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Chapter One



The empty bullet casing bounced on the hard slate flooring and rolled all the way to the skirting board, where it came to rest in time with the man falling heavily to the floor. King stared at the man, lost momentarily in the sight of the third ‘eye’ that had blinked open in the centre of his forehead the moment he had pulled the trigger. Black and gaping. He could observe shards of bone and brain matter, but for a moment, he glimpsed the polished slate flooring underneath, until blood filled the void, swelled, and ebbed out from underneath the body like a flooding river breaking its banks.

King wobbled, a sudden wave of exhaustion washing over him. There was blood pooling on the floor at his feet. It was a different shade than that of the dead man’s blood in front of him. Darker, thicker. He had not registered the second gunshot, but he knew that the man’s bullet had hit his liver, and he was aware of a warm sensation running down his waist and right leg, but not enough warmth to ease the sudden chill in his bones. He glanced at the gun in his hand, a flicker of smoke wafting from the muzzle, the noise of the gunshot still filling his ears. He dropped the weapon, the instinct to fight and survive that he had experienced and honed over the years strangely absent. He couldn’t give up. Or could he? There had always been a reason to fight, to win to survive. Ego, duty, love, or revenge. He had experienced them all in their delicious, raw, ugly, and infectious entities, but as he looked over to where Caroline lay, bloody and eerily still, he could not think of a reason to go on. Windless sails flagging loose in a doldrum, no drive or momentum to move him onwards.

He tried to shift his feet, but there was a lack of connection, and his body swayed, his legs failing to catch up with the movement and he fell beside Caroline and reached for her hand. It was still warm and soft. He pulled her towards him, but there was little strength left in him and as he rolled onto his back, staring at the flickering light above him, he wondered if it had all been worth it. Not just the mission, but his entire existence. Because here, at what he realised was the end, not much of it made any sense at all.


Chapter Two



Arlington, Virginia

Two months earlier

Newman had hung back. Funerals were a family’s affair, even if many of those family members had not truly known the man they had just buried. Friends and work colleagues usually had a fairer insight. The tearful mourners mourned, colleagues paid their respects and distant family members stood awkwardly, strangely at odds in the congregation as a sense of duty had bought them here, and little more.

The air was cold. Autumn finally here, although it was called fall in these parts. Maple, sycamore, and oak leaves fell lazily to the ground on the still air, adding to the dry leaf matter that had been recently blown from the neatly mown paths. The sky was azure and clear, contrails intersecting, planes heading to all points, their passengers ignorant and oblivious of the man lying in the ground forty-thousand feet below them. Unaware how many lives his actions had saved. Newman yearned to be on one of them. Anywhere but here, anywhere but in his new deskbound role in the CIA.

Newman waited for the family to leave. There was talk of a wake back at Robert Lefkowitz’s home, but from the way it was mentioned, Newman recognised that it would be a strict family and close friend affair. Certainly, Newman had cared for his former boss, and he had been shaped into the role of protégé, with the veteran director being somewhat of a mentor, but the two men had not been friends. Newman had taken the missions that the gnarled old spy had given him to the utmost of his abilities, and he had seen the man’s deterioration over the years, the cancer finally catching up with him three weeks ago, thus officially ending Newman’s field career. That, and the half-dozen high velocity rounds from an assault rifle on his last operation in Switzerland.

He shifted his weight and was glad of the walking cane as he stepped forward and paid his own, private respect at the graveside. Yet to be filled in, ‘Old Glory’ had been folded and presented to Lefkowitz’s widow, and the dark, highly polished mahogany coffin lid looked as lustred as polished onyx in the early afternoon light. Newman bowed his head and prayed.

“He liked you…”

Newman opened his eyes and faced the source of the voice. She was in her thirties, wore dark Ray-Ban sunglasses with tortoise shell frames, and a cream headscarf hid all but glimpses of her dark brown hair. Newman could tell that she was attractive, despite the merest of her features being visible. “I’m sorry, are you a member of the family?”

She shook her head. In her hand was a single red rose, and she dropped it onto the coffin lid and stared into the grave for a few seconds before facing Newman. “No. I’m just like you. One of his closest field agents.” She paused. “The kind that the senate and the select committees will never know about.”

Newman bristled slightly. He thought he had the old man’s ear. Thought he was his go-to guy. But of course, the man would have more like Newman, it only made sense. He cursed his own arrogance and stupidity. “He’ll be missed,” Newman mused.

“By some,” she replied. “I’m Georgia Scott. No need to introduce yourself, I know who you are. I know quite a bit about you, actually.”

“You have me at a loss…”

She shrugged. “Did Lefkowitz ever mention Iron Fist to you?”

“No,” Newman replied, but even if the man had, he would not have told her. He wasn’t ready to trust her yet.

She nodded sagely. “I get it,” she replied. “I wouldn’t have expected you to divulge anything.” She slipped her hand inside her coat, noticed that Newman’s own right hand was inside his jacket pocket, and the pocket had lifted slightly and in her direction. “You don’t want to do that,” she said quietly.

“No?”

“No.” She paused, easing her hand back out and bringing a manilla envelope with it. “Your tailor may well be able to stitch the bullet hole, but the scorch marks will undoubtedly ruin the fabric…” She passed the envelope to him and said, “Read it at home. Do not tell anyone about this encounter and memorise the report before destroying it.”

“What the hell is the Iron Fist, anyway?” Newman asked somewhat dubiously.

“Robert wanted you in on this.”

Robert. Newman had never been on first name terms with the man. “He did?”

Georgia Scott nodded. “It’s all in there,” she replied. “As are my contact details. Once again, read and destroy.”

She turned and walked away before Newman could protest or question her further. He watched her walk, her figure cutting a fine shape even in such a thick winter coat. A black Lincoln SUV timed it perfectly, slowing to a split second stop on the access road usually reserved for hearses and funeral processions, in which time she slid into the front seat and was whisked away, the windows heavily tinted and hiding both her and the driver from view.

Newman opened the envelope and glanced inside.

Clearance A1(Yankee White)

Content Report: The Iron Fist

Threat Level: RED 1

He slipped the contact sheet back inside and tucked the envelope inside his jacket. “Goodbye, Sir,” he said quietly. “And God speed.” And, as he walked across the grass steadying himself with his walking cane, he reflected on the life of the man who had steered the CIA for so long, and the fact that as a man so close to the end, he had wanted Newman for at least one more assignment.


Chapter Three



Istanbul

Death stayed with you. A constant and unwanted companion, always ready to remind you of its cold inevitability. But more than that, it leeched into your soul. The more you wanted to forget, the more it wove its way into every fibre of your being. Or at least, that was what Ahmadi had come to think. And for the past three months, he had spent much time thinking about it. Closing his eyes only brought their images closer and clearer to him, and he found himself always searching for a distraction to quell the pain. His faith would not allow him drink, and he envied those who could lose themselves, if only fleetingly, in a bottle. It must have been like an anaesthetic, a sleeping drug and a temporary eraser combined – a welcome antidote to the crushing aura of grief – but one he knew that would only perpetuate the purgatory that the death of a loved one sentenced you to.

Ahmadi rolled onto his side; sleep having evaded him for yet another tiresome night. He had pictured their bodies throughout the early hours. Bloody, brutally disfigured with dry, staring eyes remaining open as life had left their bodies. He closed his eyes tightly, willing the images to leave him be. And here they were, as regular as clockwork, tormenting him again. Night upon sleepless night. Ahmadi got out of bed and picked up his cigarettes and lighter as he padded across the room and stared naked out of the window onto the street below. Lighting a cigarette and tossing the packet and the lighter onto the coffee table, he appreciated the calm it gave him, and reasoned that he would soon have his vengeance. He may never get to look into the eyes of his tormentor, but he would strike a million-fold on the establishment who sentenced them to death, merely by association.

Ahmadi dressed quickly and picked up a handful of items from the coffee table in the middle of the room. Mobile phone – switched off and without one of the five SIM cards he used in it – as well as his gold Dunhill lighter, cigarettes, wallet, and the tiny derringer pistol he was accustomed to carrying. The stainless steel glinted in the light, the mother of pearl grips lustred a hundred shades of white and grey. He opened the action, tilted the over and under double barrels upwards and inserted two .38 rounds. Hollow points and soft lead for maximum damage. The weapon was quite useless at ranges of over thirty feet, but he only ever intended to use it when he could see the flicker of uncertainty in his victim’s eyes and hear them take their final breath.

Downstairs, the hotel breakfast buffet yielded pastries, breads and fruit with yogurt and honey. He ignored the offering and settled on a triple espresso. He sipped the coffee and picked up a newspaper from the pile at reception and took a window seat overlooking the Bosporus. The water was black and choppy. It reminded him of the Caspian Sea where he had taken his summers as a child. A stagnated land-locked sea with constant shipping which was somehow home to the very best sturgeon and the world’s finest caviar to the north. He reflected how he had played in the gentle waves on the shore, the sand strangely sticking to the skin and difficult to brush off at the end of the day. He had taken his wife and son there to show them where he had spent his summers, neither impressed having been used to the glorious Mediterranean and Red Sea resorts. The memory stung, as did any negative experience that the dark recesses of his mind would conjure, but that was also the effect of grief. It was unrealistic that only golden memories should remain, but to recount the negative seemed a slur on their memory.

Newspaper headlines scanned, coffee ingested, and Ahmadi stepped outside and hailed a taxi. He made the driver take a devious route, then when he was dropped off, he paid and walked several hundred metres before hailing another taxi. He repeated another three times, ever mindful that he should have a tail and that the murdering bastards from British intelligence should have him in their sights now that they had taken everything from him. His final taxi dropped him at the train station where he bought a ticket in cash for the district of Icmeler but crossed the platform and stepped off and got into the rear of a beaten-up Citroën. The driver said nothing as he whisked him away, crossed the freight tracks and took a route through the backstreets and under a series of bridges and flyovers. As they reached the halfway point in a short tunnel, the Citroën stopped beside a stationary black Mercedes facing the other way and Ahmadi stepped out and got into the back, the Citroën continuing northwards, the Mercedes now heading south.

“We are quite safe,” the man beside him said. He was a large, unconditioned man of fifty and what little hair remained had been styled in a comical combover and greased in place for good measure. “Even if you were followed by a drone, that switch was as smooth as my mistress’ unmentionable…”

And yet, you mentioned it… thought Ahmadi. He had no time for crudeness, and nor for adultery. For him, a man and a woman’s relationship were sacrosanct, and anyone bragging about the sexual aspect usually fell short in that department. How he wished he could hold his beloved Alya, yearned to feel her breath on him, hear her laugh, hear her pleasurable moans as they made love. He thought of the man beside him bragging about his mistress, casually devaluing his marriage to a virtual stranger, and he wanted to smash the man’s head against the glass beside him.

“She has a friend…” the man said casually. “I could give you her number, as you are all alone in the city…” He paused. “A very accommodating young woman with a voracious sexual appetite, or so I am told…”

“How far to the complex?” Ahmadi asked, ignoring the man’s vulgarity, and leaving him in no doubt that the topic was no longer up for discussion.

“Ten minutes, give or take,” the man replied dejectedly.

“Good,” replied Ahmadi.

“I am Karim…” the man offered.

“I already know this.”

“I am to aid you while you are in Turkey.”

Ahmadi shrugged like it meant nothing to him. “I know all about you, and I know all about your lifestyle,” he said curtly. “And, if I may, I will give you some advice…”

“Please, go ahead,” Karim replied, for there was nothing else he could do. Ahmadi’s reputation was legendary, and he was at the man’s beck and call.

“I was not asking for your permission,” Ahmadi told him tersely. “The General expects discipline and a certain decorum from his soldiers. Your army days may be over, and the battlefield has undoubtedly changed, but while you serve him, you are still considered to be one of his soldiers. I will not report your lifestyle, but you will sever your ties with your whore immediately, and you will put the effort you waste on this Jezebel into your marriage. Pillow talk is dangerous. No mistress ever sleeps with just one master. Your lifestyle jeopardises our entire operation. If you do not end this affair, then I will find her and I will kill her… do you understand?”

“Yes, Ahmadi,” Karim said humbly, glancing at his own driver and fearing that he had heard too much. He could not afford to lose the respect from his men. “I will do this…” he added quietly. They drove the rest of the way in silence. The landscape changed from businesses and modest dwellings built on top of each other and became more industrial in appearance. After they had passed a dozen large complexes, they pulled into a dilapidated looking factory grounds. The driver parked the Mercedes and switched off the engine. Karim seemed keen to redeem himself. “Follow me, Sir,” he said sincerely. “This is the site, obviously. A little over eight acres with three buildings around forty-thousand square feet each with interconnecting passageways and a separate storage depot of sixty-thousand square feet.”

Ahmadi stared at the buildings. The possibilities were unbounded. He gestured for the man to show him more. He followed him to the nearest building and the man nodded at a single security guard ahead of them, who opened a small side door. Inside, the building was cavernous. He looked up to where pigeons were roosting in the rafters. “The ceiling will need reflective insulating so that helicopters with thermal imaging do not pick up the heat difference between these buildings and the buildings in the surrounding area,” he said matter-of-factly. “And with the amount of electricity the servers will consume, we’ll need one of the buildings to be filled with commercial diesel generators to avoid suspicion at the national grid. Obviously, we’ll need fuel tankers to keep those generators running day and night.”

“We can’t just tap into the grid?”

