked the breech, which held open on the bolt, then she inserted the magazine and pressed the forward assist button on the left-hand side of the frame and the action snapped closed with a satisfying ‘snap’. She flicked on the safety and rested the weapon muzzle downwards between her legs.

      “No,” said Ramsay. “We can’t go in all guns blazing…”

      “The hell we can’t!” Caroline snapped.

      “Slowly, slowly, catchy monkey…” Big Dave said as he negotiated a mini-roundabout and they were all thrown one way, and then the other. “Neil’s got a point.”

      “She’s dangerous!” Caroline protested. “We’d be fools to approach her unarmed!”

      Ramsay ignored her while he gave Big Dave directions and frowned over his screen. The vehicle was swaying erratically, and the streetlights were dull, making it difficult for him to get his bearings. “Up here on the left,” he told him. “One hundred metres…”

      “It looks like it will be the guesthouse up ahead, just past this bar. Christ, what a dive…” Big Dave paused. “Shit! There she is…”

      Ramsay looked up, then checked his screen. “It’s dark, but yes, the software piggybacking the traffic CCTV has just flagged her up again.” He paused. “We should drive past, circle round and follow her until we can lift her someplace quiet. There are too many people inside that bar.”

      “Stop!” Caroline screamed.

      Big Dave only had a split second to make a decision and having been in the thick of it with Caroline many times, and on the end of Ramsay’s pontifications just as much, he screeched the van to the kerb and went for his door. Caroline slid the door back on its runner, and that was all Natasha needed. The lithe and agile woman dived behind a parked Renault and when she reappeared, she fired at the windscreen of the Volkswagen Transporter and it shattered in a spider’s web but held firm, six 9mm bullet holes punching clean through. Big Dave had seen the weapon just in time and had thrown himself flat across the seat. Unarmed, he slammed the gearbox into reverse and stamped the accelerator into the floor. The van swayed and rocked on its suspension and Caroline was thrown back into the depths of the van, scrambling to her feet and feeling for the weapon in the darkness.

      “Is anybody hit?” she screamed.

      “I don’t think so!” shouted Big Dave above the screaming protest of the engine and gearbox.

      “Neil?” she asked, but there was no reply.

      Bullets pinged against the bodywork, and Caroline could just make out the woman stepping out from cover and taking careful aim. She shouldered the M4 and fired as Big Dave swung the vehicle through a J-turn and again, Caroline was taken off her feet and thrown against the rear seats. She screamed in both pain and frustration as Big Dave accelerated down the road in retreat.

      “No!” she screamed.

      “Check on Neil!” Big Dave ordered her.

      To her consternation, she realised that she hadn’t taken in the fact that he had not replied. She found the weapon, flicked the safety in place then put it on the floor while she pulled Neil upright. There was blood on his forehead, and he was unconscious. “Stop the car!” she shouted above the engine noise and protest from the tyres. “He’s been hit!”

      Big Dave slammed on the brakes and the van slewed to a halt against the kerb. He threw his bulky frame over the front seats and into the back. He grabbed Caroline out of the way and snatched up the rifle, slamming it into her bosom. “Take that and stand guard on our six…”

      Caroline nodded. Her face was ashen and as she opened the door and crouched down beside the van, her hands were trembling, and the weapon was shaking.

      Big Dave could see that Ramsay was breathing and he ripped up his shirt to check his chest and torso, but there were no signs of blood. He could see the shattered laptop on the floor, two neat bullet holes had gone through the screen and into the back of the seat. He checked the man all over, then studied the wound on his forehead. It was a deep gash, but nothing more serious. Ramsay started to stir. “My head…” he said weakly.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      “I saw the bullets hit the windscreen,” he managed between breaths. “I dived out of the way and hit the side of the van…”

      Big Dave broke into a laugh, the relief and adrenalin suddenly taking hold. He patted him on the shoulder, then both men ducked down as gunfire shattered the silence and the van was peppered with bullets, some going through the bodywork and others ricocheting off into the night with a whine. Caroline opened fire with a sustained semi-automatic burst, her finger working overtime on the trigger. The assault rifle was so loud beside them that both men ducked down further, and Ramsay shielded his ears with both hands like a small child at a firework display.

      “The bitch flanked us!” Caroline raged indignantly. “But she couldn’t compete with a rifle, so she’s backed off. Where are your spare magazines?”

      “You’ve got it,” Big Dave replied. “It was difficult enough to get hold of that. There’s a box of twenty-rounds in the glovebox.” He climbed back over the front seats, opened the glovebox and tossed her the cardboard box of 5.56mm ammunition. “Get back inside,” he told her. “The police will be here any minute and you’re going to hell in a handcart for emptying that thing on the street…”

      “He’s right,” Ramsay said, still wincing in pain. “We need to regroup and avoid the police at all costs. We’re not meant to be operating here and Mereweather is going to hit the proverbial roof if he gets wind of this.” He saw the hesitation in Caroline’s eyes and added, “It’s not a suggestion, Caroline. It’s a bloody order!”
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      Estonia

      

      King watched the helicopter as it drew nearer. He checked his watch, studying the smooth minute hand as it swept from thirty through forty and on to fifty. When he looked up, the noise filling his ears, the aircraft was putting down, just feet from the ground when the minute hand swept past the minute. He smiled, comforted by the fact that there was probably no better man to be there when he said he would.

      “That’s our ride?” Grant asked, watching as the Bell Jet Ranger touched down.

      “Yep.”

      “I guess money really is no object…” he commented as they both watched and waited while the helicopter powered down.

      King did not reply. He knew that the organisation had a seemingly unlimited budget, and he was wondering just how far Sir Galahad’s remit went. Beyond the pale was King’s bet. He watched as his friend got out of the helicopter and walked confidently under the slowing rotor blades. King smiled, other people bent double and ran the ‘helicopter run’, but Flymo must have been confident in the height of the craft he was flying and the height of his afro.

      Flymo grinned and started a complicated handshake which King fluffed and muttered as he simply punched the man good-heartedly on the shoulder. He turned to Grant and said, “Simon, this is Flymo.”

      “Flymo?” Grant asked incredulously.

      “I’m like one of those lawnmowers that hovers on a cushion of air,” Flymo grinned. “Nothing else hovers lower…”

      King nodded. “When the shit hits the fan, you want a good pilot on your side.” He paused and smiled. “Unfortunately, this was the only guy we could get.”

      “Wow, you had me worried there for a moment, I thought you were about to pay me a compliment.”

      King shrugged as he walked back towards the farmhouse. He supposed he was never the most complimentary of people, but he was aware of the sense of relief in having Flymo with him, and he enjoyed the banter. Rashid turning the job down had blindsided him, and for the first time ever, he had felt vulnerable not being part of a team. The irony was he had spent much of his working life operating alone, or with his mentor Peter Stewart – which was sometimes the same as working alone – and the familiarity of knowing Flymo buoyed his confidence in the mission.

      “Tea?” Flymo asked.

      “Kettle’s on,” replied King.

      “I have the chutes in the bird.” King glanced at Grant, but the man hadn’t seemed to have heard. He held a finger to his lips and Flymo grinned. “Oh, he’s going to fucking love you…” he said quietly.

      King smiled as he stepped into the kitchen and took the kettle off the boil.

      “Oh, shit… this place is nasty, damned nasty!” Flymo announced as he looked around the farmhouse. “Jeez, I hoped this outfit weren’t going to be as cheap as Five, looks like I was hoping for too much.”

      King poured the water onto the last of the teabags he had brought with him. It was coffee next time round and for the duration of the mission. He added the worst UHT milk he had ever tasted and spooned in some sugar. He handed Flymo his cup, then slid Grant’s over to him. “The kit’s been sorted.” He paused. “I want to get up in the chopper and start some reconnaissance runs. We don’t want to fly directly over their compound, but we can get a good idea of the terrain and with a pair of binos, I can get what I need without getting too close.” He paused. “There were a set of satellite photos included with the kit, but there’s nothing like a current reconnaissance and for security reasons, there were no date or time stamps on the satellite images.”

      “They have to be pretty current,” Flymo commented. “This hasn’t been in play for long, or has it?”

      “No,” replied King. “It’s reactionary, based on information from an asset on the ground.”

      “Well, that’s something. Human intel is worth a dozen satellite images.” Flymo sipped his tea. “Christ, that’s terrible…”

      “They were my last teabags,” said King curtly. “I should have known better than to have wasted them on you…”

      “He’s all heart…” Flymo said to Grant. “So, you’re some sort of lock expert?”

      “I suppose…”

      “Safes?”

      “I’ve cracked a few, yes.”

      “But you did time,” Flymo stated, seeming to question his ability.

      “Par for the course,” he replied defensively. “I dipped in and out of prison. But the better you get, the bigger the job. That requires putting your trust in others. That was when I was let down. My getaway driver wasn’t where he should have been. Or at least at the right time. There wasn’t meant to be any violence, either.”

      “And you took the wrap?”

      “You take your time and keep your mouth shut.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t pay to tell tales.”

      “I get that,” Flymo replied. “Are you good?”

      “You worry about you, and I’ll worry about me.”

      “He’s good,” King reassured him.

      “Oh, so this guy gets a compliment?” Flymo grinned.

      “Credit where it’s due,” King swigged some tea, then put down his cup and nodded towards the kit piled in the corner. “How’s that for weight limit?”

      Flymo started rooting through the bags, checking the weight. He shrugged and said, “The Bell is good for the pilot plus four average-sized passengers. I’d say we’re well under that. What are you? Thirteen or fourteen-stone?”

      “There abouts.”

      Flymo looked at Grant. “You?”

      “Around ten and a half.”

      “We’re good.” He paused. “But I take it we’re not shifting any of the gold.”

      “No,” King replied. “All I know is we’re going after the plates and stamps. For all I know, Sir Galahad has other teams in play, so we just concentrate on our task.”

      “So, if we get the plates and there’s a ton of gold in there, we just leave it there?” Grant asked incredulously.

      Once a thief, always a thief, King thought fleetingly, but he knew he hadn’t been any better in his earlier life. In fact, he’d done a whole lot worse than Simon Grant ever had. “Our job is to secure the plates and stamps.” Of course, there was more to that but King didn’t need Grant unwilling to cross an ethical line.

      Grant shook his head and put down his cup. “All you’ll be doing is slowing down the stream of gold to Britain. With the gold still out there, they’ll simply make new plates and try again.”

      “Let me take care of that,” King replied.

      Grant shrugged. “I’ll do my job,” he said as he headed for the door. But there are holes all through this thing…”

      Flymo watched him go, then turned to King and said, “He’s got a point.”

      King nodded. “Well, like the man said earlier, you worry about you, and I’ll worry about me…” He paused, picking up a powerful pair of Russian military binoculars. “Now let’s get that bird up in the air and see what we’re dropping into.”
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      Marseille, France

      

      They had used the traffic system CCTV, but unlike Neil Ramsay, Newman had a little more reach as the CIA had tapped into the French police’s resources during the height of their purge on Islamic terrorism. Shortly after the spate of killings on French soil, culminating in the use of a truck in Nice to drive through a holiday crowd, CIA computer specialists took advantage of France’s cooperation and patched their National Police Database. Newman had found Natasha Kolenko, but as he was about to make his move, a Volkswagen van pulled in behind her and all hell had broken loose.

      White was at the wheel, with Newman beside him and Ramirez in the backseat. White was about to reverse out, when Newman knocked the vehicle out of gear and reached for the key. “Wait,” he had said. He already had a compact Beretta 9mm in his hand, which eased White’s nervousness somewhat. “Shit, she’s fast,” Newman had commented as Natasha rolled across the road, covering twenty feet in a single dive and roll, then ran for cover. She had peppered the van with bullets, but whoever was driving hadn’t wasted time and demonstrated supreme evasive driving techniques. The van reversed at speed, and her gunfire was answered with the unmistakable noise and ferocity of an assault rifle in the hands of someone who knew how to use it.

      White smacked Newman’s hand aside and started the engine, he found reverse and backed away, all eyes on Natasha who was sprinting down the street firing her weapon, then lost from view when she darted to her right up an alleyway. White J-turned the tiny Renault and accelerated away.

      “What are you doing?” Newman raged.

      “Trying not to get shot!” White snapped back at him. He slowed and pulled in beside a row of parked cars, switched off the engine and killed the lights. “If we found her once, then we’ll find her again. But do you really want to approach that woman after seeing what she can do? You don’t want to surprise her I’ll tell you that for damned sure…”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking the same thing…” Ramirez said from the rear seat. He tapped away on the laptop fitted with a plug-in dongle to get 4G on the move. “She’s three streets over, heading east.” He paused. “We need to rethink this. We can’t snatch her off the street.”

      “The hell we can’t,” Newman replied. “Ramirez, you concentrate on finding her. White, you concentrate on driving the fucking car. Leave the rest to me…”
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      Estonia

      

      “I don’t get why we can’t just land the helicopter.”

      “Because it’s too noisy.”

      “But he’ll have to land the thing to pick us back up!”

      King nodded. “And by then, we’ll have the plates and the stamps, and will be getting the hell out of there.” He checked Grant’s harness and rig paying particular attention to the altimeter which would automatically open Grant’s parachute at a thousand feet if he failed to pull the toggle. Satisfied that it was all in order, he did a last-minute check on his own kit.

      “I’m starting the climb,” Flymo’s voice came over the net in their headphones. “We’ll be vulnerable to radar and air-traffic control, so when we hit fifteen-thousand feet, get the hell out, because I’ll be heading for the deck and turning a one-eighty until you call me in for the evac.”

      “Fifteen-thousand feet…” Grant muttered. “I’m surprised this thing can go that high…”

      “She’s rated for eighteen-thousand-six-hundred,” Flymo replied. “But seeing you like to breathe fresh air; we’ll be staying on the fifteen-thousand limit.”

      “Any higher and we would need oxygen,” King explained. “I’d rather be doing this at twenty-five-thousand-feet from a plane, but needs must…”

      King had explained the principles of the HALO technique of skydiving. High Altitude Low Opening was a method he had used many times. It meant that the aircraft was usually unobservable and silent at that height - although this would not be true HALO height the helicopter was a tiny aircraft compared to a Hercules - and opening the canopy near the ground meant that the jumper was unnoticeable for much of the descent. It was a risky technique, and King had opened below five-hundred feet before, but not accompanied by someone with zero experience. Grant would be instructed to pull the toggle at two-thousand feet. The automatic opening system would allow for nerves, delays and faults. Although at one-thousand feet, it did not allow much time to check the canopy and cut the chute and use the reserve chute in the event of a malfunction.

      The Bell 505 Jet Ranger X climbed smoothly at a speed of 100 mph to avoid putting too much stress of the engine and rotor blades. The aircraft was good for 144 mph but climbing to such altitudes in a short distance needed calculating, and the windspeed, air temperature and air pressure were all factors the veteran army pilot had considered.

      “I can’t do this…” Grant announced emphatically. “When you asked for my help, you said it would be breaking in and opening a safe. There was none of this stealing a helicopter and jumping out of it bullshit!”

      King shrugged. “We call it mission creep,” he replied. “The parameters changed. I guess we just need to get on with it…”

      “I’m not doing it!”

      King pulled a pained expression. “Look, it’s better to leap than to be pushed,” he told him. “Either way; you’re leaving this aircraft at fifteen-thousand feet, mate.”

      “You’ll have to throw me out!” Grant shouted belligerently above the escalating sound of both engine and rotors. “Flymo! Take this thing down!”

      “Sorry, no can do, brother…” Flymo’s easy lilt came over their headphones.

      King smiled. He checked his altimeter and pulled the two emergency release pins from the door, which popped out and tumbled away from them. King watched the door spinning in the air as it fell. He hoped some unlucky Estonian wasn’t going to wake up with it in their roof. Or worse. He checked the straps on the rifle sling and kit bag strapped to each leg. It gave him little in the way of manoeuvrability and as he unfastened his seat belt and clambered into position, he held out his hand for Grant to come his way, then positioned the separate kitbag and parachute on the seat beside him.

      “I can’t!” Grant screamed above the noise, now hundreds of decibels louder through the open doorway. “Please…!”

      King reached and undid the man’s seatbelt – just a retractable lap belt like that of the lower proportion of a car’s three-point seatbelt. This was a business commuter craft, after all. The belt retracted and Grant stiffened, trying to find something to grab hold of. Above his head was situated a handle, but he had not thought to look up.

      “I can’t hold us here!” Flymo shouted earnestly. “I’m already on Estonia’s military radar and they will have launched a couple of interceptors by now. I need to get lower than a snake if we’re going to make it home…”

      “Come on, Grant!” King shouted. He snatched off the man’s headphones and pulled at his harness, but Grant found some resistance against something, most likely his legs which were braced for all they were worth.

      “King, we need you both out of here!” Flymo shouted. “Want me to tip the hat?”

      “Go for it!” King shouted clearly, tearing off his own headphones and pulling out the kitbag. The altimeter system would launch the chute automatically at five-hundred feet.

      The helicopter suddenly dropped a few hundred feet and performed a complete forty-five-degree tilt halting abruptly with the portside of the aircraft directly above the ground. King released his grip and fell away into the void, and Grant dropped out through the fuselage, the rotor blades spinning him backwards as he tumbled out into the sky. King was a hundred feet below Grant when he righted himself. He could hear the man screaming above him, despite the wind rushing in his ears at close to 120 mph. King swivelled and rolled onto his back to see Grant tumbling wildly above him and twenty metres to his left. If he was going to help the man, he needed to slow his descent and change direction. He rolled back over, spread his limbs wide and performed what looked like a slow, single press-up, arching his back and splaying his outstretched hands wide. Gradually, Grant tumbled past him, his screams growing ever louder. The ground was rushing up on them as King relaxed his position and positioned his bodyweight to get nearer to Grant. When he was close enough, he placed his hands behind him, dipped his head and raced vertically to catch the man up. Grant was still tumbling when King latched onto him and turned him over onto his stomach. He could not read the altimeter but eyed the ground and pulled Grant’s toggle and the man was snatched away as he decelerated ten-fold. King risked checking the man’s canopy for a moment, then righted himself and gasped as he was suddenly snatched backwards as his own safety measure initiated and opened his chute and the ground raced towards him. He fumbled for the brake lines and managed to pull them in time, as he went for the belt and braces technique taught in the military of clamping his ankles together, bending his knees and performing a paratrooper’s role on the hard ground. With his parachute catching the wind and pulling him across the ground, he just had time to shout and remind Grant to pull the brake lines, but the man landed heavily with a hollow grunt that told King he was winded.

      King snatched his lines hand over hand, reeling the chute in and crumpling it back into the pack. When he reached Grant, the man was staring at the sky, the wind slowly coming back to him, and his ashen face still devoid of any colour. King gathered up the man’s chute, unfastened his pack and jammed the mess of silk and paracord inside. The kitbag was fitted with a flashing beacon and King could see it around eighty metres away near a clump of alder bushes.

      “Are you OK?” King asked eventually.

      “I thought I was going to die…” Grant managed to splutter.

      “How are your ankles?”

      “Aching…”

      “Try moving them.”

      Grant did and winced. “My left one hurts… a lot…”

      King checked by catching hold and rotating it. Grant winced again. The military boot had given good support. With any luck it was a minor sprain, although there was some debate about whether that was worse than a break in the short term. “Come on, let’s get you up.” He checked the open ground around them and added, “Because we’re sitting ducks out here…”
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      Marseille, France

      

      Natasha had recovered from the adrenalin and exertion of the gun battle, but she knew that she was living on borrowed time. Reno’s Russian intelligence contact had decided that she was a loose end, and even though she had killed the hit-team sent to eliminate her, she knew that there could be others out there. Now she knew for certain that the British were still after her, because she recognised the black giant from MI5 as he had attempted to get out of the van, and she smiled at the memory of him darting back for cover as she had peppered the windscreen with bullets. Hopefully, she had sent a 9mm through him, just as she had with the silenced .22 rifle back in London. If she ever met him again, she would make sure that it would be third time lucky.

      She had not expected the return in fire, especially from an assault rifle. When she had flanked them by sprinting through the three back alleyways, she had seen that it was the blonde bitch still on her quest for revenge. She smiled to herself when she remembered how she had slaughtered the woman’s aunt simply to hurt her, force her into making a mistake. She had been so close in killing the bitch’s parents, too. Her smile faded when she thought about the encounter, how she had been injured and the delight Reno seemed to take in hurting her when he took out the shotgun lead and dressed her wounds. She had failed and been taught a valuable lesson, and Reno’s sadist nature had driven the lesson home.

      Natasha drank some more Pernod and checked her phone. The alcohol steadied her nerves and her seat in the quiet café was hidden from the entrance and only a few patrons nursed their drinks and did not seem interested in her. The café was the sort of place that remained open late, a drinking den for the miserable and lonely. It was difficult to imagine another vibe on another night. This was a last stop saloon. Her Swiss account showed that the money had been deposited. Natasha did not go in for half now, half when the job was done. Reno had taught her trust no one, and she required the entire fee, then would not stop until the job was done. Once the money was paid, she would have no further contact with the client. Reno had insisted that this was the way. It limited exposure, and it negated clients changing their minds on a whim, and in some cases, even letting the mark know that there was a contract on their head. People did the strangest things in an emotional state, and even bartered a deal with police if they got cold feet. This way, the money was paid, and the mark would be eliminated. Not everybody liked it, but if she was killed on the job, then it wasn’t her problem to worry about.

      There was a text from Bostitch giving the dates and locations of the conference and he was sending a team of men at her disposal. He had included a mobile phone number and told the man to expect her to reach out to him. It wasn’t standard operating procedure, but given that she was being hunted some back-up, or perhaps a false scent for her pursuers to follow made sense. Either way, the safety or fate of Bostitch’s men was not her concern. She switched off her phone and removed the SIM card before pocketing it and finishing her Pernod. She had thirty minutes to catch the night train to Leon and she would time it to perfection, stepping onto the train with seconds to spare and ever mindful of having a tail.
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      Estonia

      

      Grant’s injured ankle made their progress slower than King had anticipated, but they had put in two-thousand metres when King ordered Grant to rest in a small spinney and climbed a grassy knoll where he positioned himself on his stomach and surveyed the area through a compact, yet powerful set of binoculars.

      The plan was the plan, but King wrestled with his conscience and had done since he had worked out the details with Sir Galahad at Bamber’s over unrivalled food and ridiculously priced wine and cognac older than many of Britain’s allies. He surveyed the terrain and could see that far from being open plains which he would have called moorland back in the UK, there was a good deal of agricultural land in the mix, as well as the odd scattered farmhouse, denoted by flickering lights or the occasional moon shadow, and he imagined they would be similar to the one they had made their base a hundred miles to the south. Sir Galahad’s asset, Yovanovitch, had chosen the farmhouse because of its remote location, and that he could put enough distance between them and Bostitch. A hundred-mile drive had given Yovanovitch opportunity enough to spot if he was being tailed by his ‘boss’, and guarantee King’s, Flymo’s and Grant’s safety.

      King checked his GPS and the map. Belt and braces. He always used both and rarely made mistakes that way. Bostitch’s compound was less than two-thousand metres away, but he could not yet see it because of the terrain. To his left, which was west, a ridge of mountains that he estimated to be five miles distant rose out of the forest. To his right a wide river ran into Lake Peipus which was bordered down the middle by Russia. He started to make calculations in his head and wondered what, if anything, Plan B could be. But the heavy weight on his back told him that Sir Galahad hadn’t even considered a Plan B and having seen the lay of the land, he was left with a sense of foreboding.
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      London

      

      He had won a lengthy game of baccarat and several progressive systems on the roulette eventually standing on reds and evens until he broke the odds and left the table a thousand pounds up. With a pocketful of chips, he treated himself to a rare glass of the club’s so-called Victory Courvoisier, said to have been presented in 1815 to Field Marshal Arthur Wellesley from Napoleon’s provisions after the Battle of Waterloo. Although the man more commonly known as Lord Wellington never met nor corresponded with Napoleon, he had certainly drunk the man’s cognac.

      Sir Galahad silently toasted to King’s success. A pawn on a chessboard drawing ever closer to victory. Men like King won the battles, not by winning but by sacrificing for the greater good. Pawns seldom made it to the end of a long-fought game, but they paved the way for victory. Sir Galahad had many pawns in play across the globe, many secret battles and games in motion. He checked his watch, an impossibly slim Patek Phillipe in gold on a crocodile leather strap. It was only a matter of a few hours now. A few hours before Russia paid a heavy price for its oil and gas ransom over Europe, a few hours before NATO had no choice but to come to a member’s aid and finally put the Russian leadership in check like an unnoticed piece on a chessboard.
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      Estonia

      

      There was still an hour until dawn. King could see the hive of activity up ahead. There were two military lorries with canvas sides and two pickup trucks. Even with the arc lights rigged in the compound, it was impossible to tell how many men there were, but each team worked in threes wheeling the trolley and unloading into the two lorries. Another man seemed to be supervising and spent a great deal of time on his phone. He studied the man’s demeanour and movements but still could not decide if it was Dimitri Bostitch, the hands-on leader of the Bratva and the man he had been ordered to kill. King knew that he needed to get closer, but the loading of the trucks had thrown him a curve ball. The purpose of the operation was to secure the plates and stamps. There were not many people in the world with the skills to create perfect copies of coin designs, let alone make a weight and content-accurate forgery. Sir Galahad’s analysts and advisors were also concerned about the plates being sold on to other criminal elements once the Bratva and Russian intelligence had finished smelting their haul of Nazi gold. However, moving the gold had not been a consideration. According to Yovanovitch, their asset inside Bostitch’s gang, the smelting was about to take place and the compound had been equipped for the task.

      “This is a bust,” said Simon Grant. “They’re shipping out. They either have a suspicion that we’re coming, or the police are on the way, or something, but it isn’t looking good…”

      “The police can be bought, especially out here and with this much money,” King replied. “Unless they’ve cottoned onto Yovanovitch being an informer, but that guy was careful. Look how far away he put us in the farmhouse. Plenty of time to spot a tail and change his story.”

      “If they were onto him, then they would get the real story, trust me. I’ve worked for people every bit as bad as those guys down there.”

      King said nothing. He knew who Grant had been caught up with and they were about as bad as they came. “We need to get down there and take a look…”

      “Crap! I came along to break locks or crack safes!” Grant protested. “I’m not a fucking spy! If you want to take a closer look, then help yourself!” King shook his head. He got up and heaved the kitbag onto his shoulder. “And what the hell have you got in there, anyway?”

      King did not want to get into it now. In the distance he could see the flickering lights of a village or hamlet and he was having a crisis in both confidence and conscience as he remembered his briefing with Sir Galahad. He checked his watch and knew that he could not waste any more time prevaricating on the right course of action. Plates and stamps, Bostitch and the gold. That was the order. King took out the Makarov pistol that Yovanovitch had supplied him. The barrel had been lengthened to clear the top slide and threaded to fit a suppressor. Grant eyed the weapon warily, then visibly relaxed when King tucked it into his belt. He took out four hand grenades and handed them to Grant. “When all hell breaks loose, throw these at the bad guys and duck down until they go bang.” He paused, pointing at the grenades. “Squeeze the lever, pull the pin, release the lever and toss the grenade. And don’t be shocked when the lever flies off into the air. There’s a powerful spring behind it that strikes the time delayed detonator. You’ll have five to seven seconds before it detonates…”

      “I can’t do that!”

      “You’re going to,” King said as he walked down the slope towards the compound. “Or the deal’s off…”

      “It’s not that far to Sweden,” he argued. “Just across the Baltic.”

      “You assume you’re walking out of here alive,” King replied tersely, but without looking back. He had barely made it fifty paces and Grant caught up with him. “Have a change of heart?”

      “I hope we never meet again,” Grant said quietly.

      “I have a feeling we won’t.”

      “I have a feeling we’re not getting out of here…”

      “That’s what I like about you, Simon. You’re a beacon of positivity.” King changed their course, giving Grant a shove and they skirted a small copse of trees. “I’m going to cut through the fence and make my way down the rear of the main building. I want you to stay this side of the fence and get ready with those grenades. In this terrain and proximity, you’re looking at a blast radius of thirty to fifty metres. Don’t throw them anywhere near me.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah, don’t get shot.”

      King reached the fence, tested it with a blade of grass to see if it was electrified, but felt nothing. He took out his Leatherman and easily sliced through the strands with the cutting section of the pliers and peeled them back fixing them to the fence. He did not bother saying anything else to Grant; the man had his instructions, and he would either carry them out, or he wouldn’t. It depended on how much Grant wanted to live to collect his two-hundred thousand. King slipped inside the fence, leaving his heavy kitbag behind and taking only the compact AKS-74u assault rifle. The weapon was old and had seen a lot of use, but King had run a magazine through it, and it had worked perfectly. He had cleaned and oiled it well and paid particular attention to the working parts. It would not have been his first choice of weapon – something more modern with a good optic system would have been more favourable, but he had taken whatever Yovanovitch had been able to supply him with.

      King worked his way down the side of the main building, checking shadows for guards, but any men here were clearly working hard stacking the gold onto the trollies and ferrying them to the two lorries. Carefully, he made his way to a wire meshed window, and moved an empty wheelie bin underneath so he could get higher to see inside.

      King could clearly see the man he had been briefed was Dimitri Bostitch. He was tall and broad and rugged. He had scarring to his face and walked with the ease of a man who carried wiry, stamina-rich muscle. King imagined he would still fight a good fight after a twenty-mile run. But he wasn’t running or fighting. In front of him, while men busied themselves in the background lifting the 12.4kg gold bars one at a time and loading them onto sturdy trollies, two men were tied to chairs. King had no idea who the old man was, but he was dead. He wore a tweed suit and checked shirt and looked like an elderly physics teacher in a private school, or maybe even a professor. King knew that there was a precious metals expert on the team, and he supposed this could be him. But if it was, then the plan had clearly changed. A bullet hole between both open, staring eyes, his head bowed forwards and a pool of blood at his feet. King knew the other man. Yovanovitch had been heavily beaten, but he was talking slowly and by now King reckoned the poor soul would have ratted him out and returning to the farmhouse was no longer an option. He couldn’t blame the man – only people who had never experienced pain at its very rawest thought they could withstand torture. King had been around long enough, and done things to people, and had enough done to himself to know that Yovanovitch would never have felt more scared, vulnerable or hopeless in his life.

      King could see the plates on the sturdy-looking workbench behind them. They were stored in open aluminium cases and Bostitch was now pointing at them and shouting at Yovanovitch. In his hand was a Glock 17 and King knew that after he had dealt with whomever was seated in the other chair, the weapon would have another sixteen 9mm bullets. He just hoped he could work something out before Bostitch used another one. Outside, he had counted seven men. Bostitch made eight. There could be a few more. He hadn’t been able to see inside the cabs of the lorries, but drivers seldom manually loaded their own loads so there could conceivably be a man inside each vehicle. The men were likely armed, but not with rifles, which gave King a huge advantage, but that advantage went down with being outnumbered eight or ten to one. Hopefully Grant could shake that up with the grenades, but only if the man backed him up.

      King watched Bostitch growing more and more animated in his body language and speech. He looked like he was building to a crescendo and the pistol came up, then dropped a few times and Yovanovitch was shaking his head and pleading. King had no idea what the asset was saying, but desperation was universally recognised, and King knew that Yovanovitch would have sold his own mother by now. King studied the window. The glass looked tough and had a weave of diagonal wires creating a diamond-like pattern. He doubted it would cause any problems for the high velocity 5.45mm bullets, and he would fire a double tap at Bostitch, one for the glass and one for the man. He expected both would hit Bostitch, but King wasn’t one to take chances with a hit and if he managed to take Bostitch down, then he would give him a couple more carefully aimed rounds once the man was on the ground. He took a breath, positioned the rifle and took careful aim, but the wheelie bin was far from a stable platform and as it rocked just an inch, the muzzle of the Kalashnikov tapped on the glass. King cursed under his breath, but when he looked up, Bostitch was already aiming his pistol and the glass shattered. King ducked his head and fell off the wheelie bin, landing heavily on his side and the silent curse turned to a string of expletives as he scrambled to his feet, quickly checked the weapon and started round the building to attack, rather than retreat. He had lost the element of surprise and if he did not claw back with some shock and awe, then he couldn’t hope to come through this.

      King ran along the lee of the building and took a knee at the edge. He raised the rifle and fired on two men who had stopped their loading and were searching in the shadows with pistols in their hands. They didn’t stand a chance, a dozen rounds cutting them down. There were muzzle flashes across the yard and King ducked down, the muzzle flashes from his own weapon betraying his position to the other men. King swapped out the magazines, now giving himself thirty-one rounds. He tucked the used magazine into his open jacket pocket, sure to be glad of the ammunition later. King was ready to move when he saw the flash and felt the thud of a grenade. Two men, or parts of them, were thrown across the yard and another man bolted out from the shadows evident that he was nursing a limp as he reached the middle of the open ground. King fired on him, but the man dodged instinctively and limped towards one of the lorries. King fired again and the man went down, falling behind the lorry and out of view.

      Another grenade detonated, but King didn’t see any of the aftermath, just a flash of light and dust and debris on the air. He edged around the front of the building. He had barely reached the entrance when gunfire erupted, and the doorframe was peppered with small-arms fire. King stepped back, several bullets punching through the brickwork and wooden doorframe. He crouched down low and poked out with the rifle shouldered. He fired a double tap at one of the men and he went down. He could not see Bostitch and nor could he see Yovanovitch. Just an empty chair where the man had been.

      King edged inside. He was aware that there were men inside, but they had taken up behind stacks of boxes and pillars. He counted down in his head. Two men. At least two with the grenade, and the third injured man. Another man down inside. Two more in here, maybe three. And then there was Dimitri Bostitch. By now the man was nowhere to be seen, and wherever he was he had taken Yovanovitch with him. A quandary indeed, because as much as King had wanted to save the Russian asset from Bostitch and what would certainly be a painful and undignified death, he wasn’t about to let an asset be taken for further interrogation. Sir Galahad and his shadowy organisation could be compromised, and King was damned if it was going to happen on his watch.

      King edged inside the building, his weapon shouldered, his eyes scanning everything through the weapon’s sights. There was movement ahead at a pile of stacked crates and when the man swung out, pistol raised, King fired three shots, centre mass. The man dropped like a wet towel and rested still. King moved forwards, his senses heightened, his eyes waiting for the slightest movement, his ears for the slightest sound. Outside, King heard an engine revving and then the unmistakable sound of a grenade detonating. There was an almighty clatter and a vehicle’s horn sounded continuously. King was tempted to turn towards the noise, but instincts and discipline were two different matters entirely, and King had honed both to perfection over time. He heard the man breathing, heard him moving as he readied himself, then came out shooting. King returned fire. There were reasons that the day you needed a pistol was the day you wished you had a rifle and as the man adjusted his aim, his hands wobbling, King’s weapon was shouldered and stock-still in his hands. He had the range advantage, and the power advantage also. The man was down before he got off his fourth shot, which sailed close to King’s ear and out into the night. King backed away, turned and headed out of the open doorway. One of the lorries was on its side, its cargo of gold scattered in the dirt. The horn was still blaring away, the vehicle’s wheels still spinning.

      King looked around him, but there was no movement anywhere. He couldn’t see Grant, but the man had done his bit. He focused his attention on the overturned lorry and changed over to a new magazine as he cautiously made his way over. There was movement and noise around the front of the cab and King edged forwards to see Yovanovitch kicking at the windscreen, his hands bound behind him. He looked pleadingly at King, who held a finger to his lips, and the man stopped kicking and watched as King kept moving forwards. King looked at the two parked pickup trucks, then crouched low and peered underneath. As he stood back up, he felt the wind knocked out of him and crashed to the ground with Bostitch on top of him, the assault rifle clattering to the stony ground. King felt something hard against the back of his head and realised instantly that it was the muzzle of a pistol. He snatched his head aside and the pistol fired, deafening him and making his ears ring like a church bell, the dirt and debris from the bullet hitting the ground flicking into his eyes. He thrust his right arm out and spun to his right, his arm pushing both Bostitch’s right arm and head away. The man couldn’t withstand the motion, and he fell back down into the dirt as King spun over and chopped the man’s right wrist with his left hand, straightened into what his instructors had called a ‘knife hand’, but what the uninitiated would call a classic karate chop. The pistol clattered to the ground and King kicked it out of the way and jabbed the Russian in the face with a hard right jab as he struggled to his feet. Bostitch fell backwards, but the man was agile and moved like a cat. He was back on his feet and charging back at King, certainly unafraid and highly motivated. King was reaching for the silenced Makarov in his waistband, but the extra ten inches of the suppressor made it cumbersome, and he did not get it clear in time, as Bostitch drove a front kick into his stomach and followed it up with an elbow that dropped like a poleaxe, catching King on the shoulder, and fortunately not on the back of his head as he doubled over from the winding. King, already falling forward, used the momentum and dropped onto his left shoulder, both booted feet cannoning into the man’s face. As King completed the roll. He searched frantically for the pistol, but it was too far away to get before Bostitch came at him again. This time, King did not concentrate on finding a weapon. He would never have got the Leatherman’s blade open in time, and he had always been taught that up close, his hands were the best weapon he had. Bostitch punched with a right cross, and King blocked it, ready for the left hook that followed, which he ducked under then drove his left fist into the man’s gut, already following up with a three-punch combination that had won him many bouts in the ring in his youth. Bostitch grunted, but blocked King’s final right hook, and fought back with an armlock, which he executed with a drop in his knees, putting the pressure on. King’s left arm was free, and he grabbed the man’s testicles, felt the lurch in the man’s body in both pain and natural reflex, and dropped his own bodyweight, taking the pressure out of Bostitch’s armlock and ramping up the intensity of his own. Bostitch wailed and despite his struggles and the rain of blows he now rained down upon King’s back, King kept up the pressure, squeezing with all his force until he felt something squish and give in his hand.

      King released his grip and kicked Bostitch onto his back. The man was wailing, but strangely, it did not last for as long as one would have expected, and King realised that the pain receptors were feeling pain for something no longer connected to the body.

      King bent down and picked up the Makarov, brushed off the dirt and aimed it at the Bratva boss.

      “Who the hell are you?” Bostitch asked in Russian.

      King shrugged and said in English. “Just someone stopping you from wrecking my country’s economy…”

      “It’s not just the brotherhood,” he said through gritted teeth. “The FSB are involved, too…”

      “We know.”

      Bostitch grimaced and King imagined he was having excruciating shooting pains in his crotch. He panted for breath, then managed, “I’ll cut you a deal… I will give you some of the gold. Enough to die an old, rich man… With that gold, I will soon be President. I will be a powerful man…”

      “You’re deluded,” King replied. “Quite mad, I’d imagine.”

      “Not mad!” he snapped. “Merely an ambitious genius…”

      King shot him in the forehead twice for good measure, then turned around and set about getting Yovanovitch out of the upturned lorry.

      When the Russian was standing beside him, his hands released from his bonds, he rubbed his wrists and said, “What do we do with the gold?”

      “You’re done,” said King. “Take one of the trucks and get out of here.”

      “But the gold…”

      “Take a bar and get the fuck out of here,” King replied. He stared at Sir Galahad’s asset and added, “Get a long way from here. A hundred miles at least…”

      Yovanovitch frowned at him and said, “Very well…” He walked to the pile of gold bars and picked one up with all the ease of a concrete block. Yovanovitch opened the door of one of the pickups and dropped the gold bar on the seat.

      King watched the man drive away, then walked back to the main building, mindful that there could be more men, but doubtful as nobody had come outside after the gunfire had died down. Grant stepped out from the fence, his eyes drawn to the steaming body parts and debris.

      “Jesus… I killed them all…”

      “You did well, thanks.”

      “You’re so cold,” he said, his eyes still not meeting King’s own. “How do you do it? You shot that man in cold blood…”

      “King and country,” King said glibly. He had long ago stopped questioning such things. He was in too deep almost two decades ago. He walked past Grant, leaving him at his macabre vigil, and dragged the kitbag out through the fence. He was almost done. Secure the plates and stamps, a call to Flymo and they would be home and dry. An easy exfil through Poland a flight to Paris and then to London. Done.

      But there was one more thing. And it had weighed heavily on King’s mind ever since he had accepted the mission. Sir Galahad had assured him that it was the only way. The sure-fire way to stop Russia interfering with Britain’s wealth, while denying them their own ill-gotten gains. King unzipped the bag and studied the device in front of him. Designed in 1964 by the Americans, it was a more powerful version of the US Army’s W388 nuclear weapon that used the W54 nuclear warhead. The device that was known as the Davey Crockett system complete with a smooth-bore gun to deliver the missile, and at its core was Plutonium-239 that acted as its fission. There was no gun and firing system here, just the warhead, but this warhead was twenty-five percent more powerful, resulting in a one-point-five kiloton detonation. The warhead, designated W58 never went into mass production, but three of them remained commissioned and this one had been placed in British hands to deliver chaos in the heart of Moscow in the event of negating the so-called Fourth Protocol, whereby all sides agreed upon delivering nuclear weapons only by conventional military means. It had spent its life in the cellar of a building one street away from the Kremlin, and later removed in the early two-thousands. Clearly Sir Galahad was indeed well connected.

      “What the hell is that?” asked Grant, now standing at his shoulder.

      “A bomb.”

      “What are you going to blow up? We need to get out of here, not attract more attention.”

      King stood up, looking down at the nuclear device. It was inconceivable that such a small, yet devastatingly effective weapon had been made at the height of the Cold War. The good guys and the bad guys. Only whomever designed this weapon had intended it to skirt the nuclear protocols and be planted and detonated by saboteurs. He supposed the good guys and the bad guys was merely one’s perspective. “The gold,” King replied quietly.

      “You can’t blow up gold,” said Grant incredulously. “It’s an element. You simply redistribute it. The stuff starts off as flakes or even particles the size of sand. It’s melted to make gold bars. Blowing it up will leave it scattered, but it can still be recovered.”

      “It’s not that type of bomb,” King replied.

      “Then what…” Grant shook his head. “You can’t be serious?”

      “It will make the gold radioactive, and thus rendering it unusable for over fifty years. Who knows for sure? Maybe even a hundred.”

      “I don’t believe what I’m hearing…”

      King nodded. He had wrestled with his conscience since the beginning, but now that he had seen the terrain, seen the distant lights of scattered farms and the agricultural land, he not so much suspected that Sir Galahad’s intelligence was inaccurate, but rather that the man had always deemed it worth the price.

      “You can’t do it,” Grant said forcefully. “I won’t let you…”

      King looked at him, saw the CZ-75 pistol in the man’s hand. They were so close that King could hear the man’s rapid breathing as his nerves took hold. “You know how to use that thing?”

      “I’m so close that it won’t matter.”

      King nodded. “It might help if you took off the safety…”

      Grant glanced down and King twisted the weapon out of his hand and pushed him away, the heel of his left-hand pummelling into Grant’s sternum. The man gasped and staggered backwards and when he looked back up, King had the pistol aimed at him and made a show of flicking down the safety catch.

      “You can’t do it…” Grant persisted.

      “I know…”

      “Then what are you doing with it?”

      King shrugged. “The mission is the mission. But I saw the lay of the land and I’ve been working it through the entire time.” He paused. “Not to mention the fact that nobody should have a weapon like this. Not the Russians, not the Americans and from what I now know, certainly not elements of the British intelligence services…”

      “What are you going to do?”

      King pocketed the pistol and tossed Grant his mobile phone. “Call Flymo to come and get us. The number is on the redial.”

      “Where are you going?” Grant asked, staring at his back as he entered the building.

      “Wait here,” King told him firmly as he picked up the kitbag. “I need to check the plates and stamps.”
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      The darkness was all encompassing. There was no moon, and no stars visible in the cloud-filled sky. Some distance away, the lights of Tartu glimmered like a beacon. Twenty miles beyond, running down the centre of Lake Peipus, Russia’s border seemed ominously close. King had turned his back on the lights of Tartu to maintain his night vision. In his pocket the heavy little Makarov pistol was his only protection and considering what had happened when he had fought Bostitch, he had now removed the bulky suppressor. He looked at the treeline, wishing that Rashid was out there somewhere watching through a night vision scope, his guardian angel with a rifle.

      King glanced at his watch, the dull luminous dials of his vintage Rolex just about visible in the gloom. Three minutes to the handover. Part of King was glad the operation was at an end for both him and Grant, the other part of him, the control freak in him, wanted to see it through to the end but he imagined there would be no simplistic end to one of Sir Galahad’s operations. Just another pawn moving across the chessboard. King looked up at the approaching headlights. The road was a quiet track that once serviced a military listening post and nuclear bunker which had remained empty since the fall of the Iron Curtain. He had been briefed that some local farmers now stored grain there after bumper harvests. The headlights drew near, another pawn on the chessboard about to make their move.

      The car was an old soviet era utility vehicle. King guessed it had been their equivalent of a Land Rover, but without the classic, timeless design. To King, it looked like a stretched and heightened eighties era Fiat Panda with bull bars and roof racks. He watched as the lights and engine switched off and a figure got out and slowly walked towards him. King already had the Makarov in his hand, shielded from view behind his right hip. The plates and stamps rested in a solid toughened graphite case on the ground in front of him. King watched as the man came closer. Then almost did a double take as he recognised him in the gloom.

      “Oh dear, I seem to be making a habit of leaving you in a complete state of surprise…”

      King stared at Scott MacPherson. The last time he had seen him he had been a major in the SAS and had accompanied him on a mission inside Russia. Only, MacPherson had been given secret orders that involved killing King’s asset. The mission had been aborted and MacPherson and his men had left for Finland. King had remained with both Rashid and Flymo and completed the mission against all odds and stopped a haul of Zyklon-B stolen from the Nazis at the end of World War Two being used on Ukraine. That was the last time he hoped he’d ever see the SAS major.

      “You’re working for Sir Galahad?” King asked incredulously.

      “Yes. He made me a better offer than His Majesty’s armed forces could ever hope to.” He paused. “Thanks for doing all the leg work,” he said glibly. “But I’ll take it from here…”

      “Yes, you seem to be making a habit of walking away without a fight,” King replied. “So, now you plant them with Russian intelligence, get them fighting amongst themselves?”

      “Something like that…”

      King glanced down at the cases, then looked up coldly at MacPherson. “Well, they’re all yours, then…”

      “Yes, they are…” MacPherson commented pointedly. “Enjoy your bus, train and economy flights home. These will be coming back with me in the diplomatic bag, while I’ll be enjoying business class home.” He paused. “I’ll toast your success with something bubbly on the flight. The expenses are better, too.”

      King said nothing, his grip tightening on the pistol, his finger close to the trigger. He didn’t have anything against the man per se, but he certainly hadn’t enjoyed being left in the dark in enemy territory, let alone losing the support of the SAS officer and his troop of men. MacPherson was a solider, an orders man. He had turned and walked away, while King had sought to stop chemical weapons being used on civilians. In King’s experience, an orders man was only as good as the orders he had been given, and often the agent on the ground was in the position to make the best call.

      “Can’t help noticing there were no big explosions a hundred miles north of here,” MacPherson said casually. “Your new employer is none too pleased.”

      “You can tell him from me to go fuck himself.”

      “Not sticking around then? Shame.”

      “Mind how you go,” King said coldly as MacPherson bent down and retrieved the two aluminium cases. “The casts are only made from clay, don’t go dropping them when you avoid your next fight…”

      “I’ve got a few minutes free if it’s a fight you really want…”

      King showed the pistol in his hand and with that, a powerful torch beam lit up MacPherson’s face from where Grant lay in the fringe of the forest twenty metres away. MacPherson looked like a deer in the headlights, trying to shield his eyes from the light with both hands still clutching the cases, which were both too heavy and he lowered them, the light playing directly on his twisted face. “You wouldn’t last a few minutes,” said King coldly. “Now, take the casts and fuck off…”

      MacPherson sneered, but he knew when he was at a disadvantage, and he turned and headed back to his vehicle. Grant switched off the torch and joined King as MacPherson turned the vehicle around and drove back the way he had come.

      “That went well,” said Grant. “I can’t help noticing that I haven’t been paid.”

      “You will, I’ll see to that,” said King as he took out a small control unit and pressed one of two buttons shielded by a solid bubble of plastic on a hinge, holding it down for a count of ten seconds. He replaced the unit to his pocket, then checked an app on his phone. The screen showed a map and their position with a yellow flag. MacPherson’s position, moving slowly across the screen, was denoted by a red flag. King smiled and added, “Come on, we’d better get moving…”
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      Basel, Switzerland

      

      “I’ve never known you to work in the field.”

      “Needs must.”

      Rashid nodded. The team had dispersed, and he wondered whether King would ever return. He seriously doubted it. He had been sent here, told to turn around on his way down to Marseille and ordered to wait for a contact. He had never suspected the director would meet him in person.

      Simon Mereweather sighed as he handed over the envelope. “I’m here for the security conference.” He paused. “And you wouldn’t believe what I’ve had to do to ditch my security for an hour.”

      Rashid nodded. He knew that like all bodyguards, Mereweather’s diplomatic security team would keep a log of his movements. Mereweather would be a prize for terrorists or hostile intelligence agencies ready and willing to snatch the man off the streets. Rashid imagined his security detail being apoplectic at not knowing where he was. “Have you contacted the rest of the team?”

      “In due course,” Mereweather said. “For now, I don’t want to cloud the issue. GCHQ intercepted Dimitri Bostitch’s text messages and the report came across my desk last night. This is too unique an opportunity not to exploit.”

      “And this Bostitch chap, he’s Russian mafia?”

      “Yes. The Bratva. We know they have been used by the FSB for black-ops, dirty operations and the full deniability that ensues. Like the Wagner mercenaries in Ukraine. The men who wear no insignia and that are wanted by The Hague for war crimes.” Mereweather paused. “Yes, getting Natasha Kolenko off the streets is our concern, for the threat she represents. It’s Interpol’s remit, really. But I have agents AWOL, who think I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t want to fire the entire team, but if they get this wrong and the Security Service gets egg on its face, or worse, are left holding a smoking gun, then I will not have a choice.”

      “What do you want me to do?” asked Rashid, unenthused about the rest of the team being retired from service. If he could head that off, then he would do his best.

      “Regardless of what the FSB get up to in Russia’s game chest, I intend to let them know that we were aware of a contract on their director and that the Bratva were behind it.”

      “You’re talking in the past tense, Simon.”

      Mereweather smiled. “Exactly. Because I want to head off this assassination, take the assassin down and show the Russians our evidence. I have transcripts of telephone calls from Dimitri Bostitch to various underworld contacts, all on Interpol’s radar, as well as the exchange of texts between himself and a phone once owned by the killer we now know as Reno.” He paused, watching the café opposite them through the windscreen, which was starting to steam up as he had insisted on winding up the windows while they talked. “Whoever the FSB get to replace Vitali Milosevic in the event of his assassination, the next director will be every bit as bad. Better the devil you know… However, whatever the party line, Vitali Milosevic will always owe me. In some way, we can exploit that later. He’ll know it, and I will know it, too.”

      “How do you want it played?”

      “Well, I don’t want her getting to Milosevic, that’s for sure.”

      “Well, if I take her down, then that’s an end to it,” said Rashid. “But there’s little drama to that. I imagine you want a show made of it. So that the Russian’s know it was a close call.”

      “It’s risky.”

      “She’s inside that café,” said Rashid. “If I walk in there now and shoot her in the head, then it’s job done. But the Russians will be none the wiser, and if it’s quid pro quo you want down the line, then…”

      “I agree. But if you lose her…”

      “I won’t lose her.”

      “That’s easy to say. They lost her in Marseille…”

      “I wasn’t in Marseille.”

      Mereweather considered this for a moment then said, “This isn’t a job for one man.”

      “Agreed.”

      “I want Natasha stopped, but preferably taken alive. She knows the inner workings of the Bratva, and she has experience working for the FSB. As our fight switches from Islamic fundamentalism to the Russian threat, anything gleaned from her will be invaluable,” Mereweather said as he checked his watch. Like his father’s it was a slim gold Patek Phillipe on a crocodile strap and he had been given it on his twenty-first birthday. Mereweather was from money, as his many suits costing many thousands of pounds from a Savile Row tailor would suggest. “I will make a few calls. I’m not keen on having Caroline Darby along for this, I feel she’s far too blinkered by rage and vengeance. But I understand Dave Lomu is back from his leave in Fiji. He’s got a cool head and a lot of muscle, and he’s not afraid of a challenge. And it’s about time Ramsay got back on the job. I’ve extended them enough courtesy in their little game of cowboys and Indians, it’s time to get back onto the Security Service’s agenda.”