“Certainly not. The usage in a single day will be around what this entire district uses in a week…” Ahmadi replied dismissively. So far, he was not impressed with the man the General had sent him. He had carte blanche, and in his mind, if the man did not shape up or became a liability, then he would send him to the bottom of the Bosporus. He made a mental note to follow up on the mistress, and the more he thought about it, the more he wondered whether he should simply sever the ties for the man permanently. “I will have the servers and hardware sent; you will start on the refurbishments immediately.” He paused. “I trust you can control city bureaucrats and the local police?”

“We will be permitted to make the necessary changes,” Karim shrugged. “I may need money to pay off the right people…”

“That can be arranged,” Ahmadi replied dismissively. “Do tell me if anyone becomes a problem. I can make those people disappear quickly.” The man nodded. Naturally he had heard of Ahmadi’s reputation, and he now felt the danger coming off him like a pheromone. A predator to be avoided. “And the renovations, how long will they take?”

“A month. I was just waiting for your word. I will instruct the contractors tomorrow…”

“Today,” Ahmadi interrupted. “Within the hour. If, when I return tomorrow, I do not see fifty men working here, then I shall want to know why. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” Karim nodded.

“Complete the work on the power complex first, the generators and fuel wells will arrive within a week. The terminals and servers will arrive one month from today. See that they have a place to go, or you will not…”

“Yes, Ahmadi,” the man nodded profusely. “Will there be anything else?”

Ahmadi stared at the man for a moment, then said, “I need to know that you are committed to me, committed to the cause.”

“What would you have me do, Ahmadi? I will have this enterprise running tomorrow morning, but if there is more you require…”

“Your mistress, Karim. I want you to kill her,” he said offhandedly. “Tonight.”

“But Ahmadi…”

“There will be no buts!” he snapped, cutting the man off. “You will do this for me, Karim. Only afterwards will you have my trust. Understand?”

“Yes, Ahmadi. I understand…”


Chapter Four



London

“We had him for almost three months. And then it was like he simply disappeared into thin air.”

“Of course, he did.”

Luger frowned. “We did nothing wrong, got no closer to him than before.”

“He played you,” Ramsay said coldly. “Like he plays everybody.”

“You think he knew we were watching him?”

“Undoubtedly.”

Luger stared at Ramsay, who sat watching the Thames, as he often did these days. He had only returned to work three weeks previously, and there had been much talk about how soon it had been. Most people would not have returned at all. “We know where Ahmadi is,” said Luger. “He’s under surveillance as we speak,” he added, unable to see the man’s expression and garner a reaction to the news.

“Leave him in play…”

There was a sharp knock at the door, and it opened abruptly. Mae, a no-nonsense looking woman in her early sixties with grey hair pulled back in a tight bun entered carrying two cups on a tray. She walked confidently over and placed a steaming cup of coffee on Ramsay’s desk. She handed the other cup to Jack Luger, who smiled and thanked her. “Will there be anything else, Sir?”

Ramsay half turned. “No, thank you Mae. I’ll sign those letters when Mr Luger leaves.” He wouldn’t admit it, but Mae had been a godsend. He had given her the title of personal assistant, and she was both efficient and unflappable. She had worked as a secretary, and then as an analyst with MI5 for forty years. Finding herself on the ‘retirement’ list in a service that was being changed beyond recognition, Ramsay had snapped her up and installed her in the outer office of this new suite on the entire top floor of the unassuming Georgian limestone building. Without ceremony, Mae left closing the door firmly behind her.

“Rashid can take him out at a moment’s notice.” Luger continued. “The worry is in waiting to see what it is that they’re doing, we lose control of the situation.”

“I said, leave him in play,” Ramsay repeated. “King found him. He led you to him. You can bet everything you own that King has now gone after the man’s master.”

“I thought that given his track record, King would have killed Ahmadi…” Luger paused. “In light of everything that happened…”

Ramsay did not reply at first. His gaze seemed to be following a large vessel up the river. “We need to know what Ahmadi knows,” he said eventually. “King knows that, so that is why the man is still alive.”

Luger frowned. “Do we lift him, then?”

“No. I want to know everything the man does, who he meets and how they fit into his agenda.” Ramsay paused, caught hold of both wheels, and pirouetted the wheelchair around, the rubber tyres squeaking obtrusively on the wooden floor. “Nobody kills Ahmadi, because right now, Ahmadi is the kingpin holding our investigation together. Without him, we are no closer to the Iron Fist, and no closer to finding out how they intend to hurt us.”

Jack Luger nodded. Not only did he admire Neil Ramsay’s return from absence, but the man’s composure was insightful. Luger was sure that if it was he who had been shot by a man at point blank range and consequently paralysed – losing all use and feeling in his legs - then he would want nothing more than vengeance. Ramsay, however, wanted more. He wanted what the man knew, and he wanted the next person in the chain until he had Iron Fist in his sights. His vengeance would be in destroying the threat to Britain and the rest of the West, not in seeking retribution on just one individual in a blind rage. No, Ramsay was more strategic and less emotional than most. Luger saw the man struggle with the tiny front wheel as it caught the leg of the desk. “Here, let me help,” he offered, stepping forward helpfully.

“Leave it!” Ramsay snapped, then looked up at him, his expression mellowing as he steered around the obstruction and slotted underneath the mahogany desk. “Thanks, but no…”

Luger understood. He had watched his grandmother’s health deteriorate and yet she could never truly accept that she would need help with the mundane tasks. When she did finally concede, she would then watch over, giving advice on how the task should be done. He guessed nobody ever wanted to accept the inevitability of age, nor the limitations of serious injury.

“What do you want done, specifically?” Luger asked. Still the junior member of the team, and with the drastic changes that the newly created MI5 unit had faced, the young man was unsure quite what their remit was, and how they should approach their task.

“I want both you and Rashid to keep Ahmadi under surveillance, and I want you to gather intelligence on anyone the man comes in close contact with.” He paused. “You forward all intel to me using the draft folder of the email account that I set up for you. I will then personally pass the intel to our new team of analysts in the basement. There will be a clear, auditable chain of information, but by using the draft folders, nothing committed to the ether.” Ramsay shifted in his wheelchair, but it took considerable effort. Luger looked uncomfortable, knowing that the man would not appreciate being asked if he wanted assistance. When he was more comfortable, he said, “This unit will be the tightest there is. We will share nothing until we are quite sure of its provenance, and I have taken precautions to make sure that we are impenetrable to foreign interference.”

Jack Luger nodded and sipped some of his strong, black coffee. When Ahmadi had double crossed them, he had escaped with Ramsay’s laptop open to MI5’s mainframe. For three hours there had been an opening to the country’s counterintelligence service’s inner-most secrets and workings. Ahmadi had murdered Stella Fox, the newest director of the Security Service, David Garfield who had headed the newly formed unit and shot Neil Ramsay, leaving him with life-changing injuries. Ramsay now headed the unit and had severed all ties with MI5 under the new director’s orders, while MI5 repaired itself and went for damage limitation. Assets had been moved, operations shut down and Special Branch, MI6 and GCHQ had been called upon to help keep the lid on the situation. Ramsay had his own remit – which he kept close to his chest – and for the foreseeable future, was answerable to nobody.

“What about Big Dave and Caroline?”

“What about them?”

Luger frowned, then said somewhat awkwardly, “Where are they?”

“They are exactly where I want them to be, Jack.” He paused. “We were blindsided by Ahmadi. He infiltrated us, played us the entire time. It will be some time before we can relax, perhaps never. When I want, or if it is necessary, other members of the team will be directed to you. Otherwise, it is just you and Rashid keeping Ahmadi under surveillance and reporting it back to me.”

“Understood,” Luger shrugged. “And what about King?”

Ramsay turned his attention to his in tray and said, “Leave King to me.”


Chapter Five



L'Albir, Spain

The file was incomplete, but so were all works in progress. Malek Zahedi had terminated his military service at the rank of Arteshbod - or a full four-star General - in Iran’s Revolutionary Guard. He had directed a military intelligence and secret police unit, that was both feared and revered, depending on which side of the fence you sat. There was little about the unit committed to text, but it seemed to have its own remit and answered to only the Ayatollah. Many people had disappeared after the unit had come knocking on their door, lost forever in a system and regime of corruption and human rights violations. General Malek Zahedi had become a legend within the Iranian military, and at sixty-two years of age, was reported to be extremely fit and had a genius-level IQ. Neil Ramsay’s team of analysts and researchers had banked on a probability level of ninety-one percent that the man known in certain circles as The General was indeed Malek Zahedi, and that had been enough for Ramsay to task King with finding him. Everybody else in the chain thought that King had gone rogue, but at King’s behest, Ramsay had listened to, and agreed to the pretence. Nothing King did would stick to the new unit under MI5’s umbrella.

King placed the sheet of text on the table and closed his eyes. He had memorised the intelligence report, and he was ready to burn the last of the documentation in the wastepaper basket beside him. There were ashes in the bin, and before he finished for the evening, he would pound them to dust and tip the remainder of his cold, unfinished tea on the pile for good measure.

He had tracked Ahmadi through Albania, Macedonia, and Greece, and finally got his first ‘eyes on’ in Turkey, and once he was sure that both Jack Luger and Rashid – who, as far as he could ascertain, had been tailing him for over a month - had seen him observing the Iranian arms dealer turned terrorist, King had slipped away and left them to pick up the mantle. What happened now was down to Ramsay, and despite badgering and teasing the former analyst and case officer for as long as he had known him, he knew the man’s strengths – and weaknesses – and had no problem with him assuming the role of ‘boss’ over them all. Ramsay’s quirkiness – along with his place firmly on the autism spectrum – made for some idiosyncrasies, but he was a superb planner and one of the most intelligent people that King had ever known.

King lit the final sheet of paper with the matchbook he had taken from the bar last night. The matchbook advertised naked girls, but it wasn’t clear if it was a bar or a brothel. Not that it mattered, but he lit the matchbook once the paper had burned down to nothing, and he dropped it into the wastepaper basket. The matchbook flared as the rest of the matches ignited, taking with it the silhouette of a naked woman, and any chance of awkward questions from Caroline if he was ever caught with the matchbook on him. The thought of Caroline saddened him. He had not contacted her since he had taken off after Ahmadi, had not seen her since they had visited Big Dave in the private hospital on Harley Street. In the darkest hours he even questioned whether they should even have a relationship in their line of work, and he couldn’t blame her if she moved on. King was always going after the next threat, or settling old scores, and he recognised that he often allowed Caroline to come second place to his latest cause. There was always the next thing, and always the thought that he could simply mortgage their relationship in the here and now to commit fully to it in the future.

The ashes smouldered and King tipped the tepid remains of his cup of tea onto them and shook the wastepaper basket to break everything up and turn it into a sludge. There was no technology that could decipher a single letter of text from the mess. King turned his attention to the bag resting on the sofa beside him. He had secured it from Pierre, a Swiss arms dealer and onetime mercenary that King had met while on a job in central Africa. The man had ‘drops’ all over the world. Various bags locked inside lockers, safety deposit boxes and left luggage facilities. With just a few emails, a customer could be directed to the most suitable package to match their needs. The vendor simply transferred the funds or left the cash in the package’s place. King had requested a silenced weapon and had to travel to Madrid to collect it. He had indeed received a silenced weapon - the best version ever made – the 1942 designed MKI Welrod pistol. Essentially a ‘silencer’ with a handgrip and low-profile sights attached, the fully suppressed pistol held six 9mm rounds and each round had to be cycled using the twist and pull bolt action. The only sound the weapon made was the firing pin striking the cartridge primer. King would have settled for any suppressed pistol, but the Welrod was the jackpot. It would enable him to maintain complete silence. Pierre had clearly known the weapon’s weaknesses, and a small Smith & Wesson 9mm semi-automatic pistol and two spare magazines had been placed in the bag, along with a box of 9mm ammunition. King now had a pistol for protection, and a dedicated tool for silent assassination. His orders were to keep Malek Zahedi under surveillance, but it never hurt to be prepared, and he would not waste time procuring a weapon and give his target time to escape. Ahmadi had escaped them once. He was damned if he was going to let the man’s boss get away.


Chapter Six



Istanbul

Ahmadi surveyed the scene. Not only had Karim been good to his word and flooded the site with workers, machinery, and equipment, but Ahmadi had read about a woman’s body being recovered from the Bosporus. The woman was a twenty-nine-year-old medical secretary who shared a flat in the city with a female work colleague. Ahmadi had recognised her in the photograph that the news station had used, and her name and details matched what he already held on file about the Turk, and he briefly wondered whether Karim’s offer of one of the girl’s friends was indeed her flatmate. But he did not dwell on it for long. Karim had shown his commitment to the cause and the death of the woman was a small price to pay for testing his project manager’s mettle.

“This is good work, Karim,” Ahmadi said as he watched from the comfort and anonymity of the Mercedes saloon with its heavily tinted windows.

“Thank you, Ahmadi,” Karim replied, his tone stilted. He had barely spoken, only responding when asked something specific.

Ahmadi allowed him that much. The man had just murdered his mistress on Ahmadi’s orders. “When will the generators arrive?”

“The first will be delivered tomorrow. The rest over the next week.”

“That sounds inefficient…”

“Practical,” Karim said tersely, then added in a softer, more measured tone, “The floors have to be levelled with cement and then a rubber compound to keep vibrations and noise at the lowest levels possible.” He paused. “And I have used four different suppliers, with six different haulage companies to avoid suspicion, or at least avoidable questions.”

Ahmadi nodded. “Good work,” he said. “And the fuel?”

“Diesel. Both standard and red-dye agricultural, again arriving at different intervals.”

“Expensive, but necessary.”