      Rashid nodded and watched as Natasha left the café and proceeded down the street. “You’d better get out, boss.”

      Mereweather nodded and opened the door of Rashid’s Range Rover. “Good hunting…”
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      Newman watched Natasha leave the café, dressed casually in tight-fitting jeans and a loose-fitting white blouse. Her Converse boots suggested she would be ready to run if she had to, and as she had travelled across France and into Switzerland by train, then she would likely have felt comfortable bringing a gun with her. He had seen her in action, and he wasn’t about to make the mistake of cornering her, nor surprising her unduly. He was yet to work out the best way to make contact, but he knew that time was ticking. Lefkowitz wanted what she knew about the Russian and European underworld, and her work for Russia’s intelligence services. The CIA and the FBI were about to wage war, and Natasha’s knowledge could prove invaluable.

      “Slowly,” Newman said to White. “Don’t get too close.”

      “I know what I’m doing, kid,” replied White. “And Ramirez is waiting up ahead in case the traffic doesn’t play ball.”

      “Wait…!” Newman snapped. He studied the man getting out of the Range Rover, then checked his phone. “Son of a bitch…” he said quietly. “The Director General of the god-damn Security Service…” He shook his head incredulously, the fact that MI5 had an interest in Natasha was already something he was aware of, but he had not expected to see the boss in the field. “Stay behind that Range Rover,” he ordered White. “Whoever is driving that is after the same thing we are…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Norfolk, England

      

      It was a moonlit night, the full moon low in the sky soon after dusk. Inside the farmhouse just a downstairs light illuminated and only one vehicle, Sir Galahad’s black Jaguar XJR, was parked in the driveway. King parked the hire car fifty metres from the house, aware that he could be monitored by CCTV, or that by simply walking into the property he could come under fire. But he had one thing on his side. He knew that Sir Galahad Mereweather would want answers. He looked at Grant and said, “Get in the driver’s seat when I leave. If you hear anything bad, then get the hell out of here.”

      “What do you class as bad?”

      “Gunshots,” replied King, then he added, “Well, if you hear one or two then maybe hang around, but if it doesn’t look like I’m coming back out, then hit the road…”

      “Well, that’s about as clear as mud…”

      “Welcome to my world.”

      Grant shook his head. “No. I’ve seen it and I don’t like it.” He paused. “And I want paying.”

      “You didn’t even open a safe…”

      “Not my fault if the plan goes to shit.”

      “Stay put. You’ll get your money.” King got out and left his door open. He never drove in a car with the interior light set to come on when the door opened. There was no good to come from announcing your presence. The night air was cool and quiet. Norfolk was an open county with large areas of flat, uninhabited marshland and miles of farmland. King looked around, far into the distance. No lights. Nothing for miles. He could see why Sir Galahad had chosen this place. MI5 occasionally used places like this, too.

      King saw lights on inside a barn. The building looked in good condition, new and undamaged, not weathered from years of baking summer heat, bitter easterly winds and hundreds of savage frosts. He looked but could not see any obvious CCTV. Which was both good and bad. Good that they might not see him coming, bad that there would be no risk of evidence if they didn’t play ball. But what did King care? If he died, he died. He wouldn’t know anything about it if his killers went unpunished or stood answerable to their crimes. Life simply just rolled on, and King had more than played his part over the years. After all – duty, justice and morality were defined depending on which side of the fence you sat. One man’s terrorist was another man’s freedom fighter. Still, King had always thought that his moral compass pointed the right way.

      There was movement behind the half-opened door, the light of the barn making shadows that swept outside, then pulled back inside. King could hear Sir Galahad’s cultured drawl, and although he could not hear what the man was saying, he was certainly taking his time saying it.

      King eased the door open and stepped inside. MacPherson had delivered the plates, and they were on a large table in front of him. The lids of the aluminium cases were lifted open, and Sir Galahad was studying one of them using a magnifying glass. There were several stacks of wooden crates behind the table with one lid prised open. King could not believe what was inside.

      “Sorry I’m late,” said King. “I didn’t get an invite to accompany them home.”

      MacPherson spun around, his hand hovering near the open flap of his jacket. “How the hell did you find us here?”

      “A simple tracker,” King replied. “It’s called espionage fieldcraft. You might want to try it sometime.”

      “Funny…” MacPherson countered, no humour in either his tone or expression.

      “Where’s my nuclear weapon, King?” Sir Galahad asked surlily. “It was meant to render the gold useless for the Russians.”

      King saw the bag with its heavy load dropping away from them as Flymo hovered fifty feet over Lake Peipus. It had been too dark to see a splash, but as Flymo had banked the aircraft and flown south, King had reflected that it was the best he could do and doubted that the core would leak but knew that the circuitry and detonator would be ruined by the water. “In a safer place now.”

      “You had orders.”

      “It was madness.”

      “You take too much upon yourself.”

      “I make my decisions based on what I see on the ground.” He paused, glancing at MacPherson. “If you want solely to pull strings, then use that muppet over there.”

      “I’m going to shut that smart mouth of yours once and for all…” MacPherson stepped forwards, but Sir Galahad held up a hand and the ex-SAS major dutifully stopped in his tracks.

      “Very good,” said King. “I didn’t even see the strings being pulled.”

      Sir Galahad smiled and waved a hand towards the stacks of gold. “I suppose you’re wondering how we got hold of this?”

      King shrugged. The last time he had seen the gold it had been scattered on the ground in Estonia, and he had followed MacPherson’s signal, taken the next flight and driven up from Stansted Airport. He had to admit it to himself – Sir Galahad could move mountains. “I get why you wanted the casts and stamps,” he said. “But I’m surprised you got the gold here this quickly. Plan B?”

      “No, actually Plan A,” Sir Galahad mused. “This isn’t the gold that thanks to your insubordination, is now finding itself scattered through various hands throughout Estonia, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania and no doubt, Russia. Intel from my asset is that the Bratva brotherhoods and various organised crime outfits in the region are working together to share their ill-gotten gains. Thank you, by the way. Yovanovitch has been worth his weight in gold, if you’ll pardon the pun? He’s a good man, and I believe you risked your life to save him. I believe that with the rest of the men dead, his cover is still intact.”

      “What a boy scout,” MacPherson said sardonically. “Risking the operation for a lowly informer.”

      Sir Galahad smiled. “Now, now. Play nicely Mr MacPherson.” He looked back at King and said, “You see, it is common knowledge that after his abdication, the Duke of Windsor met with Adolf Hitler on their tour of Germany in nineteen thirty-seven. The Duke conducted a long meeting with Hitler while Mrs Simpson, by now the Duchess of Windsor, took afternoon tea with Rudolf Hess. Hitler was greatly sympathetic of the couple and treated them like royalty. The minutes of the meeting were lost during the war. Speculation that the Duke of Windsor was tasked with an overthrow of the Crown was what we would casually dismiss as a conspiracy theory today, but the fact that five thousand gold bars with Nazi insignia stamped upon them was discovered in the seventies at a royal property that shall remain nameless, would add more than a little fuel to the fires of speculation.”

      “And now you’re turning that gold into Sovereigns,” said King dubiously.

      “Indeed.”

      “And naturally, you’ll be handing them out to the poor so they can stop using food banks, pay their energy bills and get through the cost-of-living crisis.”

      Sir Galahad smiled. “Not quite.” He paused. “But the poor will benefit by our organisation keeping them safe from both foreign and domestic threat.”

      “From whom?”

      “From the wolves at the door. You know that the wolves are always circling the camp, King.” Sir Galahad paused, somewhat reflectively. “We have no funding, King. When we undertake a mission, for the good of the nation, we do so on money donated by people like me. Benefactors with a sense of duty, justice and morality. Sometimes, we must fill the coffers from the spoils or war.”

      “You’re acting like you’re the leader of some Sovereign Power, unelected and answerable to no one, truly unaccountable.” King shook his head. “You’re just choosing your own missions, creating your own agenda. It’s nothing but a game to you.”

      “Oh, grow up King!” MacPherson snapped. “I’ve read your file and the boy scout act doesn’t wash!”

      “He’s right, of course,” Sir Galahad added. “I thought you would be a man who could see the bigger picture.”

      “Or maybe I’ve just seen your kind before,” King replied tersely. “You haven’t stopped the flood of gold from Russia, you’ve just delayed it.”

      “We would have stopped it, King. We would have left them with a mountain of gold that would have been contaminated for more than fifty years, maybe even a hundred. That would have thwarted them for generations. But you saw fit to ignore your orders.”

      King shrugged. “I once stopped a madman’s plans for setting off a nuclear device.” He paused. “I seem to have just swapped one madman for another.” He looked at MacPherson, the man glaring at him intently. “You were part of that job,” he told him. “You rescued Security Service officers who had been taken hostage and sailed across the North Sea. Quite a rescue, by all accounts.”

      “Just a job,” MacPherson replied. “I’m a soldier. I go where I’m needed.”

      King shook his head incredulously. “So, what was this about… just getting your hands on the plates so you could cast your own coins? I think the Russian gold was just an aside. Something for you to chalk up a victory over. Of course, it was. You need funds and stealing casts to print your own Sovereigns means there’s no trail, no possible chance of discovery with the gold in this form.”

      “We’ve created instability between the Bratva and Russian intelligence. They will not be so willing to work hand in hand. We have a way of turning a haul of ill-gotten gold into currency to protect the people of these shores and with the Nazi gold now dispersed among the Bratva and their ilk, the Russian government neither have solid funds, nor can use it to destabilise our own economy. Alright, we didn’t get the result we initially wanted,” Sir Galahad smiled. “But this is a solid victory, King. A win - win. If you can’t see that, then perhaps you won’t find our organisation a suitable fit.”

      “I’m quite sure I won’t,” King replied. “You could have brought Russia into a war with NATO states with that nuclear device. And an open war between NATO and Russia ends badly for everybody.”

      “Russia isn’t interested in annihilation,” Sir Galahad protested. “But with NATO champing at the bit, they will be more willing to cease their campaign to increase their borders. We don’t want another Ukraine.”

      “You’re a gambler, Mereweather…”

      “Sir Galahad.” MacPherson corrected him.

      “Piss off,” King said without so much as looking at him. “But you’re willing to gamble with innocent lives. One of these days, the gamble won’t pay off.”

      “But until then…” Sir Galahad replied glibly. “We’ll just do what we do and keep the people safe.”

      “Bullshit. You just didn’t want the Russians to have the gold, and you wanted to free up your own assets at the same time. Well, it’s not your money.”

      “Finders, keepers,” MacPherson said sardonically. “Losers, weepers.”

      “We’ll see,” King replied.

      “Alright, we’ll put this first mission down as a teething problem,” Sir Galahad ventured. “We can still do great work together, King.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You do understand that nobody has merely walked away from this organisation?” MacPherson commented flatly. “You might want to think about that, King.”

      King watched the man’s hand move slowly towards the open flap of his jacket. The plates rested beside MacPherson on the bench. King glanced at Sir Galahad, but he wasn’t making any discernible effort to stop his man. King’s hand slipped inside his jeans pocket, and he watched MacPherson’s expression change and go for the pistol underneath his jacket. King pressed the button on the little remote unit and the plates disintegrated in an explosion of smoke and shattered clay, peppering MacPherson’s face and sending both men staggering forwards. The men both let out a shout, covering their faces and eyes from the blast created by the small amount of Semtex he had lined inside the bottom of the cases with RDX detonators and two electronic receivers, one of them right next to the tracking device which had brought him here. They would both be discombobulated, and King used it instantly to his advantage and was upon MacPherson in an instant. He caught hold of the man’s right hand, locked it tight to secure the gun, and powered his left fist into the man’s right side once, twice, three times – solid punches, twisting through the hips to add power – the man’s ribs cracking as King continued to pummel the man. The liver could not absorb trauma, hence boxers both learning to defend and attack the right side from day one in the ring, and King imagined that the organ would have ruptured and split, such was the force of his well-practised punches. MacPherson sagged and King lifted the man’s arm, swept his left leg from under him and yanked him downwards. He could hear Sir Galahad shouting behind him but did not catch what the man had to say, King’s own ears still ringing from the blast. Instead, King bent down and retrieved MacPherson’s pistol, then backed up a few steps, waving the pistol at Sir Galahad and gesturing for him to stand next to MacPherson.

      “Oh my god! You have destroyed the plates!” Sir Galahad screamed, quite unbothered that his bodyguard and agent was spewing a good deal of blood and bile on the floor. “Oh, for goodness’ sake!”

      King retrieved his mobile phone and sent the text he had typed out earlier. He figured he was good for five minutes. She was waiting for his message a few miles down the road.

      “What now? You kill us both?” Sir Galahad ventured, staring at the pistol in King’s hand. “No good will come from it, King. You’ll never…”

      “Shut up, you pompous idiot!” King snapped impatiently. He glanced down at the former SAS major, but the man wasn’t getting up anytime soon. He imagined he should make a full recovery; the liver was the only organ capable of complete regrowth. But he’d be out of action for a few months or so. He kept the pistol levelled between the two men, though. MacPherson wouldn’t have had the career he’d had if he wasn’t tough and resourceful. “I’m not going to kill you,” King said quietly. “Call that a courtesy to your son. But know this – if you come after me…” He glanced at the stricken man at his feet. “…Or, more likely send someone else to do your dirty work, rest assured, I won’t kill you. But I will kill everybody you love, care about or have ever given the time of day to. That will include Simon, or Segwarides, or whatever the hell you named him. Look into my eyes and tell me that I’m bluffing…”

      “No, I believe you…” the man conceded.

      “Good.” King walked past both men and glanced at the twisted cases. The casts looked like powdered cement, and the stamps were twisted and scarred. He picked up one of the gold bars on the bench. It was heavy, almost two-stone in weight. He cradled it in his left hand, keeping the pistol in his right.

      Outside, Grant fidgeted somewhat nervously in the front of the car. The look of relief on his face when he saw King was insurmountable, and he got out to allow him to drive, his role as getaway driver now over and he looked glad of it. He looked at the gold bar in King’s hand. King reached inside and dropped the gold bar into the rear footwell with a resounding ‘thud’. “What the hell?”

      “Consider that your payment,” King told him. “Rather more than you were originally promised. I’m afraid the deal has gone tits-up. Still, I imagine you still have some contacts that will take it off you.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’ll find someone,” Grant said, looking over his shoulder at the gold bar. “I’ll have to take a pretty big hit though.”

      King started the engine and pulled away. “You agreed to a job for two-hundred grand. That bar is worth over six-hundred thousand pounds. Find a figure in the middle and be happy with your lot.”

      “You didn’t take one for yourself?” Grant asked, surprised by King’s apparent generosity and disinterest in the fortune of gold sitting behind him.

      “No.”

      Up ahead, a vehicle dimmed its lights and slowed up. King slowed the car and pulled over, allowing the minivan to crawl through. The vehicle stopped just short of them, and the driver’s door opened, an attractive middle-aged woman stepping out onto the dirt track. King switched off the engine and stepped out without explanation. The woman smiled at King, and he smiled back.

      “Hello Lucinda,” he said.

      “King…”

      “You look good.”

      She smiled. “You haven’t changed much,” she said. “A few more miles on the clock, but just like I imagined…”

      “The years have been kind to you,” he replied and meant it.

      She stepped forward and kissed him gently on the lips. Longer than an acquaintance, shorter than a current lover, just enough for a couple with a past. The kiss became an affectionate hug. A lot of time had passed since their affair in Angola. King hugged her close. He had been with her before his wife, Jane. Their affair was short but impassioned. After King and Stewart had rescued the hostages, Lucinda had returned to her politician husband. King had never seen her again, but he had watched the journalist’s career with interest. King pulled away first.

      “If you’re right about this, then it will be the story of the year,” she said, trying hard not to show her excitement, but failing miserably. “I’m thinking Pulitzer Prize…”

      “It could well be on both counts. You’re not alone, are you?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “My producer and cameraman are in the back getting everything ready.”

      King nodded. “The guy in there is tricky,” he explained. “He has a bodyguard, but he’s out of action. He’s not armed anymore, either.”

      “You?”

      King nodded. “He’ll live.”

      “You never change.”

      “There’s a time he would have been dead…”

      Lucinda did not react, but she had seen King’s work up close, been in the same room when a man had tried to kill them both in Angola. “We’ll go with a live feed back to the studio,” she said. “It won’t broadcast in real time, but my editor will receive it and record it. People can’t do much when they know that they’re being filmed in real time.” She paused. “And you are sure what’s happening is like you said it was?”

      “Absolutely,” replied King. “He checked his watch. He had somewhere to be, and he hoped he wasn’t too late. “Goodbye, Lucinda. It was nice seeing you again.”

      “It was,” she agreed with a smile, and a twinkle in her eye. It was one of the features people noted in her field reports, or when she anchored in the studio. “Maybe we shouldn’t leave it so long next time?”

      King said nothing. The past was in the past. But he smiled as he walked back to the car.

      “You have some famous friends,” Grant commented.

      “I suppose,” replied King as he started the engine and drove on past the minivan.

      Grant shrugged. “So, what now?”

      “I drop you in London and wish you luck,” replied King.

      “And for you?”

      “I’m going to see if someone wants my help,” he said quietly. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if they don’t…”
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      The South Bank, London

      

      “I appreciate the courtesy, King. He will of course, emerge unscathed. He has powerful friends, after all.”

      “Does he have the support of the Security Service?”

      Mereweather continued to stare at the Thames. There was a clear blue, cloudless sky above and the sun and sky had turned the usually brown waters a satisfying shade of turquoise. “I sail my own ship,” he said. “I did not know until only a few years ago about my father’s work for… well, we simply call it The Department… that is to say, the director of the SIS, GCHQ and the Prime Minister. Since the Second World War, the department has taken on some of the more sensitive operations. As you know, my father was a navy man, then did some work in SIS and GCHQ. The entire time I was an officer, and then deputy director of the Security Service, my father headed the outfit, and I was none-the-wiser until I got the top job.” He paused. “He’s not a bad man, King. In fact, I cannot think of someone who has done more for the country for no financial recompense. However, as we navigate these unprecedented times, we all find ourselves taking more risks. I haven’t spoken with my father about it and shall not until he brings it up. At no point will I use my not inconsiderable influence to, how shall I say? Get him out of the shit.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “The Department keep the very best, and most expensive barristers and lawyers on retainer. It’s not out of the question that they have judges, too. He will not spend a minute inside, and nor should he. If you say he was funding the department from ill-gotten gold, then he would have used it both honestly and effectively. He does, after all, have a considerable fortune closer to billions than mere millions.” He paused. “And that, like myself, makes him entirely incorruptible. The terrorists and criminals simply don’t have enough money to buy him.”

      “It’s a nice position to be in,” King replied sardonically. “Worse problems to have.”

      “I imagine so.” Mereweather paused. “I can’t pretend to know what it’s like to go hungry, to worry about paying a bill or where the next pound is coming from. I can empathise, but I don’t know.” He looked at King and said, “That’s why I like having people like you around. I don’t mean to patronise you, King, but I know that when you make a decision, you do it from the heart. From what you have told me about your recent mission, I’m glad you were there to make that decision. Sometimes the game, as it were, becomes clouded by the desire to win. And when winning comes at any cost, then we are no better than the beasts whom we do battle against. I thought in recommending you to my father was both a way out of this quest for vengeance against your sister’s killer, and whatever problems have arisen working with Caroline, and in keeping The Department in check. However, it would seem that you have not only fallen out of favour with my father, but likely drawn The Department’s one-hundred plus years of anonymous existence in the shadows into the full light of day.”

      “Whoops.” King shrugged.

      Mereweather laughed. “It’s not a bad thing, King. The Security Service and SIS have it covered. GCHQ is the best in the business at what they do. And believe me, a Prime Minister should not be able to skirt the protocols we have in place. No, father will have a few uncomfortable weeks and months ahead, but nothing will stick. He will, however, finally take a well-earned retirement.”

      King smiled and turned to the serenity of the Thames. Had the MI5 chief thought something like this would happen if he sent King to work with them? King started to suspect so. Another pawn on another chess set played by another master. He wondered how many games he had won or lost for those people behind the large desks. “Worked out well, then.”

      “Indeed.”

      King looked at him, trying to read the man who ran the department that hunted spies and terrorists and kept people sleeping safely in their beds at night. “Was that your plan all along?”

      Simon Mereweather smiled. “You may think that; I couldn’t possibly comment.”

      “You should go into politics.”

      “Never.”

      King nodded. “Well, we’re done, I think.”

      “What now?”

      King shrugged. He wanted to get back to Caroline and see if he could salvage their relationship, but he knew all about her tenacity and pride. It might be one of the tougher jobs he’d had recently.

      “Natasha Kolenko is in Switzerland. Basel, to be precise.” Mereweather paused. “I fly back out there tomorrow for some off the record meetings with my opposite numbers before the security conference.”

      “Really, you were there?”

      “I’ve seen her for myself.”

      “That would be an unusual move.”

      “I was out there to instruct Rashid personally. I didn’t want a paper or electronic trail.” He paused. “I needed to come back and meet with the PM, in light of the news and what my father has got himself into. GCHQ intercepted electronic communications that show Natasha Kolenko has been contracted to kill the head of the FSB. It would seem that Dimitri Bostitch, the head of the Bratva Romanovitch brotherhood has fallen out with Vitali Milosevic.”

      “Sir Galahad’s asset told me as much. He discovered that Bostitch has hired her for a job in Basel. King frowned. “But Dimitri Bostitch is dead.”

      “You’re quite sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Mereweather didn’t argue. “Then Natasha will keep going until she’s either stopped or Milosevic is dead. There’s no way to cancel the contract.” He paused. “And now isn’t the time to have a change of leadership, as I hear the FSB are growing ever more tired of the President’s push for expanding Russia’s borders. If the president installs a close ally, then he will continue his march of madness with impunity and thwarting a Russian-backed attempt on the FSB director’s life will gain us serious leverage at a time when we need it most.”

      “We need to stop her then.”

      “Are you onboard, King?” He frowned as King stood up and started to walk away, and he called after him. “King? Are you with us?”

      “I’ll see you in Switzerland,” King replied over his shoulder.
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      Basel, Switzerland

      

      Newman watched the monitor, the image from the drone crystal clear and steady despite the drone being in a hover two-hundred feet above and a hundred metres from the target. Natasha Kolenko had crossed the Mittlere Brücke, the scenic stone bridge that spanned the Rhine and had taken her to the old town, where she stopped at the old town hall and surveyed her surroundings for a while, then checked her phone and casually ambled down a side street past a statue that to Newman, looked like a cross between a Roman gladiator and a Vatican Swiss Guard, but was in fact the iconic statue of Lucius Munatius Plancus, the Roman who founded the colony of Raurica, now Basel, in 43BC. After three narrow alleyways, hemmed in by tall, whitewashed buildings with meticulously accented terracotta windows on either side, she emerged onto Marktpl, a large piazza-like town square that hosted an outside market and was fringed with restaurants, cafés and coffee shops.

      “Yep, she’s got a tail,” Newman confirmed.

      “Do I stick with her, or do I follow her tail?” Ramirez asked.

      “We’ve got her,” Newman replied. “Stick with her tail. Describe him.”

      “Five-nine, slim. Looks fit and capable. Cropped hair. Pakistani or Indian descent.”

      “Send a picture of him when you get an opportunity.”

      “Gotta get a whole lot closer first.”

      “Don’t spook the target.” Newman hung up and turned to White, who was controlling the drone from the passenger seat. “Stick with Natasha,” he told him as he caught hold of the doorhandle and got out of the vehicle.

      Newman made his way through the thoroughfare using the throng of tourists as cover. He checked the shop windows for a tail of his own, and with the knowledge that he knew where both Natasha Kolenko and the man from MI5 were, he made good progress with no fear of bumping into either mark. When he neared Marktpl, he slowed his pace and searched the skies for the drone. He did not spot it and relaxed, because if he couldn’t spot something he knew to be there, then Natasha and the man from MI5 would have no chance at all. He found Natasha at a table outside a café with a long, green canopy overhead and neat little round tables and wrought iron chairs painted the same green as the canopy. Her auburn hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she wore a pair of oversized round sunglasses that were extremely dark and in keeping with the many chic-looking women seated around the other tables and judging by the various designer shopping bags at their feet, needed a caffeine hit between shopping at the many designer shops and boutique independent stores.

      Newman searched for the man from MI5, scouring the tables at the other cafés and coffee shops. He paid little attention to the restaurants because being midday, it would be difficult to occupy a table and not order food. He found the man at a table outside a coffee shop further up the street, scrolling on his phone with a large cup and saucer in front of him. He too, wore dark sunglasses, classic Ray-Ban Wayfarers that suited the location and made the man look like just another dotcom or tech millionaire taking in the sunshine and a coffee in the city of numbered-only bank accounts and safety-deposit boxes.

      Approaching Natasha wasn’t going to be easy. A public place would make the most sense, but public places also had the public with their camera phones if Natasha caused a scene attempting to muddy the waters drawing upon feminine vulnerability. Newman smiled at the thought as he studied her. One of the deadliest assassins in existence playing the victim in a public place. No, he would have to devise a plan that would see her wanting to accept the CIA’s terms. An intervention, perhaps. He turned his attention back to the man from MI5. What were the man’s intentions? If he was simply an assassin, then surely, he would have made his move by now? No, MI5 wanted Natasha, most probably for the same reasons that the CIA did. And that gave Newman an idea.
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      King remembered what his old mentor Peter Stewart had taught him all those years ago when he was first recruited into MI6. He had shown him the classic trick of the ball and the three cups. No matter how hard King had tried, the Scotsman had always tricked him, taking anything from a pound to five pounds off him every time until the cantankerous Scotsman had enough to pay his overdue bar bill, which was always considerable. Observation was everything, but when someone was openly trying to deceive you, you needed to think laterally. The cups and the ball were no longer important. It was the person operating them that mattered, what they said or where they looked was everything.

      Simon Mereweather had told King that Rashid had found Natasha Kolenko. He had used the same program that Ramsay had used down in Marseille and picked her up at the train station. King did not need to find Natasha, just know where Rashid would be as he piggybacked the traffic control system to home in on the female assassin. But King had held back. He wasn’t interested in following his friend, just interested in if he was being followed himself. King had picked Newman out and followed him to his car. The CIA man had a driver and spent a good deal of time on his phone, which meant he was likely talking to someone else working with them. Or perhaps an entire team.

      The cups and the ball.