“I have men buying up all the used cooking oil they can from restaurants, particularly fast-food outlets. Mixed to a ratio of twenty-five percent diesel and seventy-five percent used and filtered vegetable oil we can create a fuel that will run in most modern diesel vehicle engines.” He paused, sounding rather pleased with himself. “It will bring the cost of fuel down by seventy-five percent, as restaurants have recently been legislated to pay for oil disposal and will gladly give it away.”

“This is good,” Ahmadi said quietly. “The General will be most pleased with the progress we are making…”

Karim nodded, but he suspected Ahmadi would take the full credit for his diligence and initiative. But still, if it pleased Ahmadi, then he was satisfied with that. The man’s reputation was notorious, and he had no intention of failing him. With that thought, he shuddered at the memory of the sight of his hands around the young woman’s neck, the way she had looked up at him in disbelief, wondering whether it was a sex game that would soon stop, but as he pushed her under the bathwater, and she gasped and choked and drowned in front of him, he knew that it had been a small price to pay for proving himself to a man like Ahmadi. There were no words to sum up his fear of the man seated beside him, nothing he would not do to stay on side. Later, as he had dropped her body into the sea, he had shed a tear and prayed for her soul as the dark waters had swallowed her up.

“The computers, equipment and servers are on order,” Karim told him. “Your team of experts are en route to set up the systems.” He paused. “And the air conditioning units and fans will be switched on this week.”

“Sooner,” Ahmadi announced. “I want them started immediately.”

Karim exhaled, catching his tiresome sigh just in time. “With respect, it is a delicate order in which these matters must be addressed. The air conditioning needs engineers, and they are engaged in setting up the generators and fuel supply. We do not need the cooling systems until the servers are operating. The generators merely need ventilation, but the computers and servers need cooling because they will generate more heat than domestic central heating. The cooler the systems, the faster they will work.”

Ahmadi watched the workmen ferry barrow after barrow of ready mixed concrete from a lorry. Labour was cheap, but so was talk. He looked at Karim and said, “Where are the men staying while they work?”

“On a barge at a small port I own. Many things we need are coming in by boat, into the Bosporus from the Black Sea and the Aegean.”

“And they have no contact with anyone? Family? Friends? Girlfriends?”

“No,” Karim replied. “As the contract stated, no time off and no communication until the job is done.”

“Good,” Ahmadi nodded. “Very good. When the job is completed, see to it that the barge sinks or has a propane fire. Something that takes the lives of everyone onboard.” He paused thoughtfully. “That will save us the salaries and bonuses as well.”


Chapter Seven



Six hundred metres away, Rashid observed the Mercedes through the powerful field glasses. He was seated at a table far back from the open window in a derelict block of flats that had become favoured by Istanbul’s many homeless people, many refugees from Syria and Afghanistan using the city as a staging post before heading to the gold-paved streets of Northern Europe. Rashid had changed the locks on the door and fitted solar powered webcams, the images of which he picked up on his mobile phone. He had the stairwell and corridor covered, and he had cut out the floor of one of the empty bedrooms and removed a sizeable section of the ceiling. An eight-foot drop onto a mattress, and he could escape out onto the corridor on the floor below, having changed the locks on that apartment too, and left the key in the lock.

Beside him rested an American M14 7.62mm rifle equipped with a 3.9mm x 50mm Schmidt and Bender scope and a small sandbag on which he could rest the weapon still. Next to this, a laptop on which he could observe the drone footage. That same drone was currently docked on its solar powered charger on the roof. A dedicated controller was plugged into the laptop through a USB.

Rashid had lost Ahmadi on the first day. He had been fooled by the tunnel switch. However, he had used Ramsay’s programme to hack into the traffic camera system, and as he had searched for footage around the tunnels and viaducts, he had been able to target the Mercedes by the process of elimination. Then, after entering the make, model and numberplate into Ramsay’s search criteria, the Mercedes had been found and followed using the Istanbul traffic cameras. Granted they were not as thorough – or indeed working as well – as Western European systems, but sure enough, when Ahmadi disappeared again, the Mercedes was near the scene. Rashid had got his visual confirmation after the Mercedes had dropped the man back near the bazar and made his way back to his hotel on foot. Rashid now had miniature solar powered webcams in the hotel covering Ahmadi’s floor and the hotel foyer. Once Jack Luger had returned from London, the two men had settled into a routine with Rashid covering the building site and Luger maintaining a visual on the enemy agent. They could have done with more help, but Luger had told him that Ramsay had been emphatic that both Caroline and Big Dave would be deployed elsewhere. After the infiltration of MI5 by Ahmadi under Stella Fox’s steerage, Ramsay was running a tight ship.

“The target is moving…”

“Have that,” Rashid replied, watching the Mercedes pulling away. “Keep your distance…” He switched on the drone and flew it from the top of his building, focusing the target acquisition onto the black Mercedes. “I’ve tagged them,” he said. “Hang back and let the drone do its job, mate…” Flying at a little under three-hundred feet, the drone would follow the target vehicle, sending back a live feed. Telekinetic hover would hold the craft in position, and at three-hundred feet, it would clear most of Istanbul’s buildings, although there were a total of one hundred and thirteen buildings between three-hundred and eighteen and nine-hundred and forty-seven feet tall. The craft, however, would fly itself if its proximity alerts were activated, and if the target vehicle went through the business and international hotel districts where these tall buildings were situated, then Rashid would be able to reprogramme the telemetries.

“On it,” Luger replied. “I’ll pick the vehicle up in a few minutes then drop back.” Luger could see the same footage as Rashid on his mobile phone. “Stick a gun on this thing and they won’t need you at all…”

“Welcome to the technical age, young Jedi…” Rashid paused. “If you had a discernible skill, then I’m sure it will be replaced by technology fairly soon…”

“Git…”

“Just joking, lad. But seriously, what is your speciality?”

“You’ll know it when you see it. I’m pacing myself…”

Rashid laughed. “OK, I’ll look forward to it…”


Chapter Eight



Bernese Oberland, Switzerland

She sipped the cappuccino, the late summer mountain air chilling her to the bone with a sudden gust of wind, then leaving her warm and comfortable once more as the sun warmed the still air. She had earlier reflected that one could not reasonably dress for such a place. Her cashmere sweater was thin and soft and luxuriously comfortable, but the sudden gusts drove straight through the weave and chilled her underneath. On the tables beside her, small groups of wind cheater wearing hikers sipped hot glühwein or hot chocolates loaded with marshmallows as they reflected on the hike down from the various peaks surrounding them, or drank deliciously thick, calorie-rich hot chocolates as they rested before their final ascent.

Caroline had checked the map and looked for an alternative route. She had three ski lifts and a cable car to get near where she wanted to go. The Blue Skies Institute sat at three-thousand-three hundred metres on the summit of Piz Aldernvorch and had its own cable car. Once a revered hotel and restaurant in the sixties and seventies, the site had also been a health retreat, and a charity-funded scientific research hub for climate change until the hub had lost its funding in the early noughties through embezzlement and misappropriation of funds. Now a think tank for socio-political research, Blue Skies was more than aptly named, as it commanded uninterrupted views for miles in every direction. The views had been impressive, and so had the security at the cable car station. Signs in multiple languages left visitors under no illusion that the area was private, and they would not be allowed entry. Two beefy guards paced on the other side of the fence and there were CCTV cameras mounted high on poles with anti-tampering spikes halfway up the poles to deter interference.

Caroline had politely talked to one of the guards, putting on a great act asking where the cable car went to and whether she could pay for a ride to the top. She had been politely rebuffed and when she asked more questions about who owned it, what the building was used for and why it was so secure, she was ignored, and the guard had joined his colleague before talking into his radio. Caroline had seen enough and left before she attracted anymore attention. She took the steps back down to the viewing platform, took many pictures of the view and a few selfies managing to get the cable car station in them, and took the ski lift back down to the next run. The place looked strangely at odds with the ski lifts, lush green grass, and late summer flowers where in a matter of a few weeks, the first snows would come. The area was high altitude and in what was referred to as the cradle of skiing, and the trend of later and later seasons through the effects of global warming was felt less here than in the French Alps or further south to Italy. Now, as she relaxed with her coffee and felt the chill wind gust up through the mountain gullies below, she knew that summer was over, and autumn was finally here. Autumns were short in the Swiss Alps, and if Ramsay’s intelligence was correct, then when she returned it would likely be in deep snow and freezing conditions, which meant getting to the summit of Piz Aldernvorch and inside the Blue Skies Institute would be nigh-on impossible.


Chapter Nine



Costa Blanca, Spain

It had been a savagely hot summer in the Mediterranean and Spain had exceeded record temperatures. Thankfully, the temperature had dropped but it was still in the mid to high twenties and the sea was as inviting as bathwater and only refreshing once further out in deep water. He dived down deep, equalising the pressure in his ears every six feet or so until he reached the seabed. He had little air remaining, but he turned and looked up at the sunrays casting beams of light from the surface. Tiny fish swam near him, then darted away as a shoal of mullet came lazily past and suddenly took flight. King watched as a small shark cruised along the rocky outcrop, lost interest in him and disappeared into the distant gloom. He rose slowly to the surface and watched the shoreline as he tread water. The beach was busy with out of season tourists. The ‘newlyweds’ and ‘nearly deads’, Caroline had once light-heartedly referred to them.

King turned and swam a lazy front crawl down the length of the beach until he reached the southwest end and clambered out onto the rocks. He had avoided the stony beach, parking his hired Jeep on the headland, and after climbing the rocks he dried himself off with a towel, leaving the door of the vehicle open to cool the interior as he watched the apartment block on the edge of town. Once dressed, King checked his mobile phone and opened an app to reveal a video image of a red front door. He rewound the footage and satisfied that the target had not moved, he got inside the Jeep and started the engine so that he could sit with the air conditioning on running while he waited. He checked his vintage Rolex Submariner and concluded that the man would be finishing up soon. Sure enough, after another ten minutes, the door slowly opened and Malek Zahedi appeared, turning to talk to someone. The woman remained inside, but King could see just enough of her. Slim, tall, and dressed only in tiny knickers, suspender belt, stockings, and a low-cut bra, she beamed a big white smile, and moved her dark mane of hair away from her face with a flick of her hand. Zahedi turned and walked down the stairs, the door closing behind him. King had watched him do this for four days straight. Every day at two pm and each time he had taken an hour. Already, another man was pacing somewhat conspicuously around the carpark, mobile phone to his ear. Before Malek Zahedi had returned to his BMW, the other man was climbing the stairs. King watched the new arrival knock upon the red door, and it opened just enough to reveal a flash of olive coloured flesh, and black stockings, and the man was inside, and the door had closed before the target had got back into his car. King shook his head incredulously. The woman must have earned a fortune. He just hoped that there wasn’t a young child somewhere and that the woman wasn’t addicted to drugs to drive her to such work out of desperation, but he doubted that she was just a shrewd businesswoman with a five-year plan, a retirement fund, and an exit strategy. People seldom got into sex work unless it was the last resort.

King left the solar-powered webcam in place and followed the target from a discreet distance. The streets of Albir gave way to Altea as King followed the BMW along the seafront and past the harbour. The towns were visibly different, Albir being more commercialised and Altea seemingly more Spanish. King soon found himself travelling along the winding coast road towards Calp with its tremendous rock rising from the headland like a smaller version of the Rock of Gibraltar, though infinitely prettier. The BMW pulled into a small carpark at the rear of the buildings along the seafront. Glimpses of the Mediterranean were afforded through narrow walkways, into which Malek Zahedi walked after paying for his parking using an app on his phone. King did not have time to park properly and left the Jeep on the kerb nearby. He donned a baseball cap and a pair of Oakley wraparound sunglasses, tucked the Swiss & Wesson 9mm automatic into the waistband of his jeans and headed for the walkway.

The beach was quiet and shady, the rock casting long shadows across the golden sand. A small, well-maintained promenade lined with cafés, bars, ice cream parlours and expensive-looking gift shops gave the resort a classier feel than many coastal resorts in the region and the prices and clientele reflected this. Malek Zahedi was already seated at a café table with another man and a waiter was taking their order. King took a seat at a café eighty metres away. He was hot and perspiring and ordered a Coke with plenty of ice and he appeared to peruse the menu to give him some cover. When their drinks came the man sitting opposite Malek Zahedi turned briefly and looked at the boats moored just offshore on deep-water moorings opposite them. King snatched a breath. He wasn’t often caught so off guard, but he knew the man, and he knew who he worked for. The last time he had seen him it had been in a Swiss hospital bed, and King had been the one to put him there.


Chapter Ten



“Iam flattered that I am in such great demand…”

“I don’t think you are flattered at all,” Newman replied. “I think you are now feeling insecure, terrified that the CIA have found you so quickly.” He stared the former General in the eye, watching for the signs he could read so well. Fear, uncertainty, lies – Newman knew them all.

Malek Zahedi smiled. “There are people and organisations to fear in this world, and I will tell you now that the CIA is the least of my concerns.”

“Tell that to Saddam Hussein and Osama Bin Laden…” Newman picked up his Americano and sipped, all the while staring the Iranian in the eyes.

“What do you want?”

“The Iron Fist,” Newman said quietly, still looking at the man intently.

Malek Zahedi laughed. “It cannot be done.”

“You don’t deny its existence?”

Zahedi sighed. “It would appear that there seems little point,” he replied, drinking his own lemon tea.

“Why can it not be done?”

“Resources and culpability.” He paused. “You take on one single organisation, but you have the might of five nations to contend with. Three of them are nuclear powers, another has Russia’s nuclear missiles on its own soil.”

“In contravention with clear nuclear protocols…”

“So, call Russia on it,” Zahedi smirked. “You can’t call Russia on anything! You fight wars with her by proxy… arms to the Ukraine and such, but you know that NATO will never go head-to-head with the great bear!”

Newman smiled wryly. “You think that we won’t take on the Iron Fist? A despot who can’t feed his nation, an ayatollah who is struggling to stop a revolt from his own people, and an alcoholic glove puppet with no real standing outside of his own borders and with a Russian president’s hand so far up his ass that when he talks all we see is Russia flipping us the bird! And then there’s the Russian leadership who can’t beat a former satellite country and had to release its prisoners to fight?” He paused, shaking his head in amusement. “We will not only beat you, but we will also crush you, burn you and scatter the fucking ashes…” He paused, taking time to sip his coffee and allow his words to sink in. “We found you easily enough…”

Malek Zahedi laughed and for a moment he could see that the young man in front of him was unsettled. He enjoyed the feeling of supremacy it gave him, the shift in the status quo that most people perceived the CIA and America in general had over Iranians like him. “You forgot about China in that speech of vitriol.” He paused, staring back at Newman with a rivalled intensity. “You won’t win anything against the world’s largest standing army.”

“Semantics,” Newman replied confidently. “You’re confusing size with power. Russia and China don’t even come close to the United States.”

“You know nothing…” Malek Zahedi sipped some more of his tea, then put it down quite deliberately and said, “What do you want? I mean, if you were going to kill me then you would have done it by now.”

“We know that the Iron Fist is a credible threat,” he conceded. “And we know that with agents from all five countries operating against The West, then we have our work cut out for the foreseeable future.”

“I’m glad your masters finally show some humility.”

“Practicalities, that’s all.” Newman paused. “We know that you have weaponised artificial intelligence. Let’s face it, it was only a matter of time.”

“But we got there first,” Malek Zahedi smiled. “We shall have to check our seals. Personally, I was never keen on North Korea being a part of what we have. The despot is simply too unstable.”

“So, it is true…” Newman smiled. Lefkowitz was no longer here, but his insight would be his legacy. The old spymaster had found out, and he had lived long enough to task his agents with one last mission.

“If you kill me, others will take my place…”

“I’m not here to kill you.”

“Why should I believe a word from the CIA?” Zahedi scoffed. He looked skywards and said, “Not even the CIA would sanction a drone strike on Spanish soil, but it’s always worth checking…”

“If the CIA want you; then they’ll get you,” Newman assured him. “But I come with thoughts of a proposition.”

“A proposition?”

“It’s early days. Your project is in its infancy.”

“So, you say.”

Newman shrugged. “You’re on the losing side. You don’t know it, or perhaps you always have. That’s why you lot are so fucking belligerent. You know that we have you beat, and you know that it’s just a matter of time before Hellfire missiles rain down on you from above.”

“I feel for you,” Zahedi mused. “You, the FBI, MI6 and MI5 have to get lucky so many times, but we only have to get lucky once. It must be a worry, a constant drain on morale and resources…”

“It’s not without its challenges.” Newman shrugged. “But we don’t have to keep looking above our heads waiting for a Predator drone to rain Hellfire missiles upon us. But here’s the clincher. You don’t have to go out like that. Sure, others will, but you don’t. I’m offering you the chance to get out. Go live out your days in safety and anonymity.”

Zahedi stared at him incredulously. “And what would I live on?”

“Millions,” Newman replied. “Two hundred million US dollars paid into a Cayman Island bank account.”

“Swiss,” Zahedi said nonchalantly. “The Swiss can’t be bought. The CIA does not have a good history with Caribbean offshore banking. Ask the Colombian and Mexican drugs cartels.”

“Switzerland, then,” Newman assured him. “Obviously, there’s just one catch…”

“I was wondering when that would come up,” Zahedi smiled.

“Look, you and I both know that if we found you this easily, then we’ll find you again. And we both know that if we want to, then you’ll be vapourised.” Newman paused. “Along with anyone who happens to be with you at the time. Your wife, your two daughters, your son… There will always be collateral damage in this business.”

“You don’t scare me,” Zahedi replied belligerently. “I go to my God in good conscience.”

“I’m sure. But you are in bed with some godless nations. Countries where religion is not even permitted. This is about hating Western ideals. About wanting to be top-dog, and nothing more.” Newman paused. “So, it’s merely business. And with that in mind, we want you to sell us your data, your research material and your programme, whatever stage it is at. We want what you have, and we don’t want any other nation to get their hands on it.”

“So, that you can use it on us!” Zahedi scoffed. “And I will reiterate; use it on us. Because what we have is a working and ever-evolving model.”

“It won’t affect you in your luxurious villa on a sun kissed beach someplace, with two million dollars in the bank…” Newman spread his hands and smiled. “And you won’t get blown to dust from a Predator drone from twenty-five-thousand feet.”

“How would I have your guarantee?” Zahedi paused. “From our collective experience, the CIA isn’t to be trusted…”

“I get it,” the American smiled. “But if your programme doesn’t work and we’ve already killed you, then that ain’t good business. Good business is buying it from you, keeping it out of the hands of our enemies and having one of those enemies around because, say… it doesn’t work…”

“It works,” he replied. “Look at Britain’s interest rates and utility prices. You plant a seed and…” He punched his right fist into his left hand. “And sit back and watch the pain…”

“Why Britain?” Newman asked incredulously.

“Many variables,” Zahedi replied matter-of-factly. “Brexit, the Covid pandemic, political incompetence, their disingenuous tabloid press… more than enough factors to cover our tracks. It was a good test. Italy’s elections is another example. How else do you think an attractive, young woman who happens to be a right-wing extremist garnered so many votes in such a traditional country? Perhaps in the build-up to your next election, then America will be a suitable target…”

“That’s exactly what we want to avoid, and we’ll pay handsomely for it.” Newman finished his Americano and replaced the cup deliberately to the saucer before staring back at Zahedi. “It’s time to get on the winning side. It’s time to get real. What’ll it be?”


Chapter Eleven



King knew where Zahedi would be. He had a tracker on the man’s car, one in the lining of the man’s suitcase and a solar-powered webcam on the man’s villa. Of course, Zahedi could give him the slip, but only realistically if the Iranian knew that King was onto him, and he was quite convinced that he had not been seen and that Zahedi was oblivious. Which was why he followed Newman.

The stick was new. King felt a little guilt at the memory of taking the man down with the assault rifle, but if he hadn’t, then he wouldn’t have had a clear shot at their enemy and Caroline would have been killed. As it was, when Newman fell, Caroline had picked up the man’s gun and levelled the playing field. King did not regret what he had done, but the man didn’t deserve to walk with a cane for the rest of his days. Newman favoured his right leg. And as much as he felt guilty, King could not help assessing strengths and weaknesses in everybody around him. When in MI6 training his old mentor Peter Stewart had once told him, “Be polite, be courteous, but have a plan to kill everybody in the room…”

Newman glanced around him before opening the door to his hired Peugeot crossover. King was far back from the man and on the other side of the street. As the American clambered in, slipping his cane into the passenger footwell, King sprinted across the road and knelt in the open doorway, the 9mm pistol jammed into Newman’s ribs.

“Fuck!” Newman gasped, looking incredulously at his attacker.

“Unlock the rear doors,” King said calmly. Newman complied, reached for the central locking button and King stood, stepped back, and opened the door. He slammed the driver’s door shut and slipped into the rear seat. The weapon was trained on the American the entire time. “Sorry about the walking stick…”

“Bastard…”

“It’s true, I suppose…”

“How the hell did you find out about Zahedi?”

“Sorry to burst the CIA’s bubble, but we’re pretty good at what we do as well.”

“The Security Service might be, but you’re just a gang of thugs and chancers who get lucky more often than you get unlucky…”

“But I’m the one holding the gun…” King replied tersely. “Drive.”

“Where are we going?”

“Around,” King replied. If you were stationary, then you were vulnerable. “I’ll tell you when to stop.”

Newman pulled away. King hadn’t realised that the vehicle was electric, and the initial sensation of seamless acceleration was unnerving. They drove up the steep, straight road to the coastal highway and King told him to turn right towards Dénia.

“Are you going to kill me?”

“That probably wouldn’t be the best thing for Anglo-American relations.”

Newman sneered. “Hasn’t stopped you before.”

“Oh, alright, I won’t bother then.”

“No, it’s fine,” Newman replied a little more emphatically than he would have liked. “I like this new diplomatic approach.”

“What do you know about Malek Zahedi?”

Newman shrugged. “I was handed a file and told to approach him. He’s known as The General and he’s a first-class piece of shit. Sixty years old, responsible for thousands of Iranian civilians disappearing. He’s the big stick wielded by the Ayatollah.”

“What’s your approach?”

“Appeal to his more capitalist nature…”

“My intelligence reports show that he has none.”

“With respect, I work for the CIA…”

“Again, I’m the one holding the gun…”

The American sighed. “Everyone has a capitalist side, they just need it fettled, that’s all.”

“So, you’re paying him for his AI programme,” King stated flatly.

“Got it in one.”

“But, being the CIA, you not only want the threat taken away, but you also want it for yourselves.”

“Why not?” the man shrugged.

“You’ll release the havoc intended for The West onto your enemies. But we’ll all get pulled in.”

“Our enemies,” Newman corrected him.

King said nothing. He saw the slip road ahead of him and told Newman to come off.

“Where are we going?” Newman asked, failing to hide his concern.

“Pull in here,” he ordered. Newman eased the car into a rocky, litter-filled layby and put the vehicle in park.

“If you kill me, they’ll come after you…”

“Get out.”

“But…”

“Get out of the damned car!” King opened his door as Newman got out. “Stand over there,” said King, waving the gun towards an over-filled dumpster.

Newman limped to the pile of rubbish spilling out of the dumpster. When he slowly turned around, King was pulling away in the electric Peugeot. He stopped before joining the carriageway and dropped the man’s cane out of the window.

Newman breathed a deep sigh, his legs shaking more from fear than from the absence of the cane, and as he watched his hire car disappear, he took out his phone and dialled.

“We have a problem,” he said after the call was answered on the third ring. “A big problem…”


Chapter Twelve



Bernese Oberland, Switzerland

Caroline had ordered another cappuccino and allowed the people around her to ebb and flow as she maintained her vigil on the summit. One man remained a constant. The second time she made eye contact told her everything she needed to know. He was watching her and knew that he should not have been caught doing so. Although she was in no way vain, she knew that most men found her attractive, and she could tell from the man’s reaction that he was not looking at her with the same intent. Unless she had the mother of all creamy, chocolatey moustaches from the cappuccino - and she knew that she did not - then the man would not have reacted in such a manner. The third time was the charm, and by the time the man glanced back, Caroline had left a ten euro note for her drink and tip and her seat was empty.

The man got up, faltering to leave enough change for his coffee, and as he charged after her, he frantically searched the walkways and steps and the path to the next ski lift. He caught sight of Caroline getting into a moving chair and whizzing around the exchange before heading back down the mountain. He darted past an elderly German couple, much to their annoyance, and pushed ahead of a group of noisy American hikers to take a chair for himself. There were three occupied chairs and two empty ones between himself and Caroline and he was way-past attempting to look inconspicuous. Several of the Americans shouted about rudeness and the elderly German couple were equally as seething.

Caroline looked around and saw that the man had a mobile phone to his ear. She felt a wave of adrenaline flow through her, her heart racing. The man was no longer concerned with remaining inconspicuous, and if he had contacted help at the other end of the ski lift, then by the time she got down the mountain she would be a sitting duck. Desperately looking around her, she estimated the ground to be between thirty and fifty feet below, depending on the terrain, but she knew that the lift run passed around fifteen feet above the lip of a steep slope in around five-hundred metres. She had noted the meadow grass and late summer flowers, and the rise had been so severe, that she felt that the run was levelling out when it was in fact about to get so much steeper to the summit. As the line steepened, giving the impression the lift was plummeting for a moment – the view of the network of valleys uninterrupted in the distance – she saw that she had one opportunity, and one only. She lifted the bar enough to curl up her legs and as soon as the line levelled out over the meadow, she spun around in her seat and dangled herself over the edge, and at arm’s length she took at least six-foot-six inches off the drop. For a moment her instincts forced her to hold on. She could not see the man, but he was panicking and attempting to get his much larger frame and legs out from the bars. Caroline dropped, a disconcerting fall because the motion was taking her backwards as she fell, but it only lasted a second and she crumpled and rolled instantly to take as much force out of the impact. She got to her feet in time to see the man dropping, but he had timed it wrong and had fallen at least thirty feet through the air when Caroline watched him disappear over the ridge. Above her people were passing overhead shouting at her in various languages. She held up a hand indicating that she was fine as she walked towards the edge of the steep slope. She had only taken a half-dozen steps when the man clambered into view. Caroline froze, struggling to take in the fact that he had escaped the fall uninjured, but as he limped towards her, she took to her feet and sprinted into the belt of tall pines which lay on either side of the lift run.

Her heart was pounding, and she knew from experience that this was not going to end well for one of them. She could hear the man breaking fallen branches and scuffing pinecones as he charged through the forest in pursuit, and as she reached a small clearing, she risked a glance behind her but caught her foot and tripped. When she stopped rolling and looked up, the man was almost upon her. He was large and his expression was determined, but that soon drained from his face when he stared into the muzzle of her Glock 19 9mm pistol.

“That’s close enough!” she shouted, her finger tightening on the trigger as he skidded to a halt just a few feet from her. She got up slowly, taking a long step backwards to increase the distance between them. “What do you want?” she asked, the pistol unwavering despite her heavy breathing from the exertion.

“Why were you so interested in Blue Skies?”