      King had arrived in Basel the night before. He had checked into two hotels, paid in cash and given a card as a deposit that could not be linked to him. He had used the details in one of the false passports he carried, and he had paid for three nights in each, despite knowing he would check out before then, and repeat the process with two more hotels. It always paid to have a bolthole, and it paid to leave false trails. Despite being a country with virtually zero gun-crime and being in the top ten percent of the highest rates of gun ownership per capita, King had sourced both a Sig Sauer P210 9mm pistol and a Sig SG550 rifle – both former military weapons that had been ‘lost’ by former Swiss militia. Swiss males were expected to train for military service at twenty years of age and remain as part of a militia ready to be called up until they were thirty. Some of these weapons naturally disappeared over the years and King’s contact had supplied him with both along with fifty rounds of 9mm and 5.56x45mm ammunition respectively. King would have preferred a pistol with a larger magazine capacity, the P210’s being eight with the addition of one more in the chamber, but he knew that it was still one of the finest handguns in the world and could not be bettered in either accuracy or reliability. He had stored the rifle in the boot of his hired Mercedes E400 saloon and now had the pistol tucked into his waistband with his thick, loose-fitting shirt left untucked. Like Rashid, he wore dark sunglasses in the form of Ray-Ban Aviators but looked rather more rough and rugged in his appearance.

      King surveyed the piazza to find the most suitable position, the one he would use if he wanted solely to watch Natasha. Rashid had the right idea. He was in the shadows, the sun high above him. Natasha would have to stare into the sun to observe him. It was a good position, and he had the confidence to sit angled to her, using the windows to see her and keeping his face away from her. Good fieldcraft.

      So, if someone were watching Rashid, and in turn Natasha, then where would they be? He studied the crowds, the buildings and the outside seating. And there he was. King spotted Newman perusing a newspaper stand. He was looking at his phone with his back to both Natasha and Rashid. Interesting. King checked the skies and spotted the drone hovering like a mechanical sparrow hawk. A small, four-prop model with what he assumed was a digital hover ability. Stock-still in the sky. Few people walked around town looking up, and Newman had exploited intelligent surveillance technology. The CIA man would be using the video stream through his phone to watch them. King smiled. For as much as people used technology, they still could not resist a visual. Newman had needed to see the lay of the land. King made his way back down the alleyway and out towards the town hall. Newman would have a team with him, and they would need a vehicle. Natasha had travelled to Switzerland from Marseille by train, so they would likely have driven while one of them had taken the same train. He scanned the parked cars looking for French numberplates. Naturally there were a few, but he discounted a Ferrari and an old classic Peugeot, instead looking for modern metal. Something non-descript and unmemorable. He walked down the road along the Rhine, the deep waters glistening grey blue reflecting the clear blue sky. A lone man sitting in the passenger seat flagged King’s attention, and he walked past, deviated down an alleyway and came back on his original position. The man had been using a laptop and the footage had been of the Marktpl. That was good enough for King, and he did another walk by, this time dropping his wallet as he stepped behind the Renault. He slipped the magnetic tracking device - identical to the one he had secreted under the plates in Estonia – under the rear wheel arch, picked up his wallet and carried on walking in one swift motion. He was across the road and walking back to his hired car without the man inside the car noticing.

      “Right,” King said under his breath. “Let’s see what you get up to…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Natasha ordered another espresso and as she stirred in a single sachet of brown sugar, she glanced at her phone – a burner she had bought in a nearby tech store – to read the incoming text.

      Two men. One man has just left towards the town hall. The other is seated outside Café Spritz. Dark skin, short, dark hair. Sunglasses. He has his back to you and is drinking coffee. Watching your every move through the windows. Do you want me to eliminate him?

      Natasha typed out and sent a reply.

      No. I’ll handle this.

      She sipped her espresso with considered deliberation. So, they had found her. But then again, she had laid enough of a trail. The only way they could have found her in Marseille was to have had access to CCTV either within the traffic control system or the law enforcement. She now had help from Bostitch’s men, and they were watching the Marktpl from a building across the piazza. While one man watched from a second-floor window, another was seated outside a coffee shop and the third was waiting in a powerful Mercedes SUV outside the GGG City Library Schmiedenhof at the end of Marktpl.

      In her pocket, she carried the compact .38 revolver, but she would not be using it. She needed something silent, something effective and something she could easily discard as she left the piazza and disappeared down the many side streets and alleyways of Basel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rashid drank down the remnants of his coffee. He had prepaid so that he could leave at a moment’s notice without attracting attention. He watched Natasha stand up and leave a note on the table underneath her cup. She stepped behind the canvas barrier that separated the café’s al fresco area from a confectionary shop next door. He did not panic. There was plenty of time and he would wait for her to make a move, and then he would calmly follow her. He knew where she was staying, and he had access to the Basel traffic control system CCTV software patch developed by Ramsay.
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        * * *

      

      Natasha had sent one of Bostitch’s men to a hardware store to procure the weapon. Reno had taught her how to use it effectively. Just as he had taught her to use every type of weapon imaginable. Every type of action used in firearms. Every conceivable type of edged weapon from karambits, stilettos, clip-points and tanto blades, to the weapon she was about to use on the intelligence officer or agent seated at the café. The awl was a specialist tool for putting holes in leather and was often used by carpenters to start a hole into which they would screw or nail so as not to split the wood. With a needle point made from tungsten steel, the tine resembled a nail and was fitted with a wooden handle in the shape of a doorknob. She carried it in her jeans pocket and had pierced the inner fabric of the pocket with it to allow it to be carried concealed with the tine against her leg.

      The barrier between the confectioners and the café was not butted to the wall and Natasha squeezed her slight frame through. She had a good view of the man watching her, and he now had most of his back to her. Natasha stepped further into the man’s blind spot, put her hand into her pocket, caught hold of the handle and walked decisively towards her prey.
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        * * *

      

      Rashid still did not have eyes on the target. But he just needed to be patient. Patience was what got the job done. He sensed somebody near him, but he wasn’t about to turn and risk showing his face just yet. And then he realised that the person was close enough to him to brush his shoulder and he turned round and looked them in the eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Natasha drew the awl, with its lethal-looking tine tapering to needle point and drove it deep into her watcher’s temple. She bent down and cradled his head, driving the tool deeper, while looking as if she were hugging a friend that she was meeting for coffee. Then, just as Reno had taught her, she pulled down and then pushed up, the eight-inch tine moving a good four inches inside his head tearing through the forebrain, she then cupped his head closer and as firmly as she could muster and twisted the handle, so that the tine tore through both the midbrain and hindbrain, the latter being the part to control respiration and heart rate. She felt the life drain from him as he slumped lifelessly in his seat, and she slowly released her grip and withdrew the awl with little effort. She wiped the tine under his armpit and slipped the tool back into her pocket as she turned and walked away, slipping into the crowd and not looking back at the body she had left behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Simon Mereweather ate lunch at a table laid for one and it did not go unnoticed by Neil Ramsay that he was not going to be invited to order and eat some of the veal schnitzel that the MI5 director was busily slicing into.

      The waiter sauntered over and looked his guest expectantly. “Drink, Sir?”

      “No, he won’t be joining me,” Mereweather replied testily, then added, “And that will be all, thank you.” Once the waiter had got over the rebuke and taken himself away to more magnanimous diners Mereweather said, “I’m bloody seething, Neil. You are the buffer between the carriages of the train that is the chain of command. I order you, and you guide the others into their mission. You help, aid and abet at times, but you are, and should always consider yourself my eyes and ears in the field, albeit on the periphery.” He paused, sipping some of the Riesling he had chosen to accompany the veal. “You have broken that chain of command, broken the trust. Caroline is on a spiral with this obsession hunting Natasha Kolenko. It isn’t going to end well for her, and I’m damned if I’m going to allow anything to stick to us.”

      “I understand,” Ramsay replied.

      “Do you? Do you really?” Mereweather paused. “There was a shooting in Marseille. A slim redheaded woman was seen firing upon a van. The people in the van returned fire. Know anything about that?” He rolled his eyes when Ramsay failed to respond. He had long known that the man had autistic traits and lying was an effort to overcome, and not something he could easily pull off. He would never have made an undercover agent, but then again, Ramsay had other skills that were invaluable to the service. “What happened?”

      Ramsay had trouble holding eye contact and said, “We found her through the software I wrote to piggyback European traffic control CCTV systems. The software used facial and body movement recognition…”

      “I’m aware of how it works, Neil. I funded it.”

      Ramsay nodded. “We found her and went for a hard arrest.”

      “And she got the better of you,” Mereweather said acidly.

      “Yes.”

      Mereweather nodded. “Very well. Let me tell you how this is going to play out from here on in. Rashid has found her. He was using your program,” he said somewhat testily. “You will liaise with Rashid. You will assist him in a tech capacity. Dave Lomu will provide the muscle.” He paused. “And you will cut Caroline Darby loose.”

      “But Simon…”

      Mereweather held up a hand to silence him and did so effectively. “Natasha Kolenko has become an interest to our American friends. She has a wealth of knowledge that both the CIA and the FBI want to access in their fight against Russian organised crime and the gangsters that are the FSB and SVR.” He paused. “Obviously, we will find her information valuable, too.”

      “You want her alive?”

      “Naturally.”

      “That won’t wash with Caroline.”

      “Which is why I have told you to cut her loose.”

      Ramsay nodded. “Very well…”

      “Oh, and Neil, one more thing before you leave me to my delicious veal and Riesling,” he said, picking up his knife and fork. “GCHQ has intercepted a series of text messages on their Echelon system. Before he died, the Bratva head, Dimitri Bostitch contracted Natasha Kolenko to assassinate the head of the FSB.”

      “Vitali Milosevic?”

      “He will be here for the conference, naturally.”

      “Naturally.”

      “So, we need to find her before then?” he asked, then frowned. “Or do we leave her to her own devices?”

      “Certainly not!”

      Ramsay shrugged and in a rare display of indignation and insubordination he replied, “Well, the playing field changes so regularly, one finds it difficult to keep up…”

      “Well, now you’re all up to speed,” Mereweather said sardonically. “You will stop our American friends getting hold of Kolenko. You will stop her from assassinating the leader of Russia’s intelligence service, thus nipping political reprisals in the bud – make no mistake, if the Russians find out that we knew and failed to share the information, then they will take it as a personal attack – and we don’t want that right now, if indeed, ever. You will pick up Kolenko and detain her. Preferably in the act of carrying out her contract, thus accentuating Milosevic’s gratitude.  Once she is detained, a security team will be deployed to take her out of the country and onwards to our detention centre in Scotland, if they’re still speaking to us after the Zukovsky affair.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it. Anything else?”

      Ramsay nodded. “You mentioned that Bostitch was dead. How did he die?”

      Mereweather rested his cutlery down, not hiding his irritation. “Not that it matters, but King saw to that on a separate mission.” He paused. “He’s here, by the way. Expect him to make contact soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      A crowd had gathered around the café. A doctor who had been shopping and enjoying a coffee with her husband on their morning off in the piazza had attempted first aid, but the body was now lying prone and covered with a tablecloth while two police officers secured the scene and awaited detectives from homicide and serious crime.

      “Where is she?” Newman asked, crowding the monitor in which they watched the chaos unfold.

      “No sign,” White replied. “I can’t believe she killed him… just like that…”

      “She’s a fucking assassin. It’s what she does.”

      “But still…” White controlled the drone, but the image was shaky, which reflected the tremor in the man’s hand.

      “Pan out of the piazza. Find her,” Newman said as he got out of the car.

      He adjusted the small automatic in his waistband and set out for the town hall, cursing along the way. The damned woman was dangerous. More than that, she was unpredictable. But unpredictable was one thing, blatantly reckless was quite another. He cursed MI5 for their involvement, making the task more difficult and he cursed Robert Lefkowitz for sending him on an impossible task with no resources and two men he had press-ganged into aiding him in the field with empty promises and false hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      The waitress brushed his arm and Rashid glanced up at her. She apologised and asked if he would like another beverage and he declined, knowing that Natasha was on the move. He had already paid his bill and got to his feet. That was when all hell had broken loose fifty metres further down the piazza at a café neighbouring a confectionary store. He made his way past, noticing the dark-skinned man, possibly Hispanic, with a small hole to his temple and a trickle of blood, and what Rashid would have guessed to be cerebral fluid down his face and collar. A woman was working on his vital signs, but the man’s eyes were vacant, and he made no movements, save for a tremor to his right foot. Rashid had seen enough bodies to know that the man was dead already. He had not seen the incident, but from what he knew, it had Natasha’s name written all over it. But why? And who the hell was the victim?

      Rashid reached the end of the piazza as two policemen ran out of the street and headed towards the crowd. One was speaking rapidly into his radio mic, the other was looking around the piazza and realising that it was going to be an impossible task to secure. Rashid kept walking. He could not see Natasha, and he started to doubt if he ever would. Whatever she had been doing in the piazza, she had killed a man without anybody noticing. A chill ran down his spine as he realised quite who he was up against, and that he was operating alone. He needed back-up, he needed the team around him and knew that until he had help, Natasha would likely get close enough to Milosevic to kill him and be free to simply slip away.

      As he walked past the town hall and out onto the road alongside the Rhine, the sound of sirens was getting closer and he could see an ambulance on the bridge three hundred metres to his left, and two police cars weaving through the traffic ahead of him. A large, black Mercedes SUV pulled out, waited for the two police cars to pass, then accelerated out into the road. Immediately, a Mercedes saloon pulled up alongside Rashid and the window lowered.

      “Get in.”

      “You’re kidding me…” Rashid opened the door and slipped in beside King.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” King said sardonically as he pulled out, narrowly missing a car, which sounded its horn as he accelerated after the Black SUV.

      “Who are we following?”

      “The target.”

      “What…?”

      “I’ve identified the opposition, put a tracking device on their car. I was waiting for them to make a move, but that redheaded bitch sauntered past me and got into that Merc.” He paused. “What’s going on with the police?”

      “I think she killed someone in the piazza,” Rashid replied. “There’s a man down, looks like he was shot with a small calibre bullet… or perhaps stabbed… whatever happened, it was a tiny hole and no exit wound.”

      “And you didn’t hear anything from the café?”

      “You knew where I was?”

      “I see everything.”

      Rashid shrugged. “No, I didn’t hear a thing.”

      King nodded. “She has support,” he said. “That’s not an Uber up ahead. Looks like East European, probably Russian men aiding her.”

      “How many?”

      “Two men got in, then Natasha. The driver was already waiting. So, she’s got at least three men helping her that we know of.”

      “Have you got any weapons?”

      King glanced at him, pulling a face that said it all. “I’ve got a pistol. There’s a rifle in the back for you. Loaded but not cocked.”

      “What is it?”

      “A Sig SG-550. Swiss military issue with fully automatic or select fire.”

      Rashid nodded. “Scope?”

      “No.”

      “We can get one easily enough at a sporting goods store. The Swiss like to hunt.”

      King nodded, threading the Mercedes through the traffic until he was four vehicles back from the SUV. “We can’t take her yet,” he said, then cursed as two of the vehicles in front of him turned off. There were now just two small hatchbacks between them. “Mereweather wants the FSB to be in debt to us for this. But that’s not a Russian thing.”

      “Nothing like the Russians. That’s not how the intelligence community tend to work. We wouldn’t honour a debt to them if the situation was reversed. He’s got to realise that.”

      “Shit…” King cursed loudly. Another car pulled over to park and only one car now acted as a buffer between them. Had he had a team, now would have been the time to turn off and allow another car to take the lead. “They’ve made us…”

      The Mercedes SUV took off like a scalded cat with a thunderous note from its twin exhausts. King floored the accelerator and they surged forward and closed the gap between them.

      “I guess we’re giving chase then?”

      “Can’t see what else to do.” He reached around and pulled out the Sig from his waistband. “Here,” he said, handing the weapon to him. “Nine rounds, one in the chamber, uncocked…”

      Rashid took the pistol and cocked the hammer. With the safety disengaged he kept the muzzle pointed at the footwell and his finger off the trigger. “Any spare rounds?”

      “Glovebox.”

      Rashid opened the glovebox and took out a spare magazine. There was a cardboard carton of loose ammunition, and he took it out, snatched a handful of 9mm ammunition and stuffed them into his pocket. “Could do with some spare mags.”

      “Blame the Swiss government. Each man of militia age keeps his weapon at home in case of an attack, but they only get one mag for each weapon. Everything else is meant to be drawn from the barracks.” He paused. “Getting the weapons is easier than getting spare mags.”

      The SUV powered on, then swung across the road and almost overshot the turning, the vehicle lurching to the left and briefly coming up onto two wheels. The driver over corrected and the vehicle cannoned off a parked BMW, which spun around and narrowed the gap for King, who took it at full pelt, losing his offside wingmirror and gouging the Mercedes all down its wing.

      “That’s your deposit gone,” Rashid said calmly, injecting some humour into the tension.

      King wrestled with the wheel, then pressed the sport setting and down changed using the left paddle shift behind the steering wheel. Another down change and he took the next lefthander and the car responded better with the stiffer suspension and quicker gearchange set-up. The needle hovered at 120 kph and he slowed for the next righthand turning, taking them further away from the Rhine. King slowed for the next left and the SUV slewed in the road before coming to rest blocking their path. Natasha leapt out and fired her revolver and a swarthy-looking man with a goatee and slicked back black hair in a ponytail leapt out the other side and fired on them with a semi-automatic pistol. King slammed on the brakes, selected reverse and hammered his foot to the floor as bullets peppered the windscreen and fragments of glass rained in their faces. King swung the wheel and they spun in the road, but the bonnet and bumper caught a parked car, and they came to a shuddering halt, both airbags had initiated, as well as a whole host of side and rear airbags, and the inside of the vehicle smelled of plastic explosive residue and white resin had covered them in a thin sheen like talc. King was out of his side and scrambling over the bonnet as bullets pinged off the bodywork. Rashid, covered by the vehicle, dived out, tossed the pistol to King, and rolled to the rear of the car. He popped the boot open and risked reaching in for the assault rifle.

      There were more gunshots and bullets rained down on the car, some ricocheting in the street and hitting parked cars and residential windows, others slicing clean through the panels or windows and tearing up the leather. King risked a look and saw that another man had joined the fight, but Natasha was nowhere to be seen.

      “Watch your flank!” King shouted at Rashid. “I can’t see the bitch and she’s likely to creep up beside us!”

      “On it!” Rashid shouted back as he made the weapon ready, shouldered it and peered out to check his side of the pavement. He then dropped onto his stomach and looked under the cars for a pair of legs. Nothing.

      King rose and fired two double taps and one of the men howled and dodged behind the SUV for cover. King knew he’d scored a hit, but he couldn’t be sure if it would take the man out of the fight. At sixty metres, the range was realistically too great for the 9mm pistol. The shooting range and close quarter combat were two entirely different matters and at sixty metres the foresight of the pistol almost blocked out the men entirely. King shifted onto his stomach and crawled to the front of the vehicle, the engine giving him a better barrier between himself and the bullets than the doors. He found a target and fired another two rounds, then looked up as Rashid opened fire with the SG-550 and one of the men dropped limply to the ground.

      “Magazine!” King shouted and Rashid responded by sliding the spare magazine across the road surface. King snatched it, ejected the almost empty magazine and inserted the new one. Now he had nine rounds and he got to his feet and darted to the pavement and started to make his way towards the SUV using the parked cars as cover. “Moving!” he shouted to Rashid.

      “Moving!” Rashid responded and King caught sight him on the opposite pavement, his weapon shouldered and his progress swift.

      The men at the SUV split their focus as they realised that not only were they being advanced on, but that what had started off as an attack on their terms was now a defence. Reaction to positive action. Not only were they under attack, but they were about to get pincered. They fired large volleys as they started to retreat, and King crouched low and fired steady single rounds at the retreating figures, while Rashid peppered the SUV. When they reached the vehicle, King only had two bullets remaining. He could see that the man Rashid had hit was dead. There was a blood trail leading down the street, but the sound of approaching sirens filled their ears and King said, “Let’s get out of here…” and sprinted back to the Mercedes.

      King got behind the wheel and started the engine. There was a rumble and a whine and steam started to emit from the grille. Rashid got into the vehicle beside him, and King reversed out, this time completing a successful J-turn and taking a narrow side road. He turned right at the bottom, then immediately left and all the while, Rashid was turned around in his seat watching the road behind them. Catching a flash of blue and red lights, he turned around and said, “They’ve gone past. Keep going for as long as she’ll go…”

      “That would be about now,” King replied. A steady stream of steam was funnelling out of the bonnet and there was a grinding noise of metal upon metal. “Nah, she’s fucked…” King pulled in and switched off the engine. “Give me the loose nines,” he said, then proceeded to load the two magazines, while Rashid followed suit with the rifle.

      Rashid got the door, then folded the weapon’s skeleton stock and locked it in place. He reached into the back and grabbed King’s leather jacket and slipped it on. The weapon was just small enough to fit underneath and he held it in place with his left arm. The jacket was far too big, but the rifle took up some of the extra space underneath.

      “That’ll look good on you if you put on some muscle,” King commented as he tucked his shirt over the pistol in his waistband.

      “If it means running as slow as you, then I’ll pass…” Rashid replied, striding out ahead of him.

      King chuckled and caught him up. “Where are your wheels?”

      “Back near Marktpl and the Old Town Hall,” he said. “But it might be worth avoiding there for a while. Especially carrying this…” He patted the rifle through the leather jacket. “The Swiss are quite lax about gun laws, but not automatic weapons on the streets.”

      “Yeah, they’re not too friendly towards your coffee mocha skin tone, either. I mean, to them, you’re just crying out Isis or asylum seeker. Which is about the same in their book.”

      “Great. And to think you don’t know that I don’t realise that?”

      King laughed, changing the subject, “Where are you staying?”

      “Les Trois Rois.”

      “Bloody hell! Does Mereweather know?”

      “He recommended it,” Rashid replied. “What about you?”

      “The Passage. I thought that was decent enough, but it’s about a quarter the price of your place.” He paused. “The taxpayers would love you…”

      Rashid shrugged. “So, what’s the plan?”

      King took out his phone and started to scroll. “We get an Uber to your place. You stash the rifle in your room, and we have a drink in the bar while we wait for everything to calm down and then go back and get your vehicle.”

      “So, you’re willing to drink from the taxpayers’ coffers?”

      “Of course,” replied King. “I’m a taxpayer myself…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Newman watched from a distance as the men from the coroner’s office loaded the gurney bearing Ramirez’s body inside the black private ambulance. The paramedics who had pronounced the man dead at the scene were still packing away their kit, but both glanced over as the body was loaded inside. He guessed they did not get the result they wanted, and no matter the experience of the paramedics, it still seemed to be difficult to deal with.

      The body had been placed in a black body bag. And strapped in place with three red adjustable straps that seemed at garish odds with the occasion. Newman knew that he could not step forward and claim the body in the capacity of the Central Intelligence Agency. He was operating illegally in Switzerland and would have to inform the CIA station in Marseille and tell them to invent a personal vacation for Ramirez with leave documentation backdated and approved by the diplomat’s office.

      Newman headed back to the car and sat down heavily beside White, who looked up from the screen of the laptop and said, “It was him, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.”

      “Natasha Kolenko?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      White slammed his fist against the dashboard. “How the fuck are we meant to bring her in as an asset?!” He tossed the tiny drone he had just skilfully landed on the roof of the car onto the backseat. “There’s just no way!”

      “Because that’s the job…”

      “Bullshit! Thomas was my friend!” He shook his head, his teeth clenched together as he raged, “That fucking bitch needs a god damn bullet!”

      “No doubt,” Newman replied as he started up the Renault and pulled out into the road. “But not today. And not from either of us. The Director wants what she knows, and so does his FBI counterpart. We just have to take her off the streets.”

      “She fucking played us!” White raged. “Funny how we found her so easily in Marseille. Funny how the Brits found her, too. And then she takes the train to Basel, and we find her easily enough. And then she goes to an open location, kills Ramirez and I’m damned if I can find her now!”

      “Try the CCTV patch.”

      “I have done. She has simply disappeared…”

      Newman pulled over as a brace of police motorcycles raced past them. He eased back out into the traffic and mashed the accelerator. “Something’s happened…”

      White tapped on the keys of the laptop and brought up a series of volume, balance and tuning icons. Within a few seconds he had the police radio frequency playing through the speaker. “A shooting on Renweg… one body… pronounced dead at the scene, multiple rounds fired. One wrecked black Mercedes SUV…” He tapped the street into the vehicle’s satnav for Newman to follow.

      “Use the traffic CCTV to pick up a black Mercedes SUV heading in this direction.”

      “That’s a mighty long shot.” White nevertheless tapped on the keys and started to scroll through the footage. “Got one,” he said. “Just reversing the footage. It would have gone right past the road to Marktpl… hold that, it was parked right outside… shit, the target is getting inside…”

      “Kolenko was in it?” Newman shook his head incredulously.

      “Wait…” White wound the footage on. He had to type in to look at new cameras off each previous street. The process was slow, and he cursed a couple of times as he found the correct route. “Renweg. It’s a street with shops and houses, lots of green areas. What you’d call quiet, I guess. The camera angle isn’t great, but the SUV has stopped suddenly. There’s a Mercedes sedan pulled up behind. Now it’s doing an evasive manoeuvre. Gunfire from the SUV…”

      “They’re firing on the sedan?”

      “Hell, yeah…”

      “But who the hell is driving the sedan?”

      White tapped on the keys and froze the frame. He zoomed in and took a screenshot. “These guys,” he said.

      Newman glanced over and studied the screen. Instinctively he slammed on the brakes and snatched the laptop from White’s hands as the driver of a vehicle behind them sounded their horn and revved past them. “Jesus…”

      “You know them?”

      “I know the white guy,” Newman replied.

      “The Brits?”

      Newman nodded. “His name is King, and he’s a god damn loose cannon.” He passed the laptop back to White and pulled back out into the traffic. “This mission just got a whole lot more dangerous.”

      “Really…”

      “Yes, my friend.” He paused, shaking his head incredulously. “By a factor of ten.”
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      Their adrenalin was finally subsiding after the spike from the close quarter battle. King was now voraciously hungry, and they had hit the hotel bar for a beer and had taken them to a quiet table to drink while they ordered some food, and coffee for the caffeine hit they both needed. The food was typically traditional Swiss, and King had opted for polenta cakes topped with pulled braised beef, while Rashid had chosen rosti topped with a fried egg and melted raclette cheese.

      “Newman is here,” said King. “The CIA are all over this.”

      “I knew that the CIA are involved,” Rashid replied through a mouthful of potato and egg. “Mereweather now wants Natasha Kolenko alive and talking, because if that’s what our American friends want, then that’s what he wants.”

      “Shit, it’s like kids with toys, isn’t it?”

      “I thought you were out. What was wrong with the new outfit?”

      King shrugged. “Even bigger kids…”

      “It’s all a roll of the dice,” Rashid said pointedly.

      “Always.”

      “He’s recalled Ramsay and Big Dave.”

      “Good. We need more hands.” King paused. “What about Caroline?”

      “I’ve spoken with Ramsay. Mereweather doesn’t want her on board. Too personal.”

      “Natasha Kolenko killed my sister, her husband and their two children, just to unnerve me. That isn’t personal?”

      Rashid shrugged. He did not want to mention that King had not seen his sister in twenty years, and never met her husband or their boys. “Caroline is blinkered,” he replied somewhat diplomatically. “Until she can see the big picture, Mereweather wants her to stay away.”

      “She’s on the naughty step, then?”

      “I think a better term would be benched.”

      “Whatever. She’s a hell of a good intelligence officer, and she’s done a lot for her country.”

      “Then get her in line and she can come back out to play,” Rashid grinned, finishing his rosti.

      “I’ll tell her you said that, shall I?” King stared at him, but Rashid’s lack of response told him he wouldn’t want to make that mistake. He looked up as two men entered the bar. One towering over the other. King smiled at Big Dave as he walked over, promptly sat down at their table and helped himself to one of King’s polenta cakes. “Help yourself…”

      “I will.”

      “How was Fiji?”

      “Complicated. Family shit, but it worked out in the end.” Big Dave grinned while he chewed. “What’s that?”

      “Slow cooked beef with polenta.”

      Big Dave frowned. “Ain’t that what middleclass yoga mums eat when they give birth?”

      “That’s placenta,” Rashid interjected.

      “What the hell?” King asked, staring at him. “They eat their own placenta?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

      “Do they cook it first?” asked Big Dave.

      “Does it matter?” King frowned.

      “Well, if they used jerk spices and cooked it on a barbecue, then I guess it wouldn’t taste so bad.”

      “There’s something wrong with you.” King shook his head.

      “It’s a bonding experience,” Rashid continued.

      “Right,” said King. “By the same mothers who stare at their phones all day and forget they have a child when they’re running up and down the supermarket aisles, no doubt.”

      Big Dave shook his head. “When my people ate body parts, we were labelled as savages and you all sent out missionaries to show us the light.”

      “Dave, it’s a white middleclass thing. Weren’t you listening?”

      “Gentlemen, please…” Neil Ramsay took a seat, thoroughly perplexed by the conversation. “We have matters to discuss.”

      “Where’s Caroline?” King asked casually. Inside his heart raced as he thought of her being in the city, their parting in Marseille had not been a comfortable experience, and despite pushing her out of his mind for the mission in Estonia – something he had learned to do was cut off his personal feelings and emotions to get the job done – now that he knew that he was so near to her, he missed her desperately.

      “At the Hotel Märthof Basel,” Ramsay replied.

      King stood up and Big Dave slid the plate over and started eating. “Ramsay, get some cars sorted. Plenty of engine poke and boot space.” He opened his phone and changed the passcode to six zeros in front of Ramsay. “There’s a tracking device on the Americans vehicle. We were going to stay away for a while before returning for Rashid’s car.” He paused, initialising the app. “Well, I’ll be damned…”

      “What’s that?” asked Ramsay.

      “They’re where Rashid and I had our contact with Natasha Kolenko and the heavies she’s working with.” He handed Ramsay the phone and said, “I’ll be back. While you’re at it, get some new smartphones with new SIM cards for everyone and program in each other’s numbers.”

      “Where are you going?” asked Ramsay.

      “The enemy has shown their hand. We need some weapons. I’ll make a call to a contact and send over the details,” King replied. “But first I’m seeing Caroline and going to try and talk her into seeing the bigger picture.”
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      The Hotel Märthof Basel was so typically Swiss in its appearance that it only needed a giant spring-loaded cuckoo to pop out of the middle top window on the hour. King stepped out of the taxi, paid with an unmemorable tip and crossed the street. A recent and isolated shower had soaked the road and the sun glistened off a sheen of oil and diesel with an iridescent glow.

      King approached the desk and asked for Caroline. The receptionist put a call through to her room and told her that she had a visitor. She asked who was calling on her, and after another short conversation where the receptionist was clearly describing him, King was told to go up to room 310. Strangely and somewhat regretfully, he felt trepidation as he ignored the lift and took the stairs. It saddened him that it had come to this, and he knew that he should have had more patience with her, tried to understand her reasoning. As he climbed the third flight of stairs, it suddenly dawned on him that for him, it was vengeance, nothing more. However, for Caroline it was not only revenge for the death of her beloved aunt, but the fact that having tried to kill Caroline’s parents, Natasha Kolenko was still at large to make another attempt. For King, it was about loss. For Caroline it was about loss and the future safety of her parents. The realisation of this weighed down on him like lead. He had lacked compassion and understanding, not empathised with her enough, if at all.

      King knocked tentatively upon the door. There was a short delay, and he could hear her moving about inside. He resisted looking back at her through the spyhole, instead he took a step backwards so she could see that there was nobody else with him. She unhooked the chain and opened the door, looking up at him with an expression that was difficult to read. She was wearing just a pair of knickers and a vest top.

      “I was sleeping,” she explained.

      “It’s okay, I like the look…”

      “You surprise me,” she said sarcastically.

      “Are you going to let me in?”

      “Give me a reason why I should?”

      King shrugged. “Because you fancy me.”

      She shrugged back, mimicking him. “Not a good enough reason.”

      “Because you’ve missed me.”

      “Have I?”

      King smiled. “Of course, you have.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Wow, really making me work for it, aren’t you?”

      “Try harder then.”

      “Because I love you.”

      “Better. Damn it,” she said sardonically. “Got me on a technicality…” She stepped aside and walked ahead of him. His eyes went to her shapely and firm backside. And then he noticed the Beretta in her right hand. It was a tiny .25 that could fit in the palm of most people’s hand.

      “I’ve told you about those,” said King. “You never carry them loaded because if you do, then you may be tempted to use it. And if you use it and the person gets shot by it, then you may really piss them off…”

      “But I’m a really good shot,” she replied, placing the tiny pistol on the dresser. “And shot placement makes up for stopping power…”

      King shrugged. “They fail to feed more than other calibres, too.”

      “It’s small and it was all I could get.” She paused, looking at him irritably. “So, was there another reason for you coming up here? Other than to lecture me on weapons and ballistics, that is.”

      “Natasha Kolenko is here in Basel.”

      “I know. But I’ve been dropped,” she said bitterly. “And Mereweather wants to take her alive.”

      “So, he said,” replied King. “He has a fancy he can build favour with the director of the FSB, who Kolenko has been contracted to kill.”

      “Madness.”

      “Isn’t it just. He wants her alive but apprehended at the point she makes her move.”

      “That sounds like fun. Good luck with that. Personally, I’m going to nail her right between the eyes.”

      King smiled. “As you know, he’s redirected the team to Basel to capture her, where Rashid has already started to hunt her. Boy did good, too. He found her and we both followed her and had an exchange of fire. We took down one of theirs, but she got away.”

      “Sounds about right,” Caroline said, looking away from him to the window.

      “The Americans are here as well, and they want the same thing. They wanted it first, to be fair, but Mereweather doesn’t play well in the sandpit. Can’t share.”

      “More games.”

      “Always.”

      “But I’m not with the team.” She paused, looking at him a little more softly this time. “I don’t want to go up against them,” she said matter-of-factly. “But I’m not letting her go.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “What are you doing here, then?”

      King smiled as he looked at the bed and reached out, placing a hand on her waist. “I heard that you were in town,” he said quietly, pulling her close to him. She resisted all of a second then pressed into him. He bent down and kissed her hard on the lips, passionate and wanting. He broke away and smiled. “I missed that,” he said wryly.

      “You’re not the only one,” she said. “Jesus… what a mess…”

      “I’ll help you to take her down,” he said.

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “And the team?”

      King shrugged. “They’ll come in handy,” he replied. “But things don’t always go according to plan, do they?”

      “No, they don’t.”

      King smiled. “How’s the bed?” he asked.

      “Firm,” she smiled, cupping him below the belt and smiling. “And that’s not all, evidently.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking…”

      “So, regarding Natasha Kolenko,” she said quietly. “You were saying that taking her alive might not go according to plan.”

      “That’s right,” he replied. “There are all sorts of variables, after all.”

      “That’s the problem with intelligence operations. Everything’s a gamble.”

      King nodded. “It’s just a question of stacking the odds.”

      Caroline smiled and backed up to the bed, gently tugging him to follow. King looked at her, losing himself in her hazel eyes. It had been a while since he had felt the pang of anticipation, the rush in blood as he grew more aroused. He kissed her again and she responded gently, teasingly, her tongue probing his and her touch feeling electric. This was how he had always felt at the beginning of an affair, when everything was new and unexplored. Time apart seemed to have brought them closer together. But it was more than that. There had been a change in her when he had mentioned Natasha, like Caroline knew that he was on her side again, that she could trust him completely. But then, the arousal became too great, and the reasoning trailed off like smoke on the wind as he lost himself in the moment and tore at his belt as Caroline ripped off his shirt and rolled on top of him, lost in her own moment, too.
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      Rashid hated meetings like this one. King had set up the meet, but he did not know the man, and nor did he trust someone who sold illegal guns. He supposed he could have countered that the person buying illegal guns would be a cause of concern to the seller, but he knew that he was on the right side and was far from a criminal, even if his work set him on the wrong side of the law from time to time.

      Big Dave was over a hundred and fifty metres away, sixty feet up the cliff, his giant frame wedged in a crevice with his own M4 rifle nestled into his shoulder. It was ridiculously close range for the rifle with its x4 scope. Like shooting fish in a barrel. Only these were not fish. These were illegal weapon dealers who would be hesitant and wary of two buyers whom they had never met. Rashid just hoped that King had paid the man and hadn’t been a day late or a dollar short.

      There was a rumble through the mountains and Rashid looked up to see an Audi S8 saloon slow down and park at the beginning of the layby. The windows had been blacked out and with the loud exhausts and finely tuned V8 engine, the edition of the heavily tinted windows made the vehicle look extremely menacing. The vehicle, however, remained stationary and a few seconds later, a black BMW X5 drove slowly past and pulled into the other end of the layby. Rashid tensed, suddenly aware that he was unarmed, but knowing that Big Dave had him covered was at least somewhat reassuring.

      The third car was another BMW X5. It drove into the layby and slowly made its way over the potholed surface and pulled up short of Rashid’s Range Rover. Rashid got out of the vehicle and stood as unthreateningly as he could. He wore a tucked in shirt and it was evident that he was not concealing a firearm. A tall, broad man who screamed ex-military got out of the front passenger seat and approached Rashid.

      “You were sent by King?” the man asked in English, though heavily accented with French.

      Rashid nodded.

      “Turn around please,” the man said confidently. “I need to search you…”

      Rashid was subjected to a thorough, yet quick pat-down ending with a cup of his crotch. Rashid had performed these searches while with the SAS and he knew that the man was well-practised. The man took a step back and signalled to the vehicle and a man got out of the rear of the vehicle on the driver’s side and walked towards them. He was short and fat and Rashid guessed around sixty years of age and moved with difficulty across the gravel. Rashid noted his face pitted with scars and the shine of a deep burn to his right ear and cheek.

      “I am Pierre,” the man said in a heavily Germanic Swiss accent.

      “Rashid.”

      “A LAW rocket launcher,” Pierre said, watching Rashid’s gaze. “In my mercenary days in Africa as a young and arrogant fool. The lesson is, don’t stand behind a rocket launcher when someone uses one without warning you.”

      “Painful,” Rashid replied.

      “Like a molten shower…” The man paused, allowing the image to permeate a while. “Now, I trust King. We worked together years ago. He must have been… twenty-four, twenty-six at the time? He is quite a rogue, isn’t he?”

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “We called him Kingmaker after that African affair. Jesus, what a rule breaker! Still, Lambadi was the man to back, despite what the British government had in mind…”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know the story,” Rashid replied.

      The man laughed. “Then we must have a drink sometime, and perhaps some fondue…” He patted his ample stomach and grinned. “Because it is quite a story, my young friend. King’s boss was this crazy, alcoholic Scotsman, I suppose they all are, but this man, Stewart, was something else!”

      Rashid nodded, thinking of the terrible polar storm and a three-way standoff in a hotel in the Arctic that had become a battleground against a Russian hit team. “I met him,” he replied. “All too briefly…”

      “Quite a man.” He paused. “Anyway, to business.” He nodded to his bodyguard, who opened the boot of the BMW and stood aside. “Tools of our ridiculous trade…”Rashid watched as Pierre lifted a blanket to reveal several boxes underneath, then removed the lids. “With my country’s national conscription service, the Sig Sauer P210 is the pistol I have greatest access to, as is the Sig Sauer SG-550 rifle. The pistol is old in design now, but solid, reliable and accurate. It’s heavy compared to today’s polymer Glock and Smith and Wesson pistols, and capacity is around half, but in my opinion, it is an exceptional weapon.”

      Rashid nodded. “Mind if I inspect one of them?”

      “Not at all.”

      Rashid reached into the box and took out a package of waxed paper. He unwrapped it to reveal the pistol. He worked the action, checked the safety and de-cocked the hammer. “Magazine?” he asked, and Pierre reached into another box and took one out and handed it to him. It was unloaded, but Rashid inserted it and pulled back the action. This time, with the empty magazine in place it held the action open on the slide stop, and he manually dropped it using the release button. He dry-fired the weapon and the sound of the click was both loud and precise. Rashid released the magazine and laid both on the carpeted boot space. If he did not go ahead with the purchase, then he would wipe both the weapon and magazine down to remove his fingerprints.

      A vehicle could be heard approaching, the serenity of the mountains and the clear air carrying noise freely. The bodyguard stepped forwards and closed the boot lid. Everyone tried and failed to look inconspicuous as the car drove past, both occupants staring at them. The car carried onwards, but they had all looked suspicious and a call could already be being made to the police.

      “We’d better get this thing wrapped up,” Pierre suggested earnestly as his bodyguard opened the boot back up.

      “I’ll take three of the pistols,” Rashid said. “At least six magazines and a couple boxes of nine-millimetre.”

      Pierre nodded. “I can give you three magazines for each pistol.” His bodyguard stepped forwards and selected two more pistols and checked over the magazines before placing them in a tote shopping bag, that made the whole scene look rather surreal. “FMJ or hollow points?”

      Both had their advantages. Full metal jacket bullets were solid and made from lead with a copper coating. Hollow points were constructed from a softer blend of lead and were, like the name suggested, hollow and open at the end. They travelled a little slower and had less penetration properties, expanding into a mushroom shape upon impact. They would stop a man in his tracks but were ineffective vehicle panels or barricades. FMJ rounds carried more velocity and energy, but would often travel through a person without deformation, and could penetrate obstacles. “Give me fifty hollow points and one-hundred jackets,” said Rashid. “I’ll take a rifle as well, and four magazines along with at least one hundred and twenty rounds of five-point-five-six.” He paused. “Do you have any scopes? A four by forty would be a good start.”

      Pierre shook his head. “No, but if it’s a long-range tool you want, then I have something that may interest you…” As the bodyguard dutifully sorted the ammunition, Pierre lifted the lid of a third box and said, “I have a Sako TRG-42 in three-three-eight calibre.”

      Rashid looked at the bolt-action sniper rifle, pleased with the choice of cartridge. The .338 Lapua Magnum was a two-thousand metre calibre in the right hands and with the right optics, and he could see that the rifle was already fitted with a 5-25x56 Schmitt & Bender scope. He approved of the choice in optics, having used the exact same model scope in the SAS. “I’ll take it,” he said. “I’ll need fifty rounds for zeroing the sight and well, whatever we get up to… What’s the damage?”

      “Damage? There is no damage…” Pierre said incredulously.

      “I mean price. How much?”

      “You English have strange expressions.”

      Rashid shrugged. There was no argument to be had.

      “The Sako is an expensive weapon. A truly specialist rifle. You are at one-thousand euros for the pistols, another two-thousand euros for the assault rifle. Because you are a friend of King, the ammunition will be gratis.” He paused. “But with the Sako, then it will be ten-thousand total. It is rare for me to possess such a weapon.” He shrugged apologetically, but he did not look as if he was about to budge on the price. Rashid did not care, either. Good contacts were made only by creating trust and respect.

      Rashid nodded and took a roll of one-hundred euro notes from his pocket. They were banded in thousands, and he peeled ten bundles away and handed them to the Swiss. Pierre’s bodyguard started for Rashid’s Range Rover with the two rifles, leaving Rashid with the pistols and the ammunition. Pierre made no attempt to help, but he smiled and nodded a farewell as he got back into his car with the cash in his hand.

      The three cars pulled away in convoy and disappeared behind the bend. Rashid did not know where Pierre’s base was, but it was a mountain road and he would be going back down the switchbacks for at least six miles until the road split in two, one road taking the traffic back to Basel, the other towards both France and Germany, equidistant and both countries close enough to see from the mountain road.

      Rashid took out one of the pistols, loaded a magazine and made the weapon ready. He loaded another magazine, then closed the boot lid and got back behind the wheel. A few minutes later, Big Dave emerged from a pile of rocks dusting himself off, the assault rifle looking like a toy in his dinnerplate hand. He made the weapon safe and got in the passenger side, tucking the rifle between the centre console and his seat.

      “That went sweet enough,” he commented.

      “He worked with King, apparently. Called him the Kingmaker.”

      “I thought he was the Reaper?”

      “The man makes an impression,” said Rashid. “He said that King and the crazy Scotsman who he used to work with did some work in Africa. I got the impression King was responsible for Lambadi’s government.”

      “You’re joking, right…?”

      “No, straight up,” replied Rashid as he pulled out of the layby and headed back for Basel. “That’s crazy. The man’s another Mandela. The only stability that region has ever truly known.”

      Big Dave laughed. “Well, King is King,” he said humorously. “There’s a hell of a lot more you don’t know about him than what you do.”
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      King lay back on the bed, exhausted and perspiring. He watched Caroline walk naked to the bathroom, a sheen of perspiration between her shoulder blades, her mousey blonde hair unkempt. Their lovemaking had been frantic at first, and later they had both relaxed and simply enjoyed their time together, caring and unhurried. The void of separation, bringing them closer together. He checked his watch, the guilt at having stepped outside the operation now heavy with him in the afterglow of what they had shared. It was very much back to business as he heard the shower running. At first tempted to join her, he quickly brushed the thought aside knowing there was much to do and little time on their side.When he heard the water stop and the shower door open, he slipped out of bed and brushed past Caroline in the doorway. She felt warm and smelled fresh and of scented soap. King felt a stirring inside, but walked on past and stepped into the shower, which he ran cold and soaped under instantly. He was soaped, rinsed and out of the shower and fully invigorated within a minute. Back in the bedroom he towelled dry and pulled on his clothes.

      “What now?” Caroline asked as she brushed her hair.

      “Ramsay is getting new phones. Get yourself a burner and I’ll ring your room tonight and I’ll take down your burner number and give you mine.” He paused. “I don’t think for one minute that you’ll sit tight in this room while Natasha Kolenko is out there but stay as close as you can and be ready to move.”

      “What are you planning?”

      “It’s what you would call fluid, but she has been contracted to kill and the target is here, and we know where they will be.” King paused. “Her opportunities will be few and if I were going to kill Milosevic, then there would only be a couple of ways to do it, given his security, the Swiss security measures and the location.”

      “Where are you going now?”

      “To suss out the location. Once I’ve studied the location, I will know how Natasha Kolenko plans to do it.”
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      The warehouse was situated on an industrial estate on the west side of Basel and had been leased for six months. The previous business had gone into liquidation and the landlord was pleased with the cash offer from a Russian man in a suit who wanted it to store goods in until his existing premises was refurbished. The lease had been paid in full for six months, and as far as the landlord was concerned, that gave him enough time to market it thoroughly and forget his financial commitments on it until next year.

      Draco Sviropel worked for Dimitri Bostitch and had done everything in the brotherhood from supplying bars and clubs with bootlegged alcohol to collecting debts and operating brothels. He had been an enforcer for the Russian mafia boss and had provided strangers with alibis and dropped off drugs and suitcases full of money without question. He had now been charged with aiding Natasha Kolenko and to support her without question. A short, stocky man with a pockmarked face and a grade-one buzz cut to hide his heavily receding hairline, Sviropel looked at Natasha and shook his head. “Without a doctor, he is going to die…”

      Natasha looked at the man lying on the table. It had been hastily cleared and wiped with the same spray sanitiser and bleach solution that Sviropel would clean the entire warehouse surfaces and doorhandles with when their job was complete. She looked back at Sviropel and shook her head. “The hospital administration will speak to the police. Anyone admitted to hospital with a gunshot wound will be reported. We cannot risk it.”

      “Then we can just leave him outside.”

      “No.”

      Sviropel tutted as he swabbed the wound and dropped the blood-soaked gauze into a plastic carrier bag that had been rolled and widened at the base to act as a makeshift bin. He applied more gauze while his colleague, a tall man with weasel features and darting eyes mopped the man’s brow and continued to hold him down. Sviropel’s attempts to remove the 9mm bullet had ended in vain, and he knew that he could not reach the bullet, let alone see what damage had been done inside the man to cause such heavy bleeding. “He will die…”

      Natasha nodded and stepped over to the man lying on the table. She took the awl from her pocket and gripping it tightly, drove the tine into the man’s temple before Sviropel could protest. The man arched on the table, his face grimacing as she made four clear movements, levering the tip first up and down, then left to right, leaving no section of the brain undamaged as the tine tore through, the tip scrapping the other side of the skull with an audible grating. The man relaxed and went still, his eyes still open. Sviropel noticed that the bleeding slowed considerably and by the time Natasha had removed the awl and wiped it clean on the man’s shirt, the bleeding had stopped altogether. “Wrap it up and store it someplace until you can get rid of it,” she said with no emotion. “And get this place cleaned up before you make some coffee and get us something to eat.”

      She paced over to the table and chairs, the furniture looking at odds in the cavernous warehouse. Sviropel had bought up most of Ikea with five beds and a six-seater dining table and chairs, and he had also bought a large flatscreen television set and used the building’s Wi-Fi to access some streaming services. A makeshift kitchen with microwave, fridge and kettle was spread out on a workbench and water had been ferried from the sink in the bathroom in containers with taps on their bases. It was a rough and ready accommodation, but it kept them off-grid and no matter how hard their opposition looked for them, they would not have thought of checking an anonymous warehouse on an industrial estate.

      Natasha opened the lid of her laptop and using the Wi-Fi, she checked her emails to an account she had used with Reno. She typed out an email and saved it to her draft folder. She then used another account to send out a short email giving the login details to the previous account. The user could then read and edit in a response. No email need ever enter the ether and the frequent risk of interception by foreign governments. The message was what Reno always referred to as a Hail Mary. A shot in the dark. With the message sent, she closed the email and started to research the location of the security summit. She would need to perform a thorough reconnaissance, of course, but not until she had studied the area in the minutest detail. If she heard back from her contact, then she would have money, protection and a future.

      Behind her, Sviropel looked at his weasel-like colleague. His name was Ivan, but he was called The Ferret and it had been so long that Sviropel had long forgotten the man’s surname. The Ferret thought that the nickname was because of his thorough and tenacious nature, and that he always ‘ferreted’ about with women, an insatiable beast with direct, if not crude approaches and equally crude and corny chat-up lines. He had no idea it was because of his hideous Mustelidae features. Sviropel had ignored Ivan’s gaze, but as he wrapped the head end of the corpse in first a sheet and then plastic refuse sacks, he could no longer avoid the man’s eyes.

      “What the hell are we going to do?” The Ferret whispered. Sviropel narrowed his eyes and shook his head, not wanting to engage him and especially not wanting Natasha to hear. “Draco!” he snapped in a hushed tone. “What do we do?”

      Sviropel glared at him. “Just wrap up your end and get on with it…” He left the sentence unfinished, but his look said it all. Sviropel had done and seen more than most men ever would, but the woman scared him more than anybody he had ever known, and in his line of work, that said it all. Sviropel planned only to help Natasha Kolenko into position, and then he would leave and never look back. He did not care that he was there under Bratva orders, or that there may be repercussions. All he knew was that he was not going to become a loose end. He had put some money aside and when the time was right, and his escape was guaranteed, he would disappear. He was done. But first, he had to gain the woman’s trust. With his end of the corpse wrapped and taped, he walked over to Natasha and said, “With Dimitri Bostitch dead, why not simply take the money and walk away?”

      He had delivered the news to her after she had left the Marktpl piazza. She glanced up from the laptop, her eyes penetrating his own as she regarded him closely. “Bostitch’s contract became a Bratva contract the moment it was issued,” she replied coolly. “My ethical decisions, and my financial decisions are mine alone. I am not aware who will step up to take Bostitch’s place, but whoever it is I’m sure will be interested in your views on loyalty.”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      “Put that body somewhere out of sight and get some refreshments while I do my research.” She paused. “That is, if you still consider yourself loyal to the brotherhood…”
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      “Anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      Newman hammered his fist against the steering wheel and White visibly flinched beside him. “It doesn’t make any sense. We were on her from the train station, her hotel, across the bridge and into the piazza. And then she did what she did to Ramirez in broad daylight and had the shootout with the British, and then nothing. Nada.”

      “The bitch played us,” White commented flatly. “She drew out her enemy and she made a strike.”

      “Bullshit.”

      White shrugged. “Think what you like, boy wonder. But I’ve seen this kind of play by the Russians before. Be it the FSB or the god damn mafia. She played us.” He paused. “You’re making the mistake of thinking you’re always the cleverest person in the room. You’re not even the cleverest mother fucker in this car!”

      “How’s your career going for you?” Newman goaded. “If you’re so damned clever, then why are you in a young man’s posting and ready to do anything for a safe little office back in Virginia?”

      White scoffed. “Remember what you just said, boy wonder. See how you’re doing in twenty-five years and if you still have friends at the top. It would be interesting to watch you meet all the people who you stepped on on the way up as you slide back down again. A career in the CIA is like a game of snakes and ladders and you’ve been lucky with the roll of the dice up to now, buddy.” He shook his head irritably. “And while we’re at it, we need to claim Ramirez’s body and let the station chief in Marseille know so he can let the man’s family know.”