“I’m the one holding the gun, so I’m the one asking the questions.” She paused; her eyes fixed on his own. “Why are you chasing me?”

“You were caught watching,” he replied.

“And that’s enough to chase a woman through the woods?”

“You fell from your chair; I was merely checking to see if you were OK…”

Caroline lowered the weapon and the man visibly relaxed. She shot him through his right kneecap, and he screamed and fell to the ground. “Well, this was going nowhere…” she commented flatly. “All you had to do was give a straight answer to a question.” She paced around him, keeping two metres between them. His screaming had ebbed into a whimper and lots of sucking noises as he breathed through clenched teeth to combat the pain. “You were ordered to kill me, or question me at least,” she said. “How many people are waiting for me at the bottom?” she asked calmly.

“You fucking bitch…” he grimaced.

“How many?” she asked again, then added, “I have plenty more bullets if you need persuading…”

He glared up at her. “Two!” he spat at her.

“And what were their orders?”

“What the hell do you think?” He shook his head. “It was just orders…”

Caroline stared at him. The wound was bleeding less now, and he would require surgery, but he would make a reasonable recovery. But she didn’t care. The man had been told to kill her, or at least shadow her until two more could do the task. That was extreme for simply looking at a distant building on top of a mountain and asking a few questions. Any tourist could have done the same. Unless…

MI5’s cyber security had been breached. Ahmadi had stolen Ramsay’s laptop when it had been open on the server and it had remained like that for three hours until cyber security had closed the seals, headers and set new firewalls. It was quite possible that the Iron Fist had personnel files and that Caroline’s image had been run on their system. If so, then Iron Fist knew that MI5 were interested in the Blue Skies Institute in their investigation of the Iron Fist, and they had just lost the element of surprise.

Caroline looked around her. By now, the men at the bottom would have known that neither their target, nor their colleague had made it down the mountain, and once they had asked around then they would know from the other ski lift users where she had got off. She suspected that in any event, the police would have been called because you couldn’t just start jumping off ski lifts in the Swiss Alps. She needed to get out of here, and she needed to report the man anonymously not only to the police – which she hoped would unsettle Iron Fist – but to get him medical attention. She knew the way down – the slope was enough to tell her that – but she needed to find a way to avoid the lift station. As she took out her phone to use Google Maps, the man lunged towards her, a wicked-looking curved knife in his hand. It sliced into her leather boot, but as she tried to get out of the way, the man grabbed her trouser leg and pulled her off balance. Caroline fell, and as she did so, she saw the knife flashing towards her and she pointed rather than aimed the 9mm pistol and fired three rapid shots at her attacker.

Caroline scrambled back onto her feet. The man was dead and the karambit lay beside him. The knife was a modern take on the Indonesian fighting knife, with a curved blade sharpened on the inside of the curve – much like a scythe – although in this case the blade was serrated, and powder coated in black. It was quite a weapon, and one that no legitimate security guard would risk carrying. Caroline hastily checked the man’s pockets and went through his wallet. ID, debit and credit cards and some euros. She pocketed it for later and took out the man’s mobile phone. She bent down and used the man’s warm thumb to unlock the device and found it disconcerting when she released his hand and the arm dropped solidly to the ground. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves, then changed over the passcode so that she could scroll through it for vital information it later, then switched it off and slipped it into her pocket before turning and heading down the slope.


Chapter Thirteen



Langley, Virginia

“How compromised?”

“Is there a difference?”

“I suppose not,” Georgia Scott conceded. “How invested is he?”

“Our paths have crossed before. Once he’s on an assignment, then he’s as invested as it’s possible to be.”

“He won’t be dissuaded?”

“Never.”

“That is a problem…”

“What about working jointly? A coalition?” Newman paused. “If they’re onto Malek Zahedi, then they may have information that is key to our investigation.”

“It’s not an investigation, it’s a trade mission.” Georgia looked thoughtfully across the Potomac River. She would not talk to Newman inside CIA headquarters, Robert Lefkowitz had always told her never to trust the people she worked with when working outside the playbook. “No, that’s not going to be good for us…”

“There has been some bad blood between the Security Service and Langley in the past, it wouldn’t be a good idea to weaken relations further, not since our efforts to rebuild bridges.”

“You were gunned down by a British agent on your last mission!” she retorted.

“A friendly fire incident,” Newman lied. He knew that King had made the decision, but he had reported it in such a way as to stop the special relationship from deteriorating further. Lefkowitz had ordered him as much. “These things happen.”

“Newman, let me be clear on this…” Georgia Scott said impassively. “We will do a deal with Malek Zahedi, and we will take control of the Iron Fist’s AI programme. In doing so, we will both defend our shores, our interests, and that of our allies. And we will have a weapon to turn the tide of disinformation and remote interference on our enemies. We will not think twice about collateral damage, especially when it concerns a loose cannon operative from an organisation that has shown damn-little respect for us in recent years. Perhaps this will clip their wings a little?”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Leave that to me, Newman,” Georgia Scott replied tersely. She was damned if she would confer with the man over this. Robert Lefkowitz had tasked her with this operation, and he had been adamant that she should run it and keep it under Langley’s radar. She had been told that Newman was a good man in a crisis, but she wasn’t going to listen to him regarding the British. Allies were only allies when their interests aligned, and there was no way the Brits were going to use the AI programme as a weapon. They were far too stoical, far too moral for that. “Get Malek Zahedi to deal with us and get our operation back on track. Leave King and his band of chancers to me…”


Chapter Fourteen



Marseilles, France

He watched the two women walking along the promenade. Hips swaying, pert breasts bouncing somewhat hypnotically under sheer tops without bras. They were young, but still age appropriate for a man who had just reached thirty-five. Early twenty-somethings living off Daddy’s money for the summer. Patrice stared at their shorts, tight and high cut, their long, tanned legs both shapely and toned. They would have grown up skiing, riding ponies, playing tennis and swimming off the family yacht. He could tell rich girls from a distance, knew if they had grown up eating the best foods, and gained their bodies and fitness from sporting pursuits rather than the gym. He was a connoisseur of fine women, and the finer things in life, and he liked to move in those circles and emulate the rich, even if money had come to him late in life.

Patrice sipped his espresso and finished his croissant. He still had time to catch the girls up. They might not be impressed at first, but he was a good-looking man and he suspected they would be taken in by his chat. If not, well he would keep them engaged until they passed his convertible Bentley. The car screamed money and class, but best of all, it had four seats which meant that he could offer both girls a lift, and feeling that they might have safety in numbers, they would likely accept. It was something that luxury car makers really needed to mention in their brochures. As he finished his coffee, he was picturing them on the balcony of his apartment, taking in the views of the marina. It wasn’t strictly his apartment. Nor was the Bentley for that matter. The owner of both was still curled up in the foetal position and wrapped in plastic inside his own freezer, a single .25 bullet hole in his forehead. The ‘mark’ had lived alone and had few friends. Patrice reckoned he could risk another week living in the dead man’s shoes until he moved on.

His mobile phone buzzed just once, and he read the text message which was accompanied by an image: Alex King. British intelligence officer. Currently in Spain – Costa Blanca. Last seen in Calp.

Patrice took in the ‘mark’s’ age and the brief bio, including that King had an interest in Malek Zahedi, and the details that Newman had used to find him. He studied the photograph. It looked like it had been taken on the steps of a hotel in Northern Europe. Switzerland perhaps. He recognised the eyes of a killer when he saw them. The second text came in: Do you accept the contract? Reply: Y or N

Patrice watched the two young women reach the end of the promenade and cross the road out of his view. C’est la vie… he thought and typed his one letter answer and sent it back to the woman he had never met, but for whom he had killed many times.


Chapter Fifteen



Barcelona, Spain

“Madam, more bread, por favor…”

“And wine, dear…” the woman said from under the brim of her wide, straw hat without looking up. “Oh, and some more of the olives, oh and some more mayonnaise to dip them in…”

The waitress nodded. American tourists were the worst. Demanding and quite unable to eat the local food as it was intended, but they tipped well. Better than the Spanish locals, and certainly better than the British, who generally drank too much and always wanted chips served with everything.

Catalina did not need to waitress. She was financially independent. But she enjoyed the social interaction with local customers and her fellow members of staff, and she spoke often about her aspirations of property rentals and management. Her work colleagues knew that she owned three apartments and she rented them out as Airbnb holiday lets in the summer months and temporary residential status lettings for three-month-long winter contracts. She supposedly made enough money to cover her mortgages and have a little on top. That accounted for her new Fiat 500 and the fact that she only worked part-time hours and often took time off to chase non-paying tenants and clean at the end of holiday rentals. They did not know, however, that she owned a dozen villas and hired an agency to clean and handle bookings. She never went near the three apartments, either. And despite no mortgages existing in her name, she kept her hours at the café and bar to have a legitimate income source and all the paperwork that entailed which entitled her to healthcare and even a state pension. She lived well within her visible means and the money she made from ‘other sources’ outside her waitressing work, and her property portfolio was banked in a numbered Swiss bank account.

She looked at the text and read the instructions and bio. She liked the man’s face. Rugged, younger looking than his years, a strong, chiselled jaw and a pugilist’s brow. Another time and another place and she would have felt attracted to him. But she would not be complacent because she recognised the eyes of a killer. Considering the man’s line of work, it would be a challenge. And that, was primarily why she did what she did. The man would not be an easy target. She answered the text with a ‘Y’ and set about getting more bread, wine, and olives with mayonnaise for the garish Americans to dip them in, God forbid. She would clear the time off with Manuel, the café owner. He was an understanding boss, and he appreciated the hard work she put in contrasted with the constant turnover of younger students and seasonal drifters that Barcelona attracted. She smiled on her way back outside. She enjoyed the coast road down to the Costa Blanca. After she killed the British spy, she would find time to swim in the rivers and waterfalls in the mountains that hemmed in that coastal region, or simply hike in the hills around Benidorm and turn the weekend into a well-needed mini break, before returning for the autumn Barcelona fiestas and music festivals.


Chapter Sixteen



Galway, Ireland

The lobster pots needed repair, but that was a job for winter. He preferred pots made from wicker and rope. Plastic was the bane of the ocean, and he would not subscribe to plastic pots that broke down over millennia. He had made his decision when he had read about shrimp at the bottom of the Mariana Trench – the deepest point on Earth – having plastic in their digestive tracts. Nothing in the oceans escaped man’s interference with nature and considering that eighty percent of the planet’s air came from plankton, then it made sense to help rather than hinder ocean health.

The waves crashed against the harbour wall, the occasional giant set spraying him and soaking into his Aran jumper. His hands were cold, and it was still only that paradox of time between late summer and early autumn where the seasons could not make up their minds, but the North Atlantic took no prisoners, and the west coast of Ireland was not known for its clement climate. He hauled out the lobsters, having rejected the smaller ones out at sea and bound the claws of acceptable ones with elastic bands. He had fallen foul to one before and had almost lost a fingertip. The creatures had two types of claws – one for holding and one for cutting – and they were extremely effective indeed. He stacked the lobsters in the crates, head to tail and keeping them tight to avoid them damaging by fighting each other, then started on the brown crabs. It had been a good haul. He had set his pots and cages two weeks ago, and he had checked on them every two days, hauling out his catch and transferring them to holding cages out at sea where they could be kept alive until he had enough for a worthwhile trip, and studying the daily market prices always played a vital part in his business. Like many small boat fishermen who had eked out a living on his own, he was a canny soul and had got his haul into harbour just as the rough seas and strong winds had come in. Nobody would be going out now for days, maybe a week, and his haul would fetch the best prices at market. It had been a tight run, racing towards harbour for the last five miles of coastline, littered with rocks and the wrecks of vessels whose captains had timed it wrong, or underestimated both the sea and their ability. But he would reap the rewards.

He was startled by the vibration of the phone in his pocket. He did not have any friends, none that he did not drink with in the local pub, at least. His wife, a Basque Spaniard, had passed away from cancer eight years ago, and his daughter had moved to Boston and just like Quint’s version of the song in the film Jaws; and so never more would he see her again…

He read the text. There was something about the man, the photograph and his age that told Cillian O’Shea that the ‘mark’ would have crossed paths with his IRA and Sinn Fein brothers. His own cousin had been killed in France by the British intelligence services twenty years ago, so perhaps fate had brought an opportunity to his door. He looked at his lobster pots and the worn and rusted outboard motor on his day boat. The transom needed replacing, too. A week or two in the Spanish sun and a hundred-thousand dollars in his account would go a long way to making for a more comfortable winter. He typed ‘Y’ and started to drag his crates towards the old Toyota pickup. Maybe he could replace that, too.


Chapter Seventeen



Hammersmith, London

It was a busy day. Minicabs were booked for the school runs twice a day, thanks to the government’s increase to ULEZ meaning that motorists driving cars non-compliant with emission standards paid a daily rate to drive inside inner London. With his small fleet of hybrid and electric vehicles and car-share agreements, Goran Stojanović provided a service which meant that parents could save thirty pounds a week on ULEZ fees alone. He also offered theatre runs for a discount and the late-night bar and pub runs were a constant money spinner.