      “All in good time,” Newman replied irritably.

      “A man died!”

      “So, he won’t fucking know anything about it!” Newman blasted at him. “Right now, we have to find Natasha Kolenko.”

      White shook his head as he typed away on the keyboard. “I can’t get a fix with the traffic system CCTV,” he said. “It’s as if she just disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      Newman started the engine and pulled out into the road. “We need a change of tactics,” he said suddenly. “We know that she’s worked for both the Russian Bratva and the FSB. The director of the FSB is making a speech at the International Security Convention in two days. Why Basel? Why would Natasha come here?”

      “For a job?” White frowned. “Of course! It’s too big a coincidence for the two things not to be connected!”

      “Exactly.” Newman smacked his fist on the dashboard. “I’m going to need to make some calls…”
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      Ramsay had taken three rooms at Les Trois Rois while Rashid and Big Dave had gone on their shopping trip for weapons. He had managed to get the rooms on the same floor as Rashid’s room as a practical measure. The cars were waiting outside. Hertz’s finest. Or at least their most readily available executive vehicles. A white BMW 540i and a dark blue Mercedes E400. Both vehicles were rapid and spacious and thoroughly in keeping with the Basel traffic. Financiers’ and bankers’ cars for the daily commute. Ramsay had also hired a red Jeep Grand Cherokee that was capacious and extremely capable off road.

      When King returned to the hotel foyer, Ramsay was waiting for him and he paced over, a look of concern upon his face. “I thought you had taken the afternoon off,” he commented tersely. “We need to formulate a plan. We don’t even know where Natasha Kolenko is, let alone prevent her from killing the head of the FSB, and snatch her safely.”

      “Just taking a quick look at the lay of the land.”

      “And?”

      King shrugged. “Well, the Russian delegation are staying at the Schloss Adler, the Castle of Eagles, where the security conference is being held. Considering that they are staying there, and that Milosevic is giving his talk about Russia’s defence of its borders and territories at the conference, then I think that will be the best place to start.”

      Ramsay considered this for a moment, then said, “But if she is scoping out the joint, then she will be put off if she sees you.”

      “Scoping out the joint…?” King smiled. “What are you reading?”

      “Contemporary American detective fiction,” replied Ramsay quite seriously. “Raymond Chandler, Mark Loeffelholz, and Micky Spillane, to name but a few.”

      King nodded. He usually only read when he was on holiday, and those hadn’t been too frequent lately. Ramsay was quite different and could devour a book in just a few hours, and simultaneously scroll through data and intelligence reports. In fact, he often said that his mind worked best when it was being truly taxed.

      “Time to be proactive,” said King. “Rouse the troops. I’ll head up to Schloss Adler and sniff about. Get Rashid to find some high ground and cover me. Big Dave can go with you and form the rear guard.”

      “And Caroline?”

      “She’s on the bench, isn’t she?”

      “She is,” he replied somewhat dubiously.

      “Well, that’s that, then.” King paused. “Contact Mereweather and get us put on as his security detail. We need access to the hotel, its grounds and the roads around it.”

      “Security?”

      “It’s the only way we’ll get close enough to protect Milosevic, and that means close enough to snatch Natasha Kolenko.”

      “What if she tries a long-range sniper job?”

      “We have Rashid. The best marksman I know, and the best counter-sniper the SAS have ever trained.”

      Ramsay shook his head. “There’s too many variables,” he said flatly. “To stop Kolenko, to save Milosevic, to counter any American involvement…”

      King shrugged. “I don’t know why Mereweather didn’t approach the Americans and hash something out.” He paused reflectively. “But I suppose when they held onto Zukovsky after interrogating him, the trust element was lost.”

      “Better not go there, King,” Ramsay countered. “You’ve hardly been a beacon of light for Anglo-American relations. Perhaps we should just take a step back and allow them to have the upper hand.”

      “That’s no basis for a relationship.”

      “No?” Ramsay queried.

      “No.”

      “The trouble is, King. You always want the upper hand.”

      “I want what’s right.”

      “You didn’t just beat the Americans over Zukovsky, you let them know they’d lost. I mean truly lost. We either let it go, or this continues and right now, strong allies and a strong relationship with them is more important than ever.” He paused, a great weight to his expression. “I know this is personal with both you and Caroline, but one can’t help thinking it would be better to simply leave this one alone and let our American friends have her. They’ll share their knowledge with us further down the line, and they can have the responsibility of holding a prisoner illegally.”

      “But Simon Mereweather has changed his mind,” King replied curtly. “And unless I’m very much mistaken, the man is our boss.”

      “Just thinking out loud, King. Just thinking out loud.” Ramsay shook his head. “It’s simply too risky. If you don’t find Natasha, a man dies.”

      “A man responsible for a great many lies to the Russian people, a man who is a hard-liner on foreign Russian policy, including repatriating Russia’s borders by killing tens of thousands of civilians.” King shrugged. “If we fail, we fail. I will not shed a tear over Vitali Milosevic.”
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      King had travelled northeast through the small town of Schloss Beuggen and past Schwörstadt into the hills. Unlike the Alps to the south, the hills around Basel were not famed as ski resorts, although there were a few nursery slopes scattered throughout the hills. King slowed for a series of hairpin turns and paused to take in the views of Nationalpark Scwarzwald and as he turned back on himself on the next set of switchbacks, he could see the town of Schluchsee and the blue-green waters of Lake Schluchsee beyond.

      The Schloss Adler was a luxury resort seated high on a hilltop and created in the Swiss chalet style set in four-hundred acres of forest and meadows with a further thirty chalets dotted about the forest, linked by wood-chipped pathways and a series of man-made ski runs with intersecting ski lifts. Catering for weekend wellness retreats, business conferences and everything from summer camps for the children of wealthy financiers and beginner ski-schools in the winter months, the Schloss Adler had been chosen from three possible resorts in neutral Switzerland to host the International Security and Intelligence Protocols Conference. Delegates from all nations in the G7 were to be in attendance, and Russia had been invited as an olive branch gesture. Russia had been in the original G8 – or Group of Eight - from 1997 to 2014, when it was formally removed because of its border contention agenda in Ukraine.

      King parked the BMW on the edge of the road and looked down on the valley below. Logging tracks intersected the forest, and he could trace a route all the way to the lake. He always liked to have an alternative route out of somewhere, but he doubted much of the BMW would be left if he was ever forced to take a track like that. Taking a pair of Zeiss binoculars that he had purchased in Basel, he scanned the hills across the valley. With the pine forests, meadows of tall grass and flowers, and rocky cliff faces, it would be a sniper’s dream for cover. The valley was deep, around a thousand feet, which would make a shot difficult due to heat thermals and funnelled wind, so it would be a challenging shot of close to two-thousand metres in adverse conditions. He studied the tracks through the forest on the hillside. Nowhere for a vehicle for a sniper’s escape, unless they used a motorcycle or quadbike. He wondered if Natasha was over there, watching the Schloss Adler. Watching him through a similar pair of binoculars or indeed a rifle sight. He couldn’t do anything about it if she was, but he raised his hand in a mock salute, grinning to himself as he got back inside the BMW, bolstered by the thought at how much the gesture could have psyched her out. Sometimes, the little things really were amusing to King, and the only thing that kept him sane.

      King drove on. The road climbed steeply, and the view changed from the glistening lake and the picture-perfect toy town of Schluchsee below to grassy hills with grazing cattle. He had earlier passed a herd of cows as he started the climb into the hills and had both seen and heard the bells around their necks. Set against the lush green grass and the meadow flowers, the scene had only needed a little girl dressed like Heidi running down the hillside to have been complete. So much of Switzerland seemed to live up to its perceived image.

      The grassy hillside would provide little cover for a sniper, and as he rounded the bend, he could already see that assessing the threat of a long-ranch attack was a moot point. As the Schloss Adler resort came into view, he could see what the topography in using Google Earth as part of his reconnaissance had failed to confirm clearly. The resort itself – the main building and front entrance – was at a far greater height than the surrounding hills. The Castle of Eagles, as it translated to, was truly that. King could already see that the hill had been built upon a huge man-made plinth, and then he remembered reading that the ski slopes that gave the resort its gentle slopes ideal for beginners and the elderly had been cut from the hillside and used in the hotel’s construction. After another three hundred metres he knew that a long-range shot would be out of the question. No marksman could out-shoot physics. The arc of a bullet’s flight, the drop as it lost both speed and energy, could not counter a steep incline, and nor could line of sight be altered. Natasha would not be able to see Milosevic, let alone drop a bullet onto him. But he knew that the female assassin was cunning, and when she had covered Reno when the team had tried to arrest him, she had provided her mentor cover with a small calibre rifle at no more than fifty metres. Big Dave had sustained an injury, as had one of MI5’s security officers. Another man had not been so lucky. If Natasha could infiltrate the site and secrete herself into nearby cover, then with a silenced .22 rifle she could take out Milosevic and his security detail like the proverbial fish in a barrel.

      King approached the security cordon that had been put in place. Highly vetted private contractors from a Swiss security firm stood by a series of staggered concrete barriers in the road. One of the men stepped forward and waved King forward. He was wearing a dark grey suit and carried a Heckler & Koch UMP machine carbine with the strap wrapped over his neck and right shoulder. Two similarly dressed and equipped men stood behind him, one to each side. King wound down his window and held out the card that Ramsay had given him. The vehicle’s registration had been sent through to the conference security team, and the man approaching held his left ear, King was certain that he was being briefed by somebody behind a monitor in his right. King had noticed the cameras on the way in. Registration plates would be cross referenced with the list of approved vehicles. King was now on Simon Mereweather’s security detail and had full access to all areas. Mereweather was yet to check in, which gave King the cover of performing a thorough threat assessment as part of his SAP, or Security Advance Party. Not that he would do this with Mereweather in mind – his own bodyguards would do this – but he could look at choke points, open spaces, adverse cover and routes of escape. Whatever transpired here, Natasha Kolenko would not assassinate Vitali Milosevic.
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      King parked the BMW in the designated car park and switched off the engine. He listened with the window open. The hills were quiet, and the air was fresh, even though it had been uncomfortably warm in Basel before he had left. He put on the lanyard with his credentials and got out of the car. He tucked the Sig Sauer pistol into his waistband and covered it with his lightweight Henri Lloyd jacket.

      “He said I would recognise you by your appearance, and that if you turn up without a suit tomorrow, then you won’t have access,” a large man said with a smile as he approached. He was a large rugby player type with a broken nose and a Marks & Spencer suit. “Jon Baker. Head of Simon Mereweather’s security detail.”

      King recognised the man. He had checked up on the man before and knew him to be an ex-police officer of twenty years’ experience who had served with armed response and diplomatic protection. Baker now escorted assets, babysat defectors and provided Mereweather with protection when necessary. King could already tell by the bulge under his jacket that Baker was armed, most likely with a Smith & Wesson Sigma or a Glock 19 – the two handguns favoured by diplomatic protection.

      “Of course,” replied King. “I already have it picked out.”

      “Good.” Baker paused. “I will escort you and between us if there’s a weakness in the security, we’ll find it.”

      King shrugged. “I don’t need to see much to know it’s riddled with open spaces, choke points and close-proximity cover. There’s no fence, either.”

      “Well, it’s not Stalag Thirteen,” Baker replied. “The resort is open to schools and people in search of well-being for half the year. There are a lot of security personnel patrolling the perimeter and grounds. And as you can see, they are all well-armed. This woman you’re after…” Baker ventured when the two other men were out of earshot. “Is she the bitch that killed Carter and wounded Jackson?”

      King saw the event unfold in his mind. The sniper in the window, Reno running, Big Dave going down alongside the two security officers from MI5. “Yes,” he replied.

      Baker nodded. “Well, if she poses a threat to life, I’ll take her down,” he said emphatically. “I know the boss has plans to take her alive. That’s why you lot are here.”

      “Us lot?”

      “Yeah, the untouchables…”

      “Untouchables?” King laughed. “Is that what people call us?”

      “Canteen gossip.” Baker paused. “The big black guy that eats a lot, the Indian bloke…”

      “Pakistani,” King corrected him. “And he’s as British as you and me…”

      Baker nodded dubiously. “Sure… and then there’s Ramsay, but everybody knows him. Like Mr Bean crossed with Hugh Bonneville,” he laughed. “And as for the feisty blonde…”

      King regarded Baker closely. He doubted whether another living soul knew that Ramsay had once killed a man with a pen. There was no telling what a person could do when they were all out of options and the spectre of death was looming down on them. King found Ramsay hugely irritating at times, but he wasn’t about to have another man make fun of him. At the end of the day, they were a team. “I’d rather have one Ramsay on my team than a dozen men like you,” King said coldly. He was staring into the man’s eyes, and he could already tell Baker was unnerved. King’s eyes were as immovable as a wolf’s, and as cold and blue as glacier water. “And IQ is everything in this game. That’s why muscle-bound bullet catchers like you gossip in work canteens, and people like Dave Lomu, Rashid and Neil Ramsay are at the top of their game and trusted with matters of the highest secrecy and sensitivity. And as for the feisty blonde, I’d wager she could kill you with her bare hands before you could tap out on her.” King continued his stare and the man looked away, red-faced. “Now, show me what you’ve found on your security sweep and let’s see how good you really are…”
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      Caroline had found an outdoor pursuits store and was now dressed in khaki combat trousers and an olive vest top. She wore Timberland desert boots and had scraped her hair back into a ponytail and topped it off with a khaki baseball cap. The trousers had multiple pockets and she had stashed the tiny Beretta .25 pistol and its spare magazine, along with the flick knife she had bought in France and the phone that King had left at reception for her. She had left the Sig SG-550 assault rifle that King had given to her in the boot of the car along with the three spare magazines. Her intention was to do a reconnaissance of the grounds and stomping through the forests and meadows with an assault rifle would only cause unwanted attention. The Swiss were big on hunting, but unlike America, not with assault rifles or similar variants. They were a strictly bolt-action, wooden stock people. Traditionalists. But Caroline had thought that walking and ornithology could work as a cover if confronted, and she had packed some food and water in a small day sack and hung a powerful pair of compact Swarovski binoculars around her neck.

      Taking one of the numerous logging tracks, Caroline parked her vehicle half a mile away from the road and used her phone to take a compass bearing. She headed northwest, the grass and wild meadow flowers smelling scented and sweet, butterflies fluttering across her path and birds singing in the trees. She stopped and studied the treeline with her binoculars. It was better to start your cover early in case people spotted her, than to rely on it later. She saw finches and doves, crested warblers and starlings, although she had no idea what they were. She had also packed a small copy of a book on birds of Europe, and she had taken the precaution of dog-earing the pages and scribbling some notes on some of the chapter headings. It was only a small detail, but they were usually the best.

      The walk up the incline to the Schloss Adler resort was steep and she kept to the treeline and edges of the meadows, and she periodically looked through the binoculars, taking in the hills and valley. She could see movement directly ahead of her, and she stepped into the pine forest and continued uphill. Her progress was slower, but just a few trees inside the treeline, she knew she would be invisible to the naked eye. She paused at a fallen tree and laid down beside it, using it for cover as she rested the binoculars on the trunk and studied the road and entrance to the Schloss Adler. She could already see that the road narrowed considerably once past the entrance, and she already knew from studying Google Earth that it simply became a logging track, that was joined and interspersed by others. If she could find a suitable route, then tomorrow she could attempt to drive on the logging tracks and park just past the resort yet get back onto the main road easily if she spotted Natasha Kolenko.

      After an hour of slow, but steady travel through the woods, she reached the road and worked her way parallel to it until the road tapered into track. As she climbed the steep, grassy slope, she crossed the rutted surface and stepped into the forest on the other side. She paused and listened to the sounds around her. Birdsong was usually a good signal that nobody was in the area, but only until you disturbed it yourself. The chirping and whistling dwindled, and she supposed it was because she had now been noticed. She studied the ground, then the trunks, and finally the canopy of the trees. There was no sign of motion sensors and no sign of cameras. She made her way towards the hotel, stopping every twenty metres or so to check her surroundings once again. On her third pause, she noticed movement and she eased slowly up against a tree and stood stock-still. Movement was everything. People saw things in their peripheral vision that they would seldom have noticed if they had stared in the same direction. Ahead of her, two men stepped clearly into view. Both were wearing tactical gear consisting of grey combat trousers, boots, grey polo shirts and body armour in the form of Kevlar vests. Both men were armed with Heckler & Koch UMP carbines and automatic pistols in Kydex holsters. They also carried a range of tools and gadgets in utility belts that Batman would have been jealous of. Torches, retractable batons, folding knives, CS gas cannisters and medical trauma packs, as well as spare magazines for both weapons in canvas pouches. She had researched the private security company – Intel Solutions – and discovered that they were accredited to work with several governments and because of Switzerland’s neutrality, were the first choice for conferences and events throughout the world that heralded sensitivity where there could be a perceived bias. The company employed ex-military personnel from around the world, most of whom had special forces experience.

      Caroline watched the two men as they scanned the forest. They did so professionally, and as she watched, she dared not move a muscle, even when they walked slowly out of view. She remained where she was, and looked further down the treeline, where after a few minutes, one of the men stepped out, having doubled back. He walked just metres away from her, and re-joined his colleague, who appeared out of the dense forest back where they had started. Both men appeared to be walking in a pre-set pattern a bit like a figure of 8. She had not come across the tactic before, but as she watched them walk away, she walked steadily across the forest and found a good LUP, or lying up point, and she rested prone on the ground. After a few minutes, the two men appeared a hundred metres away from her, just about visible through the trees. Another few minutes, and the two men repeated their loop. Caroline waited for them to disappear, and she walked straight on, confident that she would avoid these two men, but mindful that there would be more than one roving patrol in the grounds.

      Predictably, the security presence grew tighter the closer she got to the Schloss Adler resort. Still, she could not see any signs of trembler devices – the forests were teaming with birds, deer and small mammals so it was likely deemed a wasted exercise – but she could see as she neared the hotel that there was CCTV cameras fixed high above the ground on the walls, as well as on poles covering the driveway and carparks. She remained in the treeline, her binoculars to her eyes as she surveyed the area with great meticulousness. She had seen King arrive, her heart racing a little as it always did, and she watched him talking to a large man in a suit. Their conversation did not last long, and King went off with the hulking rugby player following him dutifully. As she watched over the next two hours, she recognised the French and German contingent, and Simon Mereweather and Ramsay arrived, with two bodyguards in tow. They were met by King and the large man. King and Simon Mereweather veered away for what looked like a walk ‘n talk, with two bodyguards following a dozen paces behind. Finally, Vitali Milosevic and his Spetsnaz bodyguards arrived. Bullet catchers every single one of them. Well, she hoped they would not be tomorrow when the conference started. She hoped she would stop Natasha Kolenko before she had the chance to hurt anyone.
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      She had seen all she could. Inside the Schloss Adler the delegates would be taking lunch soon. Having seen the schedule, the menus and serving times for drinks, afternoon tea, pre-dinner drinks et-al, Caroline wasn’t sure that there would be any time left for discussing security, let alone posing questions to the Russian intelligence chief.

      Caroline had encountered another two roving patrols, both taking a different method of covering the ground as thoroughly, yet discreetly as they could. Entering the grounds again would have its risks, as her reconnaissance by no means guaranteed an easy infiltration. However, she knew that there were patrols operating, and she knew that the men were heavily armed and well-equipped. There could be no room for mistakes.

      She had found the logging track that she would use tomorrow, a rutted and narrow cut through meadow and forest that was presently dry, and if it stayed that way and she took it at a slow and steady pace, she was confident the nimble front-wheel-drive Ford Focus could tackle it. She was back in the cover of the trees below the hill on which the Schloss Adler sat so prominently. Putting her binoculars back to her eyes and taking in her surroundings to maintain her cover, she drifted them across the hill and the road and watched the security cordon. She had not been able to see it until she was back down the hill. A series of concrete barriers that had been staggered to make access for vehicles difficult and avoid driving for the gates at high speed. She counted four guards, although these wore suits and ties and carried carbines over their shoulders on rifle slings. These were ‘front of house’ security guards. Discreet, yet present.

      “The swifts are prevalent at this time of year. They fly back down to Africa in another month or so…”

      Caroline almost dropped the binoculars, her heart racing at the familiar voice directly behind her. “Bloody hell, Alex, you scared the hell out of me!”

      King stepped closer, although she was still unsure how he had got so close to her without making a sound. He hugged her and she responded warmly. “Nice cover, by the way.”

      “When did you spot me?” she asked, disgruntled that she should have been seen so easily. “If you did, then they could have, too.”

      King shrugged. He wasn’t going to be arrogant about his skills, but he had known where to look. “You weren’t easy to spot,” he told her. “Anyway, what did you learn?”

      “I can see that Natasha could get into the grounds, but I’m not sure she would be able to get inside the hotel.”

      “I agree. The meetings start this afternoon. It’s a closed shop. The delegates will attend a drinks party, and then a formal dinner tonight. They meet again officially in the morning. But you know how it is, people like Ramsay are meeting the entire time to thrash out deals and concessions. These people will work all night and do the brunt of the work.” King paused. “There is a lunch planned, then another meeting and at four PM, sixteen-hundred, the Swiss Foreign Secretary will make his keynote speech. Official shots will be made on the main steps. After that, then it’s back inside and the delegates leave. Some will stay until the following morning because of flights. Vitali Milosevic is scheduled to leave for his Moscow flight tomorrow evening.”

      “It’s embus and debus, then.”

      King nodded. “That’s the scenario bodyguards practise most for.”

      “The Russians will know that. His bodyguards are all former Spetsnaz soldiers. I can’t imagine they will drop their guard getting him into or out of a vehicle.”

      “Well, we know she’s good,” replied King. “We didn’t see her until it was too late when we went to apprehend Reno.”

      “The steps, then,” Caroline said decisively.

      “That’s the way I see it.”

      “We can contain that,” she said, then added, “Well, you can in your new role as Mereweather’s bodyguard.”

      “It’ll be a right mess if she attempts something,” King replied. “Eight nations represented, each with a protection detail, plus the Swiss private security guards and background police presence.” He paused. “But I doubt she’ll ever get close enough.”

      “Mereweather wants her stopped, but also for the Russian FSB chief to witness it.” Caroline shrugged. “It’s a dangerous game to play, that’s for sure.”
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      In the spirit of transparency each country represented by its intelligence or security service had a designated press team in the form of either newspaper or television media, that had agreed only to report on the conference after the Swiss Confederation foreign minister’s keynote speech. Only once the delegates had left the conference, would the press publish or air their reports, and even then, many meetings and presentations had not allowed media access. This meant that the resort could host the conference with minimum disruption and the hordes of associated and individual media championing freedom of speech could be kept at bay. The press still had access, albeit with the limited access of embedded reporters, and security was maintained by anonymity. Each country in attendance knew which members of the press had been granted passes, and Natasha Kolenko’s contact had not let her down.

      Natasha wiped the tine of the awl on one of the hotel’s handtowels. Lissette Duval was a reporter with France 24 and she had just died because she had been the only member of the media that Natasha Kolenko could impersonate. She was waif-thin and had a head of thick, black hair which she somewhat annoyingly refused to tame in her outside reports. A plain-looking woman of twenty-eight years of age, she was unmarried and had only risen to national news coverage six months previously. Natasha studied her features. Pale, a little angular. If she scrubbed her face and used no makeup, with the wig she had purchased she could just about pull it off.

      “What do we do with the body?” Draco Sviropel asked, staring at the woman’s lifeless eyes and the trickle of blood from her temple.

      She looked at Ivan and said, “The Ferret can do it.”

      Ivan looked up at her. “I don’t know how I will get her out of the hotel…”

      “Then work something out,” she replied. “And her cameraman will need moving, too.” She paused, reflectively. That would be trickier for him. The cameraman had put up a valiant fight and had not died easily. “There are only two passes. Draco will pass as her cameraman. You will stay and clean up. Find a laundry trolley. Use the utility elevator.” She shrugged. “Just use your imagination!”

      Ivan ‘The Ferret’ nodded. “And then what?”

      “Take the BMW up to the Schloss Adler. And don’t park in sight of the security. Wait there until you are needed. You may need to help us escape, or you may be needed for a diversion or to block any pursuers. I will call you with instructions.”

      The Ferret nodded. He took a key card and slipped the Do Not Disturb sign on the outside door handle as he skulked out. Sviropel watched the man leave with a hint of envy. He wished it were he who was left cleaning up the mess. Natasha Kolenko unnerved him, and now that he was impersonating Duval’s cameraman, he would be in the thick of whatever the unpredictable woman did next.
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      Natasha handed the guard the invitation extended to France 24, along with Lissette Duval’s laminated press pass. She had spent time getting the wig right and used only some black eyeliner to highlight the French journalist’s piercing blue eyes which Natasha had achieved using non-prescription coloured contact lenses that she had bought in a fashion and beauty accessories chain store. The result was an uncanny likeness. More than could be said for Sviropel, who was larger than Duval’s cameraman and clean-shaven as opposed to the full beard the man had sported. The two now only hoped that the ‘removal’ of the beard would take the guard’s eyes off the rest of the man’s differences. Natasha spoke quickly in French. Her parents may have been Russian, but Natasha had been born in Paris and remained there until she was fourteen. Even then, she had been sent to a Swiss international school and she knew enough about the Swiss French, Romansh and Swiss German languages to avoid the pitfalls of falling into either by way of words or dialect. She kept her accent pure Parisian and spoke quickly to the guard as he scrutinised the paperwork.

      The guard looked past her at Sviropel, who nodded and smiled back. The facial difference was so stark without the beard in the photo that the guard hesitated, scrutinising the photo and comparing it several times.

      “Problem?” Natasha asked sharply in French.

      The guard looked at Sviropel, then back at his photo, then back at Natasha. “No,” he eventually replied in French, but with a heavy Swiss Germanic accent. “Please go through.”

      “Shit…” Sviropel said when they were clear. He was perspiring at his brow and had paled significantly.

      “The change was so great without the beard that it took his eyes off the rest of your features.” She paused as she followed the road round to the barrier and the suited and less military-looking security guards inside the cordon. “Now relax and get your head in the game. Your job is to shadow me with the camera.”

      They were ordered out of the vehicle at the next checkpoint and searched quickly yet thoroughly with a pat-down. A female security guard searched Natasha so when it came to the cup of the crotch to end the search, no protocols or sensitivities were ignored.