For the veteran of the Bosnian War, Stojanović had later migrated to Britain and worked as an unlicensed minicab driver. He had worked hard and brought his own car and eventually an office and three more cars and hired drivers. The cars were all ten years old with over a hundred and fifty-thousand miles on the clock, but he knew enough about mechanics and car maintenance to keep them running and over the years he expanded and bought newer vehicles and moved offices. Minicabs could only be used by booking, even if the client was standing beside the vehicle and he manned his phones and vehicles with fellow Serbs. He bought properties to house them, and eventually trafficked them to have free labour while they ‘worked’ off the debt. He was a wealthy man, and he did not need the hundred-thousand dollars that the American woman was offering him, but he yearned for the feeling of excitement and power that killing gave him. He had executed more than a hundred men, women, and children during the wars, and he had enjoyed each time he had pulled the trigger. The feeling of immense power, the anticipation, the feel of the recoil in his hand, the short, sharp report of the pistol in his ringing ears, and the way life simply jolted from the living being in front of him to simply become mere organic matter. The fall and thud of the body on the ground, the feeling of elation it gave him, as if by taking a life he somehow became stronger, more relevant as a human being. He had seen many things in war, and he had done many things. Were they bad? A priest may say so, but he did what had needed to be done. He had taken part in the ethnic cleansing of the filthy Muslims bringing his country to degradation. Serbia’s ethnicity and purity was eroding, its borders shrinking, and the people of Serbia had done what had been necessary. Croatia, Kosovo, and Albania had followed, until NATO had intervened, and Albania had escaped the same fate as its neighbours.

He studied the picture which had been texted to him. A strong face, but he would have bet that he had known a hundred tougher men. Interesting eyes. Blue-grey and glacier cold. A wolf’s eyes. But Stojanović was not afraid of wolves, either. The man’s bio sounded brief but interesting, and no matter what his history, it was clear that the American woman did not consider working with the British. That too, was interesting, because Stojanović had long suspected that she worked with the CIA, and it wasn’t in either country’s interest to work against each other. No, there was something deeper here and whatever it was, it would be worth more than a hundred-thousand dollars. He would accept the contract, and if he could feather his nest at the same time, then he would do so. He typed ‘Y’ and replied to the text. Life was going to get interesting again.


Chapter Eighteen



Berlin, Germany

Franz started the day, like every day with two-hundred sit ups and two-hundred press-ups. Franz never lifted weights, but the routine kept them trim. As did the frequent cycling and swimming. Franz Oppenheimer knew the importance of fitness and diet and regularly fasted and abstained from carbohydrates, which kept them medically underweight. Franz enjoyed looking good in a business suit or a cocktail dress, whichever took his or her mood. Franz or Frankie, they never knew who would start the day, and as Franz showered and felt the steam invigorate them, she reached for the shampoo on the left side of the shower. Today was a she/her day and she would wash, prepare, and dress accordingly.

Frankie was new. She had been created recently after years of living a confused life. Living a lie. Not knowing whether she was gay or straight. Franz was straight, but Frankie was attracted to men and other trans people. There was no homosexual, straight or lesbian label. Frankie was an anomaly in a rigid world of convention.

Towelling off she walked somewhat more effeminately into the bedroom and chose the chest of drawers on the left which were full of women’s underwear, sweaters, and heavily scented potpourri bags. She enjoyed the smell of the delicate clothing, the sheer and soft fabrics. Being Frankie elevated her mood and she thought of the fun she would have ordering her coffee

At one of the wonderful cafés on the edge of Preußenpark. The leaves had turned, and the smells of autumn were on the wind, yet it was still warm enough to enjoy a tight-fitting dress and sit somewhat elegantly, cross-legged and hope for eye contact with a good-looking man. Perhaps more…

The text message alert sounded, and she picked up her phone. The bio sounded interesting, if a little brief, but the man in the photograph had piqued her interest. She felt a stirring inside, found herself becoming aroused, but put the thought aside as she concentrated on the information and instructions. The money was good, and she had not had a contract in almost six months so the money would be a welcome addition to her offshore account in the Cayman Islands. She typed ‘Y’ as her reply and sat down on the bed. The job would call for both Franz and Frankie, so she would have to pack accordingly. Franz often did the dirty work, but Frankie was so useful in providing the element of surprise. She got off the bed and pulled out the bottom drawer of her bedside table. The drawer contained a false bottom and after she lifted the divider out, a metal box was exposed. The lid of the box was fitted with a digital lock that opened by thumbprint. Inside were the tools of her trade. A wicked-looking stiletto knife with an ivory handle, a tiny, nickel-plated Beretta .22 automatic pistol, a heavily customised Colt .45 1911 pistol with tactile rubber grips, an extended magazine and guttersnipe sights. Next to the .45 was a small plastic box of syringes with drugs ranging from scopolamine which was a truth serum that worked by inducing a twilight sleep, to incapacitating agents which would render the victim unconscious, and finally, a quantity of cyanide that would kill inside ten seconds. She looked back at the picture of the ‘mark’ and smiled. Whether it was Franz of Frankie who did the deed, Alex King wouldn’t stand a chance.


Chapter Nineteen



Langley, Virginia

Georgia Scott sat on a bench in Langley Fork Park with a large flat white in a go-cup while briefly distracted by an informal game of football on an expanse of neatly mown grass. There were a few over-excited dads shouting orders like they had played in the Superbowl, but that was just dads watching kids’ sports the world over.

The last of the texts had come in and she now deleted them from her phone. The phone was a burner and she had only identified herself to the contractors by the format in which she had sent the details. She placed her coffee down on the bench beside her and took off the back of the phone, extracting and snapping in half the SIM card. She dropped the phone into the trash can beside her and tossed one half of the SIM card into the bushes. The other half would disappear down a storm drain grate she had noticed when she had parked in the parking lot.

She had the numbers to the contractors’ various phones hidden in plain sight in her office inside CIA headquarters. She used page numbers in books, volume numbers in out-of-order displayed reference books and map grid references on the atlas on the wall, and she did not bother with the national dial codes, which she had memorised for the relevant countries.

Georgia Scott sipped her coffee and checked her watch. She had another twenty minutes before her absence would be noticed, so she started back to her car and tried to make peace with what she had just done. For half a million dollars, she had outsourced the problem and the objective of turning Malek Zahedi and gaining control of the Iron Fist’s weaponised AI programme was protected from foreign agency involvement.


Chapter Twenty



Canton of Bern, Switzerland

It had taken several hours and some expert orienteering to get down the mountain and be able to avoid the ski lift station without veering off onto an adjacent mountain. Mountains were easier to distinguish at their peak, not the base, which was often the base for many adjacent peaks. A wrong turn and she could well have missed the town altogether. She had used a bus to reach her hotel, and now, having hastily packed and driven from Mittelland in her hire car, she had taken a room in a humble hotel near many decent looking restaurants. She had ditched the Glock in a river that had been blue green from glacier run off, stripping the weapon down to its four components of the barrel, the grip and frame, the slide, and the magazine, and dropping each part a few hundred metres apart after wiping her prints off with a handkerchief. She had removed the firing pin, disfigured the tip on a rock and tossed it in a stream near the town of Grindelwald. She was now unarmed, but at least she had nothing incriminating on her. She had photographed the man’s credit and debit cards and sent the images to Ramsay before ditching them in a bin along with the wallet, and she had scrolled through the man’s phone, photographed his contact list details, and sent them also. She dumped the phone after switching the device off. Caroline was thorough, but that was what had kept her alive for so long in her trade.

Ramsay’s orders had been to hold tight. He would be sending someone with clear instructions. What happened next would tell him how significant the Blue Skies Institute and Piz Aldernvorch was to Iron Fist’s agenda.


Chapter Twenty-One



Istanbul, Turkey

Jack Luger’s heart was racing as he fought for breath. He had dodged the beam of the torch and darted between the two buildings, unsure whether he had been seen or not. The temptation to pull the Glock 19 in his pocket was almost too much, but Rashid was following his progress through the sights of the M14 and he would have his back. Luger had never killed before, and he was damned if he was going to start with a security guard who probably did not have a clue what was going on at the site.

Luger darted left at the end of the building, mindful that Rashid would no longer be able to cover him with the rifle. There were bins and skips in the shadows and he crouched down beside a skip, tucking himself into the darkness as he surveyed the scene. After a few minutes had passed he decided that the security guard was not coming, but that did not mean that the man hadn’t seen him, and he could have called for back-up.

“Sit-rep…” he said into his throat mic.

“All good. The guard is taking a piss on the eastern side of the first building.”

“Have that. I’ll start from here, then.”

“I’ll put the drone up. Coming off the rifle now.”

“I feel this is like a case of cost-of-living staff shortages…”

“You’re lucky we’re still in business…”

Luger did not reply. He knew that Ramsay was running a tight ship, but he also knew that if they were going after Ahmadi, a man who had so far double-crossed MI5 and killed two senior members, then they needed more boots on the ground. Luger had a vested interest – Stella Fox, the former director of the Security Service, was in fact his aunt. He wanted Ahmadi, and although he had not killed in his naval and intelligence career – he was aware that his work may have indirectly caused loss of life – he would be more than willing to kill Ahmadi and anyone backing him. The only thing that kept his emotions in check was the fact that the same man who had murdered his aunt had put Neil Ramsay in a wheelchair. If Ramsay could cope with the unit’s less than ideal manpower issue, then he must be confident in how he intended to run things. Rashid had already said that the size of the unit meant that they would remain under the radar of the Joint Intelligence Committee. Luger trusted the other members of the team and knew that he was relatively inexperienced in intelligence work, so he would keep his head under the parapet for now.

Luger paused at a door and tested it. Taking out a set of pick-lock tools, he selected a ‘C’ pick and an ‘L’ pick, and a torsion wrench and started to manipulate the lock. He had a talent for lock-picking, and it had not been long since he had completed the service’s burglary course. He changed ‘L’ picks a few times and swapped the torsion wrench for a twist flex wrench and the lock snapped open. He took out a small wooden wedge and after he had slipped inside, he wedged the door open behind him. Using an infrared beam, he checked for passive infrared motion sensors, but could see that it was merely a building site. He took several pictures with a compact camera fitted with a night vision lens, and retreated outside, removing the wedge, and relocking the door which was just as lengthy a process as the initial pick.

“What have you got?”

“It’s under construction,” Luger replied quietly into his mic. “Lots of piping and fans at one end, the floor is being prepared for laying concrete, I think.”

“OK,” said Rashid. “There’s nobody immediately around you. The guard who was having a piss is now rolling a cigarette and there’s another guard patrolling down the back of the building you’ve just been in.”

“Have that…” Luger replied and made his way to the next building. It took a while, but he found the personnel entrance next to a pair of large cargo doors at the far end of the building.

“Smoking guard is now ambling towards you… One hundred metres behind and fifty metres to your right.”

“Are you on the rifle?”

“Let’s see if we can avoid a bloodbath, shall we?”

Luger picked up the pace and used the heavy plant vehicles for cover as he tried to avoid making moon shadows. He knew the basics of concealment, otherwise known as the five S’s – shape, sound, shine, silhouette, and smell. He had showered with just water to avoid the heavy fragrance of soap and he had taped over the stainless-steel strap of his Omega diving watch and wore just black with soft-soled running shoes. Shape and silhouette were down to him, and he made sure to always keep close to cover.

The lock was a similar five-piece mortice dead lock as before. He took out the same tools and set to work, cracking the lock open after three minutes of manipulation. Once again, he wedged the door and checked for passive infrared. Deciding that there was no alarm system and that it was indeed clear, Luger stepped inside and photographed the inside. He made his way over to a stack of boxed crates and jemmied the lid off one using his Leatherman pocket multi-tool. He estimated a hundred generators, if indeed the boxes were all the same.

“What have you got, kid?”

“Kid? You’re in your early thirties, idiot…”

“I thought it might work.”

“Think again.”

“Maybe King can use it.”

“Then he can bloody well think again,” Luger replied tersely. “Generators. About a hundred.”

“To sell?”

“I don’t think we are going to be as lucky as that. It looks like they’re levelling the floor. Generators have to be as level as possible, otherwise they run inefficiently.”

“You’re a mechanic now?”

“Engineer, actually.”

“Oh…”

“I’d say with the pipes they’re creating a power and cooling system.”

“Just what somebody would want to keep their electric usage under the radar and to cool computer hardware that will be working at maximum capacity.”

“Like mining bitcoin in a blockchain. The systems fry if they’re not cooled down quickly and effectively.”

“OK, I think that’s enough for one night. Get out of there. Both guards are chatting at the southern end of the other building, for now at least. Switching to the rifle…”


Chapter Twenty-Two



Villajoyosa, Spain

The town had been nothing special on the drive in. A busy road running parallel to the shoreline, but the sparkling Mediterranean only glimpsed fleetingly between four-storey town houses and retail outlets. Numerous pedestrian crossings slowed progress, as well as poorly ridden scooters and traffic lights that seemed to switch at no notice. A sharp left-hand bend took him off the main road and down a steep slope towards the beach, which suddenly filled his windscreen, the noise of the traffic instantly behind him.

The road sign indicated that it was now one-way and Malek Zahedi took the right fork and drove the narrow road with the glistening sea and off-white sand on the left. King backed off, suddenly finding himself directly behind Zahedi’s BMW. Cafés, bars, and restaurants lined the street with many small gift shops and the buildings were wonderfully multicoloured and standing four or five storeys tall. Many of the buildings were townhouses and apartments, and the colours lent an individualistic quality King had not seen before on the Spanish coastline.

After a close call with a family crossing the narrow road without realising that vehicles had access, Zahedi veered left, and his car was swallowed up by the promenade. It was the most discreet underground carpark King had ever seen, but he realised that if he followed then there was no way that he would avoid being seen. He carried on around to the left, past a pharmacy and squeezed into an unrealistically tight parking space on the corner. Ignoring the parking notices, King ran to the underground parking exit at the end of the promenade. He ignored the no entry signs, jogged down the slope and slipped under the barrier. Underground, the air was hot and filled with petrol and diesel fumes. Daylight could be glimpsed from both ends, but the lighting was poor and did little to illuminate the gloom. Malek Zahedi had pulled in front of a Land Rover Discovery that had parked in two spaces. The large SUV pulled out and reversed back into one of them, with his space held for him Malek Zahedi drove into the other. Both drivers were side-by-side as Zahedi lowered his window and the driver of the Land Rover followed suit. King ducked between two vehicles and crouched low. He was afforded a good view of the Iranian but could not see the driver of the other vehicle. He scraped his way behind the next two vehicles, edged down between two people carriers and had a better view, but could still not see the other driver, whose face was masked by the vehicle’s lowered sun visor.

King was battling with both his emotions and his role. Malek Zahedi posed a clear and present danger, a threat to Britain and her allies. Anyone he was meeting should be considered a threat. Two bullets could halt this here and now. That was how he had worked, how he had been deployed in MI6 under Peter Stewart and his band of deniable ‘pirates’. But MI5 had shown King the bigger picture. Ramsay was at the helm of the new department that had its own remit and now seemed answerable to no one. With Malek Zahedi and this new player dead, the trail would go cold, and the objective could be lost altogether.

King backed up, squeezed between the concrete wall and the row of cars until he reached the stairwell to the promenade. Casually, he stood up and crossed over in front of a couple and a family returning from the beach to their cars. He slipped between two parked cars and squeezed down the line of vehicles, getting onto his stomach and crawling past the last six vehicles until he could hear some of the conversation. Zahedi’s English was good, his voice strong and deep and authoritative. King could imagine the General inspecting troops or reprimanding junior officers. The other voice was British with a slight London accent. The underground carpark distorted the sound, but King was sure he had heard the voice before. He could only catch snippets, but he had heard enough to know that Malek Zahedi and the Iron Fist had another bidder.

King’s palm gripped around the 9mm pistol, the grip fat and comforting in his right hand. In the confines of the underground carpark, the noise would be devastating, but he could end things here and now. Two bullets. That was all it would take, and he had done too much, come too far to lose sleep about it. Two more faces in his dreams among the many regulars. He had learned to roll over, close his eyes and go back to sleep.

A family walked past laden heavily with beach mats, parasols, and enough bags for an expedition across the Sahara. They waited while the father pulled the car out of the space to allow easier access to the doors, and another vehicle entered and was forced to wait. There was no way King could take a shot, even if it was a last resort. Above them, the one-way road system away from the beach was less than an ideal getaway route, and the main road into Villajoyosa was laden with roundabouts and crossings playing host to many CCTV cameras. No, as much as his heart listened to his old mentor, Peter Stewart, his head was listening to his former colleague and new boss, Neil Ramsay. King tucked his shirt back over the butt of the pistol and edged back behind the cars. He crossed behind the waiting car and started up a stairwell to the promenade. The sunlight blinded him as he ran between the restaurant tables and the beach. The family who had been loading up their car had already cleared the exit ramp and drove past him, and he turned and saw Zahedi’s BMW at the top of the slope to the underground carpark. He looked away, taking in the sparkling Mediterranean as he slowed to a less obvious walk. Zahedi drove on past, and King turned away and looked back down the promenade, avoiding showing the man his profile. He climbed back into the Jeep, dropped the windows, and powered on the air-conditioning directly after he started the engine. The air inside the vehicle was stifling, and as he twisted the rear-view mirror to see further down the road, he caught sight of his beaded brow and the look of intensity in his eyes.

The Land Rover Discovery was a large vehicle and it eased out of the exit where it blindly joined the road, squeezing between the bollards then powered on past King, its powerful engine working effortlessly. King backed out of the space and followed. As he crossed over the roundabout, the Discovery was already reaching the top of the hill and King had to floor the Jeep’s accelerator to catch up. Mercifully, before the traffic lights on the brow of the hill, a beaten-up hatchback pulled out in front of him and gave him cover as the Discovery waited on the red light.

The target vehicle turned right on green, and the hatchback followed. King dropped back a little. The Discovery’s progress was governed by two scooters in front of it, and King settled back in his seat, relieved that he could still follow undetected. After ten minutes they cleared the town of Villajoyosa and were taking the main highway to bypass the tourist trap of Benidorm. The traffic flow was rapid, and King was able to stay a few vehicles back from the Discovery apparently undetected.

Once through the town of L’Albir the Discovery took a steep road and parked on the headland. The land was a national park with a secluded walk to the distant lighthouse. King eased back as the Land Rover parked at the bottom end of the carpark, well away from the entrance and with a view over the same apartment block that King had surveyed Malek Zahedi taking his regular afternoon delight with the prostitute. King looked around the carpark, then reached under his seat and retrieved the silenced Welrod pistol. He chambered the first round, then held it down by his side as he got out of the Jeep and walked casually towards the Discovery, keeping in what he hoped was the driver’s blackspot. He could hear music playing quietly and saw that the driver’s window was down over halfway.

It was time to get some answers, and questions were never answered better than when the muzzle of a gun was pressed against a person’s skull. King hurried his pace, swung the Welrod into position and stepped close enough to press the weapon forcefully into the man’s neck. The man could not see King, his head bowed and his eyes staring steadily at the dashboard as he froze, but it also meant that he could not see King’s surprise.

“Well, well, well…” King said quietly. “MacPherson… What brings Sir Galahad’s errand boy out to the Costa Blanca?”

“The bigger picture, King,” he replied, taking it for granted that he could relax a little and straighten his neck. King obliged him, but the muzzle of the Welrod remained dangerously close. “Behind the curve again, are we?”

“Perhaps,” King replied. “But I’m not the one with a gun in my ear…”

“Are you sure about that?” the voice came from behind him. The accent was Slavic, the tone guttural. King felt the steel scrape the back of his skull. He caught MacPherson’s eye, but the man was as surprised as he was and gave a faint shake of the head. “I thought the contract would be more difficult, more sporting than this…” The man was cut short and gave an odd little moan.

MacPherson’s eyes widened and King glanced sideways following the man’s stare and saw the bloodied blade – wickedly pointed and as thin as a fishmonger’s filleting knife – run clear and twist before pulling back. MacPherson started the Discovery and roared forwards, over a knee-high privet hedge and up a small embankment, bouncing into the road with a crunching of metal and screech of rubber. King spun around. The man had fallen to his knees and dropped the silenced Zastava M88 9mm pistol to the ground with a clatter. Newman stood directly in front of King, a thin sword in his right hand and what appeared to be three-quarters of his cane in his left. He deftly wiped the blade on the dying man’s shoulder and sheathed the blade, neatly putting the swordstick back together.

“He’s finished…” Newman said as the man slumped onto his side. “Follow me!”

King hid the Welrod by his side as he ran to the Jeep and Newman got into another small rental car, awkwardly helping his left leg into the footwell by grabbing his own trouser leg. King felt a pang of guilt, but he also knew that had he not shot the man, then Caroline would almost certainly be dead.

King followed Newman out of the town and up into the hills. Among hundreds of acres of orange groves, Newman found a track and pulled into it with a crashing jolt that rocked the suspension making the car bounce wildly. King followed more sedately, the Jeep coping with the rocky terrain better than the family hatchback. They finally pulled to a stop overlooking a church spire in the nearby town of Altea. King got out, but he tucked the 9mm pistol down the waistband of his jeans and pulled his polo shirt over the butt.

“Thanks…” he said as the American got out. “You didn’t have to, but you did. I’m grateful. That man was a Serb, and I haven’t seen one of those pistols since I did some work out there during their troubles.”

“Things are going to get busy for you,” Newman said matter-of-factly.

“Meaning?”

Newman held up his hands like he had already said too much. “Langley don’t want any barriers between Malek Zahedi and Iron Fist’s AI programme.”

“Langley…” King said, staring at him.

“Well, a black-ops concern. One that the CIA may have forgotten about…”

“That sounds ominous, if not a little careless,” he replied sardonically.

“You’re not one to object. Who are you and your team answerable to?”

King shrugged. “Fair enough.” He paused. “Define busy? Although that bloke back there mentioned a contract, so I think I get the idea.”

“The person I’m working for has mobilised five contractors to get you out of the way.”

“Get me out of the way?” King smirked. “Kill me, more like…”

“Yeah…”

“So, this woman you work for…”

“I don’t remember saying it’s a woman.”

“You said, person.”

“So?”

“So, your omission leads me towards believing it’s a woman. If it was a man, then you would just have said, man. But you didn’t want me to know that it was a woman, so you said, person.”

“That’s fucking annoying…” Newman sighed.

“What’s her name?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

King nodded. “So, I take it that Serbian back there was hitman number one?”

“Too much of a coincidence for it not to be.” Newman shrugged. “It’s a mixed bag, men and woman. As far as I’m aware, none of them are American.”

“Makes sense,” said King. “That’s the CIA’s idea of distancing themselves.”

“I guess.”

“I’m sorry I shot your legs,” he said.

Newman nodded, but he had spent enough time dwelling on the fact. No good was going to come from bitterness. “It is what it is…”

“I have a problem though.”

“I’m all out of favours…”

King drew the pistol and aimed it at Newman’s right kneecap. “I’m a survivor. It’s just in my DNA.”

“But I just saved your life!”

“I know. Which makes it even more awkward, to be fair. But I need to know that woman’s name,” said King. “If someone has taken out a contract on me, well knowing the identity of the fixer may be the only hope I have.”

“You can’t be serious…”

“I’ll get the name out of you.” King paused. “I don’t want to have to, but I will leave here knowing who my enemy is. I guarantee you that. And it seems the easiest way, you know how painful recovering from multiple gunshots can be. I doubt you want to go through that again, and you’ll cave in anyway after the first couple of shots.”

“For fuck’s sake!” Newman shook his head. His heart was pounding as he stared at the gun, unwavering in King’s hand. “You really are a piece of work, King.”

King shrugged but said nothing. He tightened his grip on the pistol and took careful aim. “Everybody talks eventually…”

“Georgia Scott,” Newman said dejectedly. “She’s a fellow dark agent. Completely deniable. Robert Lefkowitz had a few of us, so it would seem. She’s mid-thirties, brunette. Slim and very attractive. Cold as fucking ice, though.”

King nodded. “You may be lying…”

“So, you’re going to shoot me up anyway?”

King shook his head. “No. I owe you this much, at least.” He paused. “But I’ll find you if you’re lying.”

“I won’t be hiding,” Newman replied acidly. “But I’m all out of favours from now on.”

King stepped back a couple paces and tucked the pistol away. “I deserve that,” he replied humbly. “Take care of yourself, Newman. Malek Zahedi and Ahmadi are going down. Make sure you, or anyone you care about isn’t in the way.”

Newman watched King as he got into the Jeep and dropped the driver’s window, then called after him, “The US and the CIA generally get what they want. Right now, we want what these assholes have, so the same goes for you and yours. We will get the upper hand with AI. And we will use it on our enemies.” He paused as King started to pull away. “If it’s going to get stormy, then you guys might want to stay in the harbour on this one…”


Chapter Twenty-Three



Canton of Bern, Switzerland

Caroline started at the rap on the door. She had been couped up in the hotel room for too long, taking her meals and refreshments in the room and staying away from the window and balcony. Tentatively, she headed for the door and eyed the spyhole. She smiled and unbolted the door and flung her arms around Big Dave.

“Ramsay said that he was sending someone, but you took your sweet time!”

“Will I do?” his deep voice echoed in the corridor as he looked down at her.

“Absolutely!” she stood aside and let him in, then closed the door and bolted it once more. “It’s a lonely feeling when you have no back-up.”

“Well, you’ve got it now,” the big Fijian replied. “Ramsay filled me in, but before we bug out, I want to go up the mountain and look at the body.”

“Why?” she frowned. “He’s dead. I photographed his cards, his messages and call lists… anything that could be useful.”

“There’s been no police report,” he replied, handing her a Walther PPK chambered in the punchier .380. “I picked that up from a contact,” he explained. “We’ll need to ditch it before we fly back.”

Caroline could already see by the weapon’s unique pin under the hammer that there was no round in the chamber. She ejected the magazine and tested the action before slipping the loaded magazine home and working the slide. She de-cocked the weapon and the pin underneath the hammer was now protruding slightly indicating a round in the chamber. Why can’t all pistols have that feature? She thought. She put on her jacket and tucked the weapon into her pocket. “Fine by me, but what have the police got to do with anything?”

Big Dave shrugged. “If there’s no police report and the body has gone, then we’ll categorically know that whoever this guy was working for is up to no good. Only a dangerous criminal element would go to great lengths to move a body.”

“Makes sense, I suppose.”

Caroline followed Big Dave out of the room and down the stairs to the foyer. She felt more confident with her friend to back her up. At six-feet-four and eighteen stone of solid muscle, the former career soldier and SAS trooper was a force to be reckoned with. She liked the idea of him as her bodyguard.

Big Dave drove in his hired Audi Q7. The vehicle gave him plenty of room in the driver’s seat and he had slung Caroline’s bag in the boot beside his own military duffle bag. The same bag he had used in the army for almost twenty years. On the face of the bag were two stamps in black ink. Lomu. D and O + POSITIVE.

“Still using that bag, I see,” Caroline commented. “Not the best thing for undercover work, having your bloody name and blood group on it…”

Big Dave turned in his seat and looked at her before sweeping a hand in front of himself. “You think this can go undercover? Honey, it is what it is. People are always going to suspect who I am, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to bleed to death while they figure it out…”

“Well, there’s a certain kind of logic to that,” Caroline chuckled as they parked in the ski-lift carpark in the picturesque Alpine town. Caroline showed the lift pass that she had bought while Big Dave paid for a three-day pass. He had no intention of using it past today, but he always threw down false trails when he had the chance.