      Two guards searched their vehicle. France 24 had provided its own sign-written Hyundai van in blue and white station livery and logo. In the rear of the van was various equipment including electrical leads, cameras, stacked aluminium cases and editing equipment. There were several fixed screens and keyboards, and on top of the roof was a satellite dish and antennae. Natasha gave the security team a hard time as they searched through the van. She was just the right side of polite, but she mimicked the television journalist’s forthright attitude with uncanny proficiency. The security team passed them as ‘clear’ and they were told to get back in the vehicle and directed towards the press carpark and told to wait until someone came to get them. Natasha found it difficult to suppress a smile. She had felt such a rush impersonating the French journalist and knowing that she had ended the woman’s life only a few hours earlier. The feeling was almost akin to sexual arousal. She had experienced the feeling before, usually when she had performed a difficult killing, or one that would puzzle the investigators. The last time she had felt so moved, it had been when she had drowned King’s two nephews in a bathtub. She knew that act alone had cut King to the quick and motivated him to hunt both her and Reno mercilessly. But that had been the motivation behind the kill. Reno had felt sure they could rattle King into making a mistake, which they would take advantage of. Only now, Reno was dead, and King was still hunting her.

      “What if there are metal detectors?” Sviropel asked.

      “They used wands over the equipment, over both of us for that matter. Relax, we’re in.”

      Sviropel glanced over his shoulder at the camera in its charging cradle. He had earlier hollowed out most of the workings but had managed to leave the batteries and digital display in place, before slipping the silenced 10mm Glock inside. The pistol was tremendously powerful, and the suppressor would work twofold: firstly, it would dissipate the noise level, allowing for follow-up shots before people worked out what was happening, and secondly, the suppressor acted as a counterweight that negated muzzle rise allowing for successive shots with little recoil to effect aim. “What if they check the camera?” he asked tentatively.

      “They won’t.”

      “But what if they do?”

      “Deal with it,” she replied acidly. She looked up as a woman carrying a tablet and mobile phone approached, accompanied by a man who could only have been security, dressed in a black suit and tie with an impeccably white shirt. Natasha could see that he was armed with a pistol on a belt holster, which made on ominous bulge under his jacket. Natasha wound down her window and smiled warmly.

      “Good morning,” the woman greeted her more efficiently than warmly in English. “I’m Harriet Shaw, public relations with the Schloss Adler Resort. I’m so pleased to meet you, I’m a huge fan…”

      Natasha smiled, her heart racing. She replied in English, her accent heavily laced in Parisian. “The pleasure’s mine. The station heads back at France Twenty-Four are delighted, as am I, to have been extended the opportunity to cover the conference.” She watched Harriet’s expression, and just hoping the woman hadn’t seen through her disguise. The woman did not seem suspicious, but Natasha had heard that when people met celebrities or public figures the experience was a little surreal. What was recognisable on the screen was not necessarily so familiar face to face.

      Harriet Shaw smiled as she tapped onto the screen of the tablet and studied the schedule. “This is Jon. He’ll be assigned to you as a guide and to ensure you maintain security protocols at all times.”

      Natasha smiled. She knew that ‘Jon’ was an armed security guard, and likely placed with them for conference security rather than to be a helpful guide for the day. She would have to keep her eyes on him, especially when it came down to the hit. Jon was going to be a barrier between the target and herself. She glanced at Sviropel, who seemed nervous and troubled by the addition of a minder. She just hoped that Bostitch’s man could hold it together.

      They followed Harriet Shaw and their minder, Jon up the steps towards the hotel entrance. Natasha paused halfway up the steps and took in the view. There was a hundred metres of driveway and two security cordons between the hotel and the road. She could see the hillside over a thousand metres across the valley and was glad she had discounted a long-distance rifle shot. She could see a shimmy of heat haze and knew that the thermal lift would make a shot exceedingly challenging. Somewhere out there on the road The Ferret was waiting in a BMW X5 to provide her with an escape or block pursuing vehicles. He had purchased two AK-47 assault rifles from an underworld contact and would provide covering fire for her to make her escape. That is, if she even got that far.

      She started back up the steps, aware that both Harriet and Jon were waiting impatiently. Once inside the hotel, Harriet bid them both goodbye and they followed Jon to a holding area for the world’s press. Their minder filed off and joined other security personnel who had gathered around a coffee table with flasks and cups. They were alone, just the two of them, and suddenly, impersonating a rising star in French television news took on another dimension, as she looked around the large function room full of chattering journalists and hotel staff bustling to and from a service area with pots of coffee and trays of cups and plates. There were pastries and croissants and fruit laid out for them to help themselves to, and journalists crowded round in small, intimate groups. Natasha could hardly breathe; such was her anxiety.

      By contrast, Sviropel had relaxed and was asking a waitress for two coffees. He turned to her with a faint smile. “Talk to me,” he said. “Don’t acknowledge anyone.” He took two coffees off the tray the waitress held out for him and handed one to Natasha. “Here, take this.” He sipped his coffee and said, “You look just like her. You can do this. Lose yourself in your cell phone. It’s natural that you would be checking sources and news alerts. Perhaps fake a cold and use a tissue a lot to cover your face. People will be less inclined to come over and make conversation if you are blowing your nose or sneezing.”

      Natasha smiled at him, grateful for the encouragement. Sviropel had never seen warmth or humour in the young woman, but he saw something more than just the cold killer he had been ordered to work with. She nodded, took out a handkerchief and held it to her mouth and nose as she started to cough. She sipped her coffee and then sneezed into the handkerchief.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the press…” Harriet Shaw was back and standing in the open dividing door to another conference room. “If you will please follow me, you will be shown to your spots and the crews will be able to set up. The first talk will take place in one hour, and if you are not set up in time, then you will unfortunately not be allowed to attend and will have to wait until the next rotation. The first talk will be given by Herman Schultz of the FBI and is scheduled to last for forty minutes. The next talk thereafter will take place after a ten-minute beverage break.”

      They followed Harriet Shaw and members of the associated press into the room and surveyed the scene. There were two exits, both with a security guard standing beside the door. Four pairs of glazed French doors looked out onto the Nationalpark Scwarzwald beyond. Hundreds of square miles of pine forest pierced by grassy hills that rose like islands in a sea of green. Natasha weighed an escape in that direction as zero. With a helicopter searching with thermal imaging equipment, she would barely make it three miles through such terrain. Besides, there were four armed guards patrolling the garden terrace. Any attempt to kill her target in this room would be suicide.

      Scruffy-looking camera and soundmen started to leave the room, the smartly dressed journalists still talking to one another, or scrolling the news alerts on their phones. Some did both. Sviropel left the room as well. Natasha prayed that the camera would hold up to scrutiny.

      “I have not seen you in a while…”

      Natasha froze at the voice behind her. She fiddled with her tissue and coughed as she turned around and faced a man in his mid-twenties. He was handsome. Blond, tall and slender. She recognised him as the defence editor for the BBC. “Too long,” she replied. “You must forgive me, but I have a terrible cold. Typical,” she shrugged. Her insides were churning, and her heart was racing. How did Duval know this man? Professionally, a regular face at junkets such as this? Or had they been lovers? She simply had no way of knowing.

      “You never called…”

      There it was. She shrugged again. “You know how it is…”

      “Right.”

      “It’s complicated,” she replied, her voice a little shaky, but hopefully he would put it down to the cold.

      “The on-off thing is back on?”

      “Yes.”

      The man shrugged. “Those are the breaks, I guess. Still, if you’re around tonight I’m staying at the Airport Hotel Basel. You know what tight arses the BBC are, right? Cheapest place in Basel.” He laughed. “Anyway, if you change your mind, what happens in Basel stays in Basel...” He winked and was on his phone stalking towards the older, but not unattractive female defence correspondent with CNN.

      Natasha breathed out heavily, not quite believing that she was here. But money, protection and anonymity were too great a reward to turn down. She looked up as Sviropel walked back in carrying the camera with its stalk microphone and an aluminium case. Natasha watched as journalists started attaching mics and their crews set about setting up their equipment. It was going to be a watch and learn experience for them both. She followed a female journalist’s lead, as her cameraman helped clip a powerpack and microphone to the back of her skirt and she worked the wires underneath. She copied the woman, telling Sviropel to get on board and watch what the cameraman was doing. Sviropel did as he was ordered, and Natasha stared into space as the Russian started attaching the pack to the back of her trousers, but the space was suddenly filled with a figure and her heart leapt in realisation. Standing in front of her in a dark grey suit, broad-shouldered and trim-waisted, Alex King turned and surveyed the scene. He was accompanied by a black man standing six-four and over eighteen stone. A back row rugby player or American line-backer. She did not know the man’s name, but she had once seen him through the sights of a rifle and had he not moved the moment she had squeezed the trigger, then she would have killed him there and then with a head shot. Another man followed them. He was similar in stature to the black man but had a face that had taken a few beatings over the years. His fair, receding hair was cropped short. He was less agile than the other two men, and she imagined he was a career bodyguard. What she deemed a bullet-catcher. A man who moved little in his daily duties and had allowed his fitness level to slip. She knew that both King and the black giant were soldiers first and foremost.

      Natasha looked away slowly. No sudden movements. She could not afford to look King in the eye. She knew that the dark wig and contact lenses changed her appearance entirely, but she could not take any chances. What the hell was the man doing here? Were they onto her? Did they know that she was here? They couldn’t possibly. Had they intercepted Bostitch? Did they know for sure that she had been contracted to kill, or were they simply covering the bases? Never mind. She would still have the last laugh. Of that, she was certain.
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      King surveyed the room. He was accompanied by Big Dave and John Baker, Mereweather’s head of security. The room was full of journalists, their soundmen, cameramen and directors traipsing in with equipment in aluminium cases. It was a busy time, and they all knew that if they missed the start of the first talk with the head of the FBI, then they would not be allowed in until the beverage break afterwards and the start of the next talk.

      “All of the exits are covered,” said Big Dave. “The Swiss contractors have the outside sewn-up as well. Four armed men. Nobody would try a hit inside this room.”

      “That depends upon the motivation,” Baker replied. “Suicide bombers don’t have a problem with it. In fact, if an assassin is willing to sacrifice themselves to kill someone, then the role of a bodyguard is irrelevant.”

      “But we know the identity of the assassin. And Natasha Kolenko isn’t the type to make a move without an escape route.” King paused, studying the French windows and the security team outside. “No, it will come down to the scheduled photograph on the steps or getting into or out of the vehicle.”

      “That would be my bet,” Big Dave agreed. “And as well as the Swiss guys, each delegate will have his personal bodyguard with them. That’s you, I take it?” he asked, looking at John Baker.

      “That’s right.”

      “What’s your, if the shit hits the fan protocol?” asked King.

      “I get Simon Mereweather out. There will be two more BGs in the hallway outside. From there we take the back exit, near the kitchens, where two Range Rovers are parked. A driver, myself and the principal up front, a driver and two close protection officers bringing up the rear.” He paused. “Standard operating procedure. If we are hit from the front, then the rear vehicle overtakes and acts as cover. In that formation, they protect us from the rear as well.”

      King nodded. He knew how close protection teams worked. He had been trained to get through security to reach the target. He looked up and surveyed the room. The journalists were either networking or checking their equipment or phones. A slim woman with dark hair was coughing into a handkerchief, an over-confident man he recognised from the BBC was clearly flirting with an older woman from CNN and he recognised a slim, blonde young woman from Sky News reading from her notes near the French windows. He had watched her battlefield reports from Ukraine, and she had certainly been in the thick of it. Or as much as some journalists would have viewers believe. King thought she looked equally at home in an expensive dress and gossamer-thin Kashmir cardigan as she had in the field. The woman with dark hair coughed again, her back to him as her sound system was rigged up by her cameraman. He wondered whether they would be able to rig the microphone so as not to pick up her coughing or blowing her nose. He supposed she had insisted on battling through illness for what he imagined to be a career coup, and it would have been highly unlikely that the news station had been able to get a replacement vetted and on scene in time.

      “We’re done in here,” said King. “Let’s look at the grounds around the steps. The posed photograph worries me.”

      “Too far for a sniper, and not the right angle,” said Baker.

      “I know someone who could do it,” King replied tersely. “And he’s out there somewhere, searching to see if Natasha Kolenko fancies her chances.”
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      Rashid used the powerful binoculars to survey the area from his LUP or laying-up-point. He was nestled between two fallen pines on the high ground with approximately one-hundred-and-forty-degree width of field vision. The powerful Zeiss binoculars allowed him to survey the ground before him with immense clarity, but after spending two hours in his hide, he could see no sign of Natasha Kolenko. There was nowhere else practical enough from which to survey the front of the Schloss Adler Hotel and having already reconnoitred the rear of the hotel with its elevated position over the national park, he had quickly discounted it from attack. Miles of endless forest with the only high points simply too far away for a practical rifle shot. And to what? The official photograph had been planned for the front steps of the grand hotel, and even the conference room looked out to the south and the valley of thick forest, and the snow-capped Alps in the distance.

      Beside him rested the Sako TRG-42 with its 5-25x56 Schmitt & Bender scope. He had earlier zeroed the sights at two-hundred, six-hundred and one-thousand metres. He could make the necessary adjustments to fire the weapon at less than one-hundred metres and out to fifteen hundred with little effect in accuracy. The weapon was currently set-up for six-hundred metres, which was the general distance to the treeline he now surveyed. If Natasha was going to take a shot, then she could only do so a few metres inside the treeline, and Rashid’s eyes had grown so used to the forest that he could now spot the occasional deer grazing on moss around the tree stumps and rabbits edging out into the meadows for grass and using the cover of the trees for protection from hawks and eagles. Seeing animals act so freely was a sign that nobody was near enough to pose a threat, although Rashid always remembered the story of how a British sniper once spotted and killed a Turkish sniper at Gallipoli, simply because a bird perched on the man’s rifle barrel in the long grass. The British sniper noticed the bird suspended above the ground in an unnatural manner, took his chance and fired, killing the Turk. The story was used in sniper schools as a training tool, not only for how well the Turk was concealed, but for spotting unnatural behaviour in nature. Rashid looked for the clues through the binoculars. He looked for disturbed ground, variations in both shade and colour, shine, shadow and shape.

      The distance was simply too great. Rashid was on a spit of rock high above the road and adjacent to the forest on the other side of the valley, but from that direction, to hit someone on the steps of the Schloss Adler it would be nudging eighteen hundred metres. If a sniper attempted to get closer, then they would lose their elevation, and thus the angle would be too acute for line of sight. For a rifle shot to be made, it was on that treeline or not at all.

      It was a bust. He was wasting time here. He slid slowly backwards and out of view. Exfil from an observation post was something to carefully observe. Just because you failed to spot the enemy, it didn’t mean that they were not there. He had been taught to exfil invisibly, and never to turn his back on the area he had been surveying. Once he was down from the high ground, Rashid packed away the rifle. No good could be done here, and if he ventured over to the treeline to look for Natasha, then he was out of the game if she struck from somewhere else. No, he had spotted a good vantage point on the drive up. If he could position himself there, then he could cut off the assassin’s escape. It was down to King and the others to stop her now.
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      Caroline had taken the same route through the grounds as the day before. She had driven in via the logging track, parked below the road and seen just two patrols in the forest. Unlike yesterday, she carried the Sig SG-550 rifle and two spare magazines in her cargoes. The tiny .25 Beretta nestled snugly in her pocket, and she wore the pair of compact binoculars around her neck on a lanyard. She moved stealthily, and once she had worked her way through the belt of forest and could see the entrance of the hotel, she chose to climb a tree rather than find a lying up place that could be easily compromised by a roving patrol. Even the most highly trained soldier often forgot to look up.

      The bark of the pine tree was sharp but provided her with a wealth of hand holds and traction for her feet. She climbed twenty feet before reaching the first boughs, but once she had, progress was swift and she found a branch that she could lie on, tucking her feet around the trunk to steady herself. The rifle, which had hung loose on its shoulder sling during the climb, was now resting along the branch and she used the binoculars to survey the front of the building. She was only one-hundred metres from the steps and as a man stepped outside, then made way for two more before standing beside the entrance. She aimed at one of the men through the open sights of the rifle and was satisfied that she had both a clear line of sight and was able to aim clearly at the man’s torso. She could not make out their features from this range, but she would only be going for a torso shot in any event. As she rested the rifle back on the wide branch and settled in for a long wait, she reflected that she had the patience and stamina to be there for as long as it took. There was something comforting about knowing she had the element of surprise, that she had the upper hand, and more than that, she could feel it all coming to a close.
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      “Anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “This isn’t good, King,” Mereweather said curtly.

      King shrugged. “You’re the one who wanted to play games,” he replied coldly. “If we focused on hunting Natasha Kolenko then we may already have got the job done. But you want to pay it forward to the FSB, get Milosevic on the favour mill.”

      “It’s how the game is played.”

      King shook his head. “It’s how people like you play the game.” He paused, wondering what chance the man ever had with a man like Sir Galahad as his father. Simon ‘Segwarides’ Mereweather never stood a chance. Private boarding schools, private clubs, the family’s choice of university, the diplomatic service – all a given, and nothing left to chance. “But here’s the news… Russia are always four moves ahead in matters like this. They’re a nation of chess masters, for Christ’s sake…”

      “We tend to hold our own, King…” Mereweather said tersely. “You’ll notice we haven’t done too badly keeping the Russians at bay over the years.” He looked out over the grounds from where they both stood on the top step in front of the main entrance. “Have the guards been pulled back?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, Natasha can get to where she needs to be?”

      “Regrettably.”

      “Come on, King. You’re not adverse to taking risks.”

      “If Natasha kills Milosevic and the Russians find out that we knew that there was going to be an assassination attempt, then we’ll have truly stirred the hornet’s nest. Forget about paying it forward, we’ll never get ahead again.”

      “Then see that she doesn’t succeed…”

      King watched the man walk back inside, shadowed by Baker who had remained out of earshot. He studied the treeline. If all had gone to plan, then Caroline would be out there somewhere.
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      There had been three speeches and a question-and-answer session before lunch, which had been a luxurious affair in the dining room overlooking the splendour of the national park. Four courses of typically Swiss fayre prepared by the hotel’s chefs but over-seen by a Michelin starred chef with pretensions of celebrity within the Swiss culinary scene. With the room secured the security details were no longer needed and filed off to an anteroom where they were served a less than luxurious selection of sandwiches and coffee. The members of the associated press were afforded a decent buffet in a second dining room. After the talks and Q&A filmed and recorded by the press, the luncheon with its complete anonymity was where the deals and agreements would get done. For reasons of international security, no media uplinks or reports of any kind were permitted until after the conference was over.

      King did not take lunch. He had gathered Mereweather’s security team along with Big Dave for a briefing. They stood in a small bar that was not in use for the conference, with the same view afforded to the delegates next door.

      “It’s a fucking mess,” Baker said gruffly. “With every minute that ticks by, we’re closer to imminent threat.”

      “Or not,” replied King. “There hasn’t been a sighting of the suspect for three days. She may have cut her losses and quit. We just don’t know.”

      Baker shook his head. “This is madness. How can I keep my charge safe? In any other scenario, to know there is a threat, we’d simply change the arrangements.”

      “But it is Milosevic who is the target,” Ramsay said pointedly.

      “You’ve heard of collateral damage, right?” Baker shot back at him.

      “Of course,” Ramsay replied defensively.

      “Bullets go astray, bombs are indiscriminate. Poison is a whole other deal…”

      King nodded. The Swiss security had scrutinised the kitchen and ingredients, and two guards were shadowing the staff in the kitchen. “If she is going to make a play at Milosevic, then she will do so directly. She enjoys the hunt, the challenge.”

      “If she’s even still an active threat,” Baker said pointedly. “But I don’t understand why we just don’t take the Russians aside and tip them the wink. It’s down to them, and a whole load of pressure off us.”

      “But that’s not our orders,” Ramsay said firmly. “The director of the service has said how he wants the operation to be conducted, and that’s what we have to do. There is much at stake, and we inhabit unprecedented times. Creating favour with Russia’s intelligence chief will go some way towards mending relations that have been ruined by everything that has recently happened in Ukraine, and with the fuel and grain ransom that they have forced upon the rest of the world.”

      “It’s a crazy situation, but we have to be ready to move,” said King. “There are two more talks that the press will not be privy to.” He paused, looking at each man in turn. “And then there will be the official photo session on the steps. We all know the risks involved in embussing and debussing vehicles and Natasha Kolenko will, too. As much as assassins and terrorists have used the scenario to their advantage, it’s common knowledge and she’ll know that is when security will be at its most heightened and I doubt she will be willing to risk it.”

      “So, you’re saying it’s the steps or nothing at all?” Baker asked.

      King nodded. “That’s my gut feeling, yes.”

      “But where will she attack from?”

      “That’s the problem,” he replied. “But we need bodies placed back, waiting. If something starts to go down, then it’s an all-out rugby scrum to bring her down.” He paused. “Unless threat to life is imminent. And then she needs stopping by any means.”

      “King, that’s not the brief,” Ramsay interjected.

      “It may not be the brief, but it’s how we’ll play it,” King replied.
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      The sun was low, casting a golden hue across the hotel. The principles of basic outside photography always dictated that the sun was behind the camera, and in this respect the planned photo would not disappoint. The press was gathered at their mandated positions, agreed in advance with their networks. The Swiss security had filed back out of camera shot, and only one bodyguard per delegate was permitted inside the security cordon, where they stood back out of the way of the press.

      Mereweather caught King’s eye. Time was running out. Would it be a bust? Only time would tell, and there wasn’t much left of that. King, just outside the cordon, had checked in with Mereweather’s security detail through his throat mic. Each man wore a voice-activated throat mic and earpiece. They had all edged closer to the side of the steps where Milosevic stood beside the FBI director, for what was an unprecedented pose between the chiefs of two of the most formidable intelligence and law enforcement agencies of the World’s superpowers.

      King eyed the members of the press, then studied the treeline. He hoped that Caroline had made it into the grounds. He hadn’t been made aware of a security breach, and protocol dictated that the Swiss security shared information freely with the security details of the delegates. He could not see her, and nor would he have expected to. He just hoped that she had a clear arc of fire.

      The delegates mixed it up for the photographs and footage, but there was nothing spontaneous about it. Harriet Shaw had worked with each delegate and a programme of photo sequences had been designed accordingly. Of the countries involved, the intelligence and security chiefs wanted not only to be represented fairly of its own importance, but to align with allies and of course, show both solidarity standing firmly against Russian policy, while extending the olive branch to its, until now, long-absent neighbour. Milosevic recognised his importance more than most. This entire conference had been extended to Russia, because the world feared what its aging leader would do next. Milosevic knew that each intelligence or security chief wanted documentation of the event, and the part Russia played. He was acting like a billionaire tech CO, posing for the camera, looking as if he was humouring the other delegates, aware that he was the person to be with, the person the entire conference had focused on.

      King watched the charismatic intelligence chief, a small part of him wishing that Natasha Kolenko would succeed before he took her down. The man’s ego did not need inflating, and from what he had seen of it, Russia had been pandered to, rather than held to account for many things its intelligence services had done in recent years. But what did he know? He was just a foot soldier. He left the games to the people at the top of the tree.

      Mereweather had done his round of photographs and filming with other delegates and was now standing with the French DGSE director to the right of the main body of the delegation. He watched King and the rest of his security team, but they were all focused on Milosevic. Like the start of a sprint, each man waiting, almost at risk of a false start.

      King did not relax for a moment. There was nobody behind the press cordon, and nobody outside the security cordon. He turned his attention back to the members of the press. They were a mixed bunch. He recognised many from their news reports. The ITN, BBC and Sky News journalists were immediately recognisable, but he was not aware of many of the others, except for what he had read on the notes given to him by the head of the Swiss security company. They had all checked out, but the French 24 cameraman troubled him. He had shaved off his not inconsiderable beard and looked to have gained weight. Nothing wrong in that per se, but a man going into such a tight security situation would likely have updated his photograph. However, he had clearly satisfied the Swiss security and King’s security brief extended merely to Simon Mereweather and his security detail. But it wasn’t just the man’s appearance. He struggled at times with the camera, and twice he had handed it to the French reporter, who took it from him and filmed the delegates. She had handed the camera back both times and continued to take notes. King knew that some of the reporters had a director, too. He had figured that since the journalist and her cameraman operated without a director, then she had overall creative word on their production. Perhaps she just wanted to see the camera’s perspective. He watched again as she took the camera, then he glanced towards Milosevic, who was standing with the Canadian delegate. When he looked back at the France 24 journalist, there was something about her movement that struck him as familiar. Suddenly, the camera was falling to the ground, and she was aiming a silenced pistol. The muzzle flashed three times in quick succession. Then seven more times and as King drew his weapon, he was tackled by one of the Russian bodyguards. Another joined the fray, and as King smashed his elbow into the first man’s face, crushing his nose and smashing his front teeth, the second man caught hold of King’s wrist and smashed it on the ground to release the pistol from his clasp. The second bodyguard was snatched away, and King looked up to see Big Dave slinging the man through the air. Pandemonium had ensued, and King turned to see both Simon Mereweather and his bodyguard, Baker lying on the steps. Both men were covered in blood. The delegates scattering around him, pulled and pushed away by their bodyguards and members of the Swiss security. In the melee of sound and movement, King caught Dimitri Milosevic’s eye, the man standing unafraid and smiling wolfishly as he watched the scene. Ramsay cradled Mereweather’s head, as the MI5 director attempted to whisper something to his number two. King looked to Big Dave, but the man-mountain was already sprinting to the steps to aid Mereweather.

      A gun shot rang out at the treeline and King spun around to see the France 24 woman sprinting across the lawns. He looked back at the chaos, but there was no sign of the supposed France 24 cameraman. Ahead of him, the woman had lost the black wig, and a cascade of red hair fell down her back as she ran. King snatched up the pistol as two more gunshots rang out, both bullets blowing up turfs of grass and scattering earth around Natasha’s feet. With the Sig Sauer in his hand, King ran a few paces for a better aim, but it was already too late. Natasha was nowhere to be seen.
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      King hesitated as he looked back at Simon Mereweather. Ramsay and Big Dave were kneeling beside him and one of the Swiss security team had arrived with one of the large, yellow trauma bags that contained a defibrillator as well as a comprehensive first aid kit. Big Dave was tearing at the bag and barking at Ramsay to carry out his instructions. King saw a flash of black in his periphery and looked up to see Natasha behind the wheel of one of the conference Audi Q7 SUVs, tearing across the lawn for the resort entrance. Without hesitation he sprinted to the rear of the hotel, fumbling through his phone and selecting the number he had earlier entered. He could hear an exchange of gunfire, but he did not delay. Either the conference security team had got her, or they hadn’t. As he reached the rear of the hotel, he could hear the helicopter rotor blades reverberating off the hillside and steeper walls of the valley, and he looked up to see the tiny Robinson R44 helicopter banking hard and coming in fast. King sprinted for the flat lawn and by the time he got there, Flymo was hovering a foot above the grass.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline had seen everything from her vantage point, but she had not been able to get a shot off with the rifle until Natasha Kolenko had started to run across the lawn. Even in her state of blinkered revenge, there had simply been too many people in the way, not least Big Dave and Simon Mereweather, and King far to the right of the security cordon. And then she had realised that it had been Simon Mereweather and his bodyguard who had been shot, and not the director of the Russian FSB. She had gasped in both horror and surprise, but she had quickly turned her aim to the fleeing woman, realising too late that the woman under the brunette wig had been Natasha Kolenko. Only when the woman ripped the wig from her head and darted towards the carpark had it been clear that it was Kolenko, and like King, she had watched as her target had disappeared. She had seen the Audi SUV slew across the neatly manicured lawn and had assumed that it could only have been Natasha behind the wheel. She leapt down from the branch onto the carpet of pine needles, landing heavily, but breaking her fall somewhat with a paratrooper’s roll. She had dropped the rifle, and she snatched it up and sprinted for her vehicle, the assault rifle in one hand and her phone in the other.

      “Alex! Are you ok?”

      “Yes. Just catching a lift…”

      “It was Natasha! She was there all the time! She’s in a black Audi SUV!”

      “I’m on it! I’ll get her!”

      Caroline ended the call and stuffed the phone into her pocket. “Not if I get there first…” she said to herself as she reached the car and tossed the assault rifle onto the passenger seat.
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        * * *

      

      Newman cursed as he reached the car, favouring his leg, the stitches feeling as though they were about to burst from the exertion of running. He tossed the binoculars onto the rear seat where they bounced and clattered into the rear footwell, causing him to curse some more. White had already started the engine and was revving it in anticipation as he watched Newman sprinting towards him. They took off with a screech of front tyres and dust and debris thrown up against the underside of the vehicle.

      “It’s a cluster fuck!” Newman raged as he struggled to pull the seatbelt over himself and fasten it with the vehicle lurching rapidly. “She was there all along, posing as one of the reporters! I can’t believe they missed her!”

      “What happened?”

      “She shot the head of MI5!” Newman shook his head. “How the hell can we hope to snatch her now? The Brits will think it was part of our plan all along!”

      “So, what now?” White asked, weaving the hatchback through a series of tight turns. “What’s the play?”

      Newman checked the chamber of his pistol and craned his neck to see the road ahead as they left the series of hairpin bends behind for a long, straight stretch of wide road. “We stop her,” he said.

      “But your orders…”

      “Cancelled,” Newman replied. “The woman Lefkowitz wants as an asset just shot the director of the British Security Service. No good will come from any of this if we carry on regardless. We can’t, and shouldn’t offer Natasha Kolenko a deal, or protection.”

      White chuckled. “You’ll get a posting worse than me and Ramirez…”

      “I think my days at the CIA will soon be at an end,” Newman replied matter-of-factly.
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        * * *

      

      From his bird’s eye view, King could see Natasha in the large Audi, followed by Caroline in her hired Ford Focus. Behind Caroline, a silver BMW X5 pulled out of a logging track and followed. Something about the way it accelerated told King that the vehicle was part of the pursuit. The Audi had the power advantage on the straights but lost out to the hatchback on the bends. Caroline was a skilful driver, and the bends outnumbered the straights. Slowly but surely, Caroline was catching up. Behind Caroline, the BMW X5 gained steadily, its twin turbo-charged three litre engine unleashing its massive power in a linear delivery that constantly gained on Caroline in her Ford. Behind the BMW the Renault hatchback that King had put the tracking device on back in Basel, as it had waited near Marktpl was catching up with the rest of the race. The Americans were still in the game. All King knew was that if they were still after Natasha, then they would view Caroline as an obstacle. And King knew how Newman treated an obstacle. He just hoped he would take care of the BMW before it caught up with Caroline.

      King took out his phone, dialled and waited for his call to be answered. “Ramsay… sit-rep on Simon…” he shouted above the noise of the rotors directly above him.

      “Not good, King…” He paused, tension in his voice, the background sound of people working around him. “He’s lost a lot of blood…”

      “I’m in pursuit, have a visual on her.”

      “Don’t let her get away, King…”

      “No chance.”

      “Not good?” asked Flymo as King put his phone away.

      “Not good. Get ahead of her. Let’s give her something to think about…”

      Flymo nodded and the helicopter dropped lower, accelerating rapidly using both power and gravity to get ahead of the Audi. He flew past a few hundred metres, then lifted, banked hard to port and ended the manoeuvre in a hover with the portside nearest the road. King opened the door, pressed it steady with his left leg and aimed the Sig Sauer at the Audi as it raced towards them. Natasha braked heavily then realising she had nowhere to hide, she accelerated and ducked down across the passenger seat as King opened fire. The bullets grouped on the driver’s side of the windscreen, then shattered the driver’s window and punched cleanly into the rear passenger door as it sped past. King was already reloading when Flymo climbed and spun around, then accelerated after the Audi. Briefly, Caroline levelled with them, just feet from the starboard side of the helicopter. King glanced over, but she was staring straight ahead with alarming focus. Flymo put the helicopter into a steep climb, and she was gone. King held onto the door handle as the helicopter banked and went over the hill summit as the road wound around to the right. As they crested the hill and dropped back down, they had gained on Natasha once again and they could see quite clearly that the gap had closed, and that Caroline was now close enough to attempt a hard stop. King reached around his seat, struggling to move in the confined space. “Jesus Christ, couldn’t you get a smaller chopper?”

      Flymo shrugged. “It was short notice.”

      “But not a short budget.”

      “These aren’t easy things to hire you know. There isn’t a Hertz for helicopters.”

      King let it go as he stretched and retrieved the Sig SG-550 assault rifle that he had given to Flymo yesterday. The rifle would change the odds considerably. He would not miss Natasha Kolenko a second time.
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        * * *

      

      The Audi had the power advantage, but now that they were into the winding stretch of road, the Ford Focus had agility on its side. Caroline accelerated hard into the righthand rear quarter of the Audi, the Ford’s bumper crunching loudly against the other vehicle. As Caroline eased back, the Audi wobbled in the middle of the road, but Natasha corrected it. Caroline floored the accelerator and hit with substantial force, the airbags activating with a terrific noise and the cabin filled with chalky white dust. Caroline could not see for the deflating airbag, and as she over-corrected the steering wheel she was shunted from behind and she glanced into her rear-view mirror in time to see the aggressive grille of the BMW filling her view. Another shunt and the Ford smashed through the last section of barrier and thundered down the grassy slope with no chance of re-joining the road. Caroline screamed, and then cursed as the vehicle bounced and swerved and the entire front bumper was ripped clean off. The windscreen had cracked into a spider’s web and the vehicle’s exhaust note was far louder, indicating that part of it had come loose. When Caroline regained control, she changed gear and accelerated down the hill, heading for the logging tracks she had noticed on her earlier recce.
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        * * *

      

      There was only one road up to the Schloss Adler. And only one road down. With the bases covered by King, Ramsay and Big Dave, Rashid had taken it upon himself to park at the first crossroads from the resort and find a suitable position to guard against escape. He had hoped to intercept Natasha Kolenko on the way up to the conference, but now he at least hoped that he could stop her in her tracks. He had been monitoring the conference security frequency on a pocket-sized receiver that could pick up both longwave, medium and shortwave frequencies, and reports had indicated a female ‘shooter’ and various vehicles in pursuit. The police presence at the venue had now closed the roads and a tactical squad was now en route. Rashid had then called Ramsay, who had relayed the situation. With the .338 Lapua Magnum made ready, he watched the road ahead of him through the T-post reticule of the rifle scope. He could see the blue Robinson R44 as it came over the hill and dropped down towards the road. The aircraft spun around as it did so, in a gut-wrenching manoeuvre that would have been better seen than experienced. Rashid steadied the rifle as the black Audi SUV came into view, but a silver BMW X5 pulled alongside, and a man leaned out of the rear passenger window and aimed an assault rifle at the helicopter. There were muzzle flashes from the aircraft as King fired single rounds, and then a huge flame as the man answered with his own assault rifle on full auto. The helicopter dipped and spun in a defensive manoeuvre, but as soon as it did so, King could no longer return fire. Rashid took a steadying breath and squeezed the trigger. The bullet punched a hole through the centre of the grille and immediately steam and oily smoke wafted out of the bonnet. He worked the bolt and fired again, and the second bullet punched a fist-sized hole through the centre of the windscreen. The driver hit the brakes and the Audi filled Rashid’s scope as the BMW fell back behind. Rashid fired and put a bullet into the Audi’s grille. The vehicle slowed and Natasha struggled to control it, and Rashid realised he must have hit the power steering servo.

      The Audi now blocked his view, and he could see that a man had gotten out of the BMW and was firing his weapon down the road behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “Get me down there!” King shouted.

      “You’ve got to be kidding?!” Flymo exclaimed. “You’re outnumbered and they have a steady position!”

      “I’ve got Rashid! Now, get me down there!”

      Flymo did not argue, but he didn’t have to like it. Begrudgingly, he pulled back and started to set the helicopter down near the road. Immediately, bullets struck the canopy and rear quarter. King pulled out the crash-release pins and his door was jettisoned. He shouldered the rifle and searched for a target. The Renault had driven into the melee and King could see Newman returning fire with a tiny pistol that sounded like a toy popgun compared to the raging AK-47 that one of the men was firing in return. The man with the assault rifle stood up for better aim and his head disappeared in a puff of pink mist, and Rashid’s .338 could be heard a full two seconds later, the crack echoing through the valley. Newman looked relieved. He was tugging at his wounded colleague, who was limping, his right leg bleeding heavily. Another man was advancing on the car and Natasha was working her way down the other side of the BMW X5 with a pistol aimed at the Americans. King opened fire and both Natasha and the other man ducked for cover and continued to fire upon the Americans.

      King fired again, then turned to Flymo. “Get behind the Yanks!” he shouted. “If we don’t get them out of there, then they’re fucked…”

      Flymo did not need telling twice. The Robinson R44 lifted quickly and Flymo flew the helicopter sideways to get some distance between them and the enemy, then swung in nose first almost a hundred metres behind the Renault. King signalled them towards him, then aimed and fired at Natasha as she broke clear of the BMW and headed for the Renault. Even with King firing over them, Newman ran towards the helicopter dragging his colleague behind him. The other man stepped out and opened fire in a volley of automatic gunfire and before he finished the magazine, a .338 bullet tore through his back and chest and he fell limply into the road and rested still. Natasha darted out, picked up the man’s AK-47 as King stepped out of the helicopter and fired at her, giving covering fire to the Americans as they reached him. King saw Natasha duck and heard an almighty crack. It was a rare thing for Rashid to miss, but the bullet must have blown air into her ear because it had been just millimetres away. She hit the ground and crawled for the Renault, firing the AK-47 with just one hand as she scrambled for cover. Bullets hit the helicopter, shattering the plexiglass and punching clean holes in the fuselage. King was out of ammunition, and he darted back inside for another magazine, but Flymo misunderstood and took off, King almost falling back out of the open doorway.

      “Take us back down!” King raged as he tossed the empty magazine out into the air and inserted a new one into the rifle. By the time Flymo levelled up and headed back for the road, Natasha was behind the wheel of the Renault, its front wheels spinning on the tarmac as she scraped between the gap left by the Audi and the BMW. “Shit! Alright, get after her…”

      “Thanks for the lift,” Newman said through his mic. He and White already had their earphones on and Newman was fashioning his own belt around White’s leg to make a tourniquet. “I need to get my man to a hospital…”

      “Jesus, what the hell happened to you?” King asked, staring at the burns on Newman’s face and neck.

      “That bitch!” He snapped back, pointing down at Natasha.

      King shrugged. “Well, fasten that tourniquet tightly,” King replied. “The bitch isn’t getting away this time…”

      “There’s a first aid kit under your seat,” said Flymo.

      Newman stood up in the confined space and pulled out the first aid kit. It was comprehensive and he packed and taped gauze and fibre wads to the bullet wound and ratcheted the belt tightly. White was gritting his teeth and he had turned pale through both blood loss and pain. King looked at him then glanced at Newman. The CIA man seemed to mirror King’s thoughts, and said, “He’ll be ok. Don’t let her get away…”

      King nodded and pointed to the Renault which was now carving through the corners with an almost hypnotic smoothness. Like a skier on fresh powder or a surfer on a long, green wave. “Get ahead of her,” he told Flymo. “Put me down, then get this guy to a hospital.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Newman.

      King shook his head. “This isn’t going your way, pal. You’re not taking her back with you…”

      “I agree. It’s gone too far.” Newman paused. “But she’s a cunning bitch, and trust me, two is better than one taking on this woman.”

      King watched the Ford Focus bouncing along the logging track below them. It was travelling at sixty-plus miles-per-hour and the glass was shattered, a front wing was missing as well as the front end and bumper, and every panel was beaten and grazed and dented. There were sapling branches caught underneath and part of the exhaust was trailing behind, but Caroline was driving with the pedal down and on a direct course for the road. He took out his phone and dialled, but Caroline was naturally busy negotiating the terrain and answered after a dozen rings.

      “Yes?” she asked curtly.

      “We’re right above you. Natasha is adjacent to you on the road in a silver Renault hatchback with French registration plates.”

      “On it…” she replied, and the line went dead.

      “Damn it!” King said loudly and tucked his phone back into his pocket. He craned his neck to see the Ford below, then watched aghast. Even from this height and distance, he could see that the Ford and the Renault were on a collision course at the next bend where the logging track met the road. Natasha would have to be oblivious; she was slightly ahead and high above Caroline travelling on the track below, who would be able to see the roofline of the silver Renault as she bounced and weaved along the rutted track.

      “They’re gonna hit, man!” Flymo announced in his curious cockney-come-Jamaican accent.

      “She’s crazy…” Newman mused.

      King said nothing as he scanned the area ahead of them. “Down there!” He pointed at the widening road. “Right on the tarmac!”

      Flymo shrugged and put the helicopter into a steep dive, the aircraft gaining speed rapidly. The talented pilot did his thing, and they faced all directions, stomachs lifting and blood surging as Flymo recreated the worst of all theme park rides and put them down backwards on the skids. King was out through the open door, his weapon raised as the silver Renault filled his open sights. He could not fire yet for fear of hitting Caroline, but he quietly sounded out a count. “One… Two… Three…” The Ford thundered out from the track, King only realising it had been gated when shattered wooden rails preceded the vehicle and hit the Renault a fraction of a second before the Ford cannoned into its side. Both vehicles spun in the road and the Ford tipped and rolled several times, the twisting, crunching metal sounding like gunfire as it met with the road and threw fountains of sparks into the air.

      Natasha sprung out of the Renault, firing the AK-47 at King, who dropped and rolled and returned fire, but instantly took his finger off the trigger as Newman bounded over him, a small automatic pistol in his hand. The man filled his sights and he cursed as Natasha darted towards the wreck of the Ford. Caroline had dragged herself out from the wreckage and she got unsteadily to her feet, favouring her left leg and shoulder. She limped out from the vehicle, just as Natasha stepped out from the cover of the Renault. She tossed the AK-47 aside, clearly out of ammunition, and that was when the world suddenly slowed down for King. Newman was in his line of fire sprinting hard towards Natasha. Caroline was in the open and defenceless. Natasha now had a small revolver in her hand. King kept his aim steady. The pistol was rising towards Caroline. Newman was still in the way for King to get a clean shot. King looked back at Caroline, and then to his semi-shielded view of Natasha, then aimed and fired three rounds in quick succession and Newman fell. Natasha darted to her left. Newman’s pistol clattered to the ground and Natasha stared back at King before turning her revolver back to Caroline, but she never completed her aim. Caroline had scooped up Newman’s pistol and taken a knee. She fired continuously until the weapon was empty. Natasha fell backwards, her chest peppered with 9mm bullets, the final round snapping her head backwards as it went straight between her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      University Hospital, Basel

      

      King climbed the last flight of stairs, crossed the corridor and showed his pass and ID to the armed police officer on the door, who checked it off against his list before stepping aside.

      The private room was small but afforded a decent view of the Rhine. Newman looked at King then looked back at the view. He was hooked up to a monitor and a drip. His vitals were good, and the drip was a morphine-based painkiller.

      “I may never run again,” he said quietly. “Walking will probably be painful for months, maybe indefinitely. Thanks for asking…”

      “I bought you grapes…”

      “I don’t like grapes.”

      King shrugged. “Just as well, I ate most of them in the car.” He paused, placing the brown paper package on the table beside Newman’s bed. “Sorry about the leg…”

      “I could have taken her.”

      “I couldn’t take the chance.”

      “I was almost there…”

      “I know,” King replied, taking in the view. It was a hell of a lot easier than looking at him. “But she had a gun on the woman I love.” He shrugged. “And you were in the way…”

      “That’s all people are to you, isn’t it? Nothing and nobody stands in your way…” Newman paused somewhat reflectively. “I suppose I can’t blame you. I’ve done my share of tidying loose ends and sweeping the truth aside. Jesus, what a crazy world we live in…”

      “No argument there.”

      Newman stared at him. “How do you do it? How do you keep doing it?”

      King reflected on this, then said, “I just do what needs to be done.”

      Newman pressed his head back against his stack of pillows. “I’m twenty-eight,” he told him. “You must be forty, forty-three? How can you keep doing this?”

      King smiled. “You’re talking like you’re going to quit.”

      Newman scoffed. “I lost a guy. You killed my asset before I could take her. I stood by while our asset shot your boss… I don’t think my future is all that bright with the agency…” He shrugged, but the action caused him some pain as he tried to adjust himself and then fell back heavily on the pillows. “But I’m out,” he said decisively. “All these games, all these risks, all the sacrifices people make, and for what? What difference does most of it make to the man in the street?”

      King stared at him and said, “Some things you do in this game will make no difference at all. And some things you do will allow people to sleep safely in their beds at night, and for the world to keep turning. It’s everything or nothing. We don’t get to choose. But, by being there, we get to make a difference.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten days later

      London

      

      There was very little to signify that the well-tended gardens in which he stood belonged to the family of a man long since deceased, but ever immortalised in the annals of history. A piece of land bought in 1921 by the Cumming family to commemorate Captain Sir Mansfield George Smith Cumming, KCMG, CB and the work he did in founding what had become the Secret Intelligence Service, or MI6. A simple plaque honoured this man, and a plaque had been added for every agent lost from 1914 to 1918 throughout Europe. From 1942, the garden of rest had become a Home Office registered graveyard of sacrosanct land. Not every agent had been buried here, but those who had all bore a matching gravestone, and those whose families had opted for their loved one’s body to rest elsewhere had still been honoured by a commemorative stone, identical to C’s own. Each stone was engraved with the name, date of birth, date of death and their time in service with MI6. No details were added according to one’s grace, standing or fortune, except that a single gold star denoted death in the field.

      In 1961 a fund from MI6 had taken over lease of the land and undertook maintenance of the garden and subsequent licensing and registrar fees in accordance with births, deaths and marriages. Other than that, the garden was known by few, even within the walls of the River House.

      The gravel path wound through lawns with graves on either side and apple and pear trees symbolised life and growth. King had been here in the spring with white and pink blossom, and he had been here in autumn with the fruit dropping to the ground and the leaves turning brown and dry. He walked on, through the arch of rose bushes to the garden where notable MI5 officers and agents of extreme importance had been laid to rest, if the families so chose, since 1971. MI6 had invited its sister service having lost officers, assets and agents during the Troubles in Northern Ireland. The two services had worked hand in hand on many operations and it only seemed fitting that MI5 were afforded the courtesy.

      The family were gathering around the coffin, which was draped with the Union Flag. On top was a simple flower arrangement of white roses and Scottish thistle. Simon Mereweather’s widow wore black, yet elegantly and stylishly. She even carried off the veil in a way that made her even more attractive. King had heard that she had been a Country Life debutante after university, but not one of the horsey ones who would end up marrying a viscount who was a second cousin. He had heard that she could have covered on Vogue, and he did not doubt it. Their children were around her, doing their best to console her, the enormity of the event not quite hitting them yet. To her left, Sir Galahad Mereweather stood sombrely, his wife sobbing and receiving nothing but a desultory rub of her shoulder from her husband.

      King aimed for the group to the side, a little further back from the graveside than the family. Caroline, Rashid, Big Dave, Flymo and Ramsay looked on, heads slightly bowed. King stood beside them and nodded a greeting.

      Caroline reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Finally…” she whispered, but her tone carried the hint of humour rather than admonishment.

      “I’ll be on time for my own,” he whispered back. “I promise.”

      The service went on, King not really listening. Nobody ever said a bad thing about the deceased, and what was said was usually a rosier picture than the reality. He had caught Sir Galahad’s gaze a couple of times, and the man had stared back with such intensity that King had broken eye contact first. It was true that he had never lost a staring contest, but he knew that he wasn’t going to win this one. Not without belittling the event. The man was hurting. He was burying his son and heir and it was clear that an element of blame was being heaped upon him. King knew he wasn’t to blame – Vitali Milosevic had been the target – but Sir Galahad Mereweather would not have seen it like that. They had gone with the intelligence, but they had been played. Right out of the Russian playbook. A deal brokered between Milosevic and Natasha Kolenko using one of Reno’s email accounts and keeping it all in the draft folder to ensure no chance of electronic interception.

      The coffin was lowered into the ground, the vicar’s head bowed, his prayers complete. Simon Mereweather’s widow crumpled. The kids got it, too. Sir Galahad lent a perfunctory hand to her shoulder as they walked slowly away.

      “He’s not too pleased with you…”

      King looked up into Scott MacPherson’s face. “If you want to dance, you’ve got to pay the band.”

      “Smart.”

      “At least one of us is,” King replied tiresomely.

      “Nice work in Switzerland, by the way. Shame you need a new employer now. Looks like we all do.”

      “This isn’t the time…” Caroline said firmly.

      “Oh, there’ll be time,” MacPherson replied without looking at her.

      King smiled, holding the man’s stare. “How are the ribs?” MacPherson’s eyes flickered and he seemed to pale slightly. “I wouldn’t mind betting that just one good punch to your liver might well finish you off.”

      Big Dave stepped forward, cupped a hand around the back of MacPherson’s neck and started walking. The former SAS major struggled to keep up as he was lifted off the ground, his feet scrabbling for grip on the gravel. “Come now, it’s been a hell of day,” he said. “Let’s go to the Special Forces Club, and I’ll get the first round of drinks in.” He turned around, not breaking a stride and apparently not feeling the man’s entire weight in his hand. “Guys, are you coming?”

      Flymo jogged over without delay and Rashid hesitated, looking at King and Caroline. “Coming?”

      “We’ll be there, you go on ahead,” said Caroline.

      “I just want a coffee,” said Ramsay.

      “Then just have a coffee,” Rashid replied.

      “But I’m not special forces.”

      Rashid shrugged. “The three intelligence services can get in as well.”

      “Then why is it called the speci…”

      “Oh, Jesus, Allah and Buddha! Just come with us for a bloody coffee Neil!” Rashid snapped.

      King and Caroline watched them walk away and in silence, each walked separately to two graves. Neither had attended in a long time. King stood at Jane Hargreaves’ grave. He had met her in the Congo when he had been tasked to rescue hostages from the notorious Southside Boys. Jane had been a hostage herself but had escaped and then aided King as they battled with the Southside Boys to the extraction point. She had been with MI5 and married to King for five years before she had died of ovarian cancer, but her mentor Charles Forrester, deputy director of MI5 had pulled strings to honour her work. Forrester himself had later been killed by Russian terrorists, but his remains had been cremated and scattered in Lowestoft where he had enjoyed his childhood summers crabbing and boating. King never considered himself to be a believer, but he found himself saying a prayer for Jane. Graveyards and churches did things to people. Caroline stood, head bowed and whispering over the grave of Peter Redwood, her former fiancé. An SAS captain on secondment to MI5. He had died shielding Caroline from a suicide bomber. The occupants of these graves had paid a terrific price, but so had the people they had left behind.

      They met back in the middle of the garden of rest and silently made their way together back through the main gardens and the MI6 graves. King hesitated, then broke away from Caroline, and she followed a few paces behind. He paused at a mound of grass without a headstone, but Peter Stewart’s name and star were chiselled into stone bearing the names of MI6 officers lost in active service. King noted a name below that of his mentor’s. Time moved on and sacrifices continued to be made. King took the quarter bottle of twenty-five-year-old Haig out from his inside jacket pocket and broke the seal.

      “He was a good man,” Caroline said quietly.

      King smiled. “No, he wasn’t. He was as mean and bad as they come…”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I know.” He took a swig of the amber liquid and grimaced.

      “You’re doing it wrong,” she said. She took the bottle from him and said, “Sip it, then hold it in your mouth. Work it around with your tongue, and let it reach everywhere. Then swallow slowly, like this…” She sipped and held the whisky in her mouth, then swallowed. “It mellows the flavour,” she said, handing the bottle back to King.

      “It kills your tastebuds, more like.” But King took another sip and did everything she said before swallowing. “Jesus… it’s fantastic…”

      “Do you see?” she smiled. “You’ve wasted your semi-abstinence by drinking it incorrectly all these years.”

      “I think Stewart enjoyed the burn. Especially at breakfast,” he said with a fond smile, tipping the rest of the bottle onto the grassy mound. “Rest easy, you old bastard…”
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      To order King’s next adventure click the link Kingmaker

      

      Hi – thanks for reading and I hope you enjoyed the story as much as I enjoyed writing it! If you don’t want to miss news of new releases, the chance to win giveaways or hear about promotions I’m running, then you can sign up to my mailing list here: www.apbateman.com/sign-up-now

      As the reader you’ve already done your part and read this story. However, if you have the time to leave a short and honest review on Amazon, you’ll make this author really happy! I’m hard at work on another thriller as you read this, so I look forward to entertaining you again soon.

      

      A P Bateman
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