They took the same chair up, although it was quite a squeeze. The air was colder today, and there was a chill that indicated that autumn was here, and that late summer was moribund. The trees had lost their aroma of scented pine, now that the sun was no longer shining as brightly or for as long, and the temperature had dropped considerably. Caroline shivered and buttoned her jacket.

“It was beautiful yesterday,” she commented flatly.

“The seasons change quickly at this altitude,” Big Dave agreed.

“Have you ever skied?”

“Cross country and some basic downhill stuff in the army,” he replied. “We trained in Norway.”

“I used to ski as a child,” she said somewhat dreamily. “Méribel mainly, but we did a few Swiss and Italian resorts, too.”

“Of course, you did, M’lady…” Lomu laughed. “You had a pony as well, didn’t you?”

“Shut up!” she rebuked him.

“Pheasant shooting on Boxing Day, no doubt…”

“Lord no, I was too busy foxhunting for that!”

Big Dave laughed, but he didn’t know whether she was being serious. “You’re not kidding, are you…”

“I loathe those sort of pursuits now,” she said defensively. “But one gets dragged into whatever their parents do at that age. It’s inevitable, really.”

“Lord knows you and King are a match made in heaven,” he chided. “He was stealing food for his siblings to eat while you were galloping across the countryside in your jodhpurs shouting a view halloo!”

“I only ever heard that expression in Mary Poppins,” she said quite seriously.

“Or tally-ho, then.”

“Yes, that’s certainly a more viable term,” she retorted, then added, “Don’t worry, living rough while compiling evidence for the Hague on Serbian mass murderers soon brought me back down to earth with a bump. I’ve done my fair share of cold rations and shitting in a ditch as well…”

“Ouch.”

“Oh, shut up, you idiot!”

The lift levelled out and they travelled over a bed of rocks before rising again over steep meadow. The lift station came into view and as they reached it, Big Dave lifted the bar and they alighted just before it turned one-hundred and eighty degrees and headed back down the mountain. The ground had been covered in coconut matting for grip, but within a month it would be compacted, icy snow and would present people with a completely different experience as they leapt off or on.

“Do they ski down over that lot?” Big Dave asked, pointing underneath the lift and the ground they had been suspended high above.

“No, the slopes are down that way,” she replied, pointing to her left. “Here, this way to the next line.”

Big Dave followed her as she headed for the next lift station. “What’s easier… walk up the slope from here? Or take the lift and head downhill?”

“It’s further from the lift station at the top, but it’s all downhill.”

“And if we were to leap off where you did?”

Caroline shook her head. “I wouldn’t want to do it in cold blood,” she replied. “I was lucky not to twist or break an ankle.”

“Fair enough,” he agreed. “We’ll take this one, then detour back down to the lift station below.”

They rode the next one to the mountain’s half-way point, Caroline pointing out both where she had jumped, and where her pursuer had mistimed his leap.

“He did well not to shatter his limbs,” Big Dave commented when he saw both the height and the landing.

“He was limping quite badly.”

“It’s a wonder he didn’t break his bloody spine,” Big Dave commented. “That fall could have killed him.”

“Well, it did, if you think about it. If he hadn’t made the jump, then I wouldn’t have had to shoot him…”

“You have more in common with King than I thought,” Big Dave teased.

Once they had disembarked, Caroline led the way. It was dead reckoning, because she had leapt out of the ski lift half a mile further down the mountain. They tackled the slope, occasionally steadying themselves against the trunks of the pine trees. The ground was difficult to walk over, decades of fallen branches, pinecones, and pine needles in various states of decay. The grass had grown in tall tufts in the scant clearings, and fallen trees blocked their path many times over. When the slope levelled out, Caroline led the way to her left where she found the small plateau that she had landed in.

“This is where I jumped,” she explained. “I thought that it would be easier to find the place where… where it happened… from here.” Big Dave could see that she was feeling emotional, but he dared not comfort her. She was a strong, independent woman and she would be angry if she knew that her expression had given her feelings away. It was often tougher for women when they had to balance equality by over-compensating. He followed her back into the forest and after a few minutes, she paused in a small clearing. “Here,” she said confidently. “Right here…” She stood facing the big Fijian and said, “I was here. I questioned him for a while, then I shot him in his kneecap…”

“You shot him in his kneecap?” Big Dave asked, unable to hide his surprise. “Ramsay said that it was a case of self-defence.”

“It was,” she protested indignantly. “He went for me with a knife!”

“After you shot him!” Big Dave shook his head in bewilderment. “Shit, you really do have more in common with King than I thought!”

“All right, all right!” she exclaimed. “OK, so perhaps I shouldn’t have shot him… but he was coming after me, and he had friends mobilised on the mountain below, and the questioning really wasn’t going anywhere…”

“So, he told you more after you shot him?”

“Not really, no,” she replied with a shrug. “He lunged with the knife and got too close. I fired a few rounds and…”

“And that did the trick…” Lomu finished for her.

“I’m sorry, Davinder, but you’re no bloody boy scout yourself!”

He shrugged and started studying the forest floor. Caroline using his birth name had not sounded as far removed to him as he had expected. He had confided in her about his past and his Fijian heritage – a heady mix of Indian, Polynesian, and East African. Since returning to Fiji to sort out family troubles last year, he had embraced his heritage more. Having left as a teen and never returned, he now planned on visiting again soon. The British army had all but stripped him of his cultural heritage, and he had been given the nickname Big Dave and had never put people straight when they assumed that he was called David. He had always thought that because of the way he had left his home, he could never go back, but he had been wrong. He had discovered a whole new family and was determined to remain a part of it.

He scuffed his feet over the pine needles and frowned. He walked back to Caroline, held his hand out as if he were aiming a pistol, then walked to his left as he searched. “OK, well we know something…”

“What?”

“They moved the body, but they also cleared up. There’s no blood and you can see that the ground had been disturbed. Raked over with branches would be my guess. They picked up your brass, too. No spent cases where I would expect them to eject from a Glock nineteen.”

“Bad guys, then?”

“Yes,” Big Dave nodded. “Very bad…”


Chapter Twenty-Four



Mayfair, London

Neil Ramsay had never been to a private members’ club before, and the thought of the existence of such an establishment filled him with distaste. He did not appreciate the excess, nor the snobbery behind the sentiment. His prejudice of such elitism was soundly confirmed when he realised that none of the members of Bamber’s was disabled. Either that, or they were aware of another entrance.

Ramsay had employed a driver-come-bodyguard by the name of Jim Kernow. A six-foot wedge of muscle with a no-nonsense approach to life. Kernow was a former police detective who smoked incessantly and drank too much Scotch and paid too much alimony and child support and had filled every role from traffic to armed response and CID and became bored when he took early retirement at forty-five after twenty-five years of service. A semi-professional rugby player in his youth, and a keen boxer, Kernow spotted his boss’s predicament and got back out of the Range Rover Vogue, marching towards the uniformed doorman.

“Oi! Get your arse down here and give me a bloody hand!” He caught hold of one side of Ramsay’s wheelchair and nodded gruffly that the doorman should do the same. “Catch hold of that. The fella’s got an appointment with one of the toffs in there and if you had a bloody ramp then he wouldn’t be so bloody late!” Between them they lifted Ramsay up the steps and inside. “I’ll be parked up the road, boss. Give us a bell and I’ll whip back and fetch you.” He looked at the doorman and said, “Get some help when it’s time for Mr Ramsay to leave, or I will be pretty pissed off, you got that?”

The doorman nodded and Ramsay smiled. He was glad he had hired Kernow. The man was the perfect minder. He knew when to listen, when to step outside and when to shout the odds. He was also a mature head on extremely broad shoulders, and he planned on giving him some free rein and a little more scope for intelligence work.

Ramsay wheeled himself inside and was guided towards the lounge by the flustered doorman. A female server glided past and asked if Ramsay would care for a drink while he joined Sir Galahad Mereweather. Ramsay asked for a glass of red wine, and the woman raised an eyebrow, and caught Sir Galahad’s eye before heading towards the bar.

“Seven hundred reds in the cellar, my dear man,” said Sir Galahad. “But I’m sure she will choose something suitably fitting…”

“For an oik like me, I suppose?”

“Not a jot of it, old boy!” He paused. “I would ask you to take a seat, but…”

“Out of respect for your son’s memory, I won’t dignify that with a response,” Ramsay commented testily. “Simon was a good man. Honest, just, and respectable. The apple truly fell and rolled a long way from the tree, I fear.”

The mention of the former MI5 director jarred Sir Galahad, who was usually the epitome of the term: poker face. “Why are you here, Ramsay?”

“You were supposed to have stepped away from intelligence work.”

“Who is saying that I haven’t?”

“Your odd job man,” Ramsay said lightly. “Scott MacPherson.”

“I find it hard to believe that Scott would divulge anything, should he be put in that situation.”

“He didn’t. But he’s poking around in places that he really shouldn’t be.”

“I believe he’s on holiday.” Sir Galahad paused, sipping some of his brandy as Ramsay’s drink arrived. “What have we got Mr Ramsay, Holly?”

“A ninety-two Mouton Rothschild, Sir.”

Sir Galahad smiled as she walked away. “Superb choice, my dear!” he called after her. “Really Neil, you should enjoy that. It’s six-hundred pounds a bottle!”

“Does it matter?”

“Does what matter?”

“The fact that this glass costs the best part of two-hundred pounds.”

“I suppose it depends upon who is buying.”

Ramsay sipped some of the wine and nodded. “That is rather good,” he agreed. “I do enjoy a good wine. My wife usually gets the wine from Waitrose if we have guests.”

“And if you don’t have people over?”

“A supermarket that I doubt you’ve ever visited.”

“Indeed, I suspect you are quite correct.”

Ramsay sipped some more, although it pained him to agree that it was the best he had tasted. “My agent tells me that your odd job man has an interest in our target.”

“I imagine King is worried that my man will do what needs to be done.”

“Your man shot the wrong target the last time our paths crossed.”

Sir Galahad smiled. “No. He shot the right target.”

“You meant to kill Ahmadi’s double?”

“Loose ends, old boy…”

“While the real Ahmadi infiltrated the British intelligence services?”

“No, dear boy. While the Security Service allowed him to double-cross them. That bean counter, Stella Fox, got mixed up in big boys’ games. Well, when you play big boys’ games, you get big boys’ rules. Five minutes in the job and she thought she could pull off the coup of the decade and lift a prominent figure and put a double in his place. Well, guess what? We beat her to it by almost a year!”

“But you lost Ahmadi on your watch…”

“And tidied the loose ends.” Sir Galahad paused. “Malek Zahedi poses a severe threat to The West and should be treated as such. It has been made clear to him that he sells to us what he has, or he will take a bullet to the head.” He held his hands out like a set of scales and raised them up and down as if he were weighing something in each hand. “Get rich and stay alive or refuse to sell and die. It is a conundrum, isn’t it?”

“I don’t like Americanisms, but I’ll lean into one of them. You, Sir Galahad, are on the bench. Your involvement with that Nazi gold not so long ago means that the powers that be, will be less inclined to protect you if it comes out that you are busying yourself in matters only the intelligence services are bound to undertake. There is no room for private individuals, or people who have the ear of the top echelons of the British establishment.”

“Oh, dear boy! It has always been thus. Spies were rich, noble, aristocratic. Wellington himself used to pay for intelligence out of his own purse. He hired mercenaries, too.” Sir Galahad paused as he finished his brandy and caught the server’s attention. “My, dear, thank you. Another one of these, and another glass of the ninety-two Mouton if you please.” He turned back to Ramsay and said, “You will learn, Neil, that the working classes have only been in the intelligence game since the sixties. Tell me, how do you vote?”

“For the party with the best manifesto.”

“Labour, or perhaps Liberal as a shot over the bow. Never the Tory party, am I right?”

“Actually, I stopped voting for anyone years ago…”

Sir Galahad smirked. “You’re a working-class middle manager, Neil. You’re not cut out for this… profession.”

Ramsay finished his glass of red wine and placed it on the low mahogany table. The server appeared with a silver tray and the two glasses on it. She placed the drinks down beside their respective owners and cleared the empty ones away. Ramsay took out his phone, checked for text messages and replied to one as he reached for his glass. He wasn’t a big drinker, but he wasn’t paying for this – he was damned if he would – and he had an overwhelming desire to chalk up four hundred pounds on Sir Galahad’s account. “I’ve done well enough over the years,” he said wryly. He opened his suit jacket just enough to reveal the back of the pinhole camera. “Visual and audio, Sir Galahad.”

“You cunning little bastard…” Sir Galahad smiled mirthlessly.

“If I were you, I’d stay out of this,” Ramsay replied. “In fact, I’d leave the sector well alone.”

“A middle manager, Ramsay. Someone who is about to take on the CEO and find himself seriously wanting.”

“Maybe, but not today.”

Sir Galahad stared coldly at him and said, “There’s nothing you can do to stop me taking that from you. Now, be a good little middle manager and hand that over to the boss. I would hate for you to learn the hard way.”

Ramsay smiled, hearing a commotion and a thud behind him. He did not look around, but from Sir Galahad’s expression it was clear that his text message had been received and understood.

“Thought I’d come and help you down the steps, boss,” Jim Kernow said amiably looking around the lounge as if he was impressed. “This is a bit of alright in here, isn’t it?”

“Thank you, Jim,” Ramsay replied without breaking eye contact with the man opposite him. “Thank you, Sir Galahad, for your hospitality.” He wheeled himself around, then glanced back and said, “Your odd job man now reports to me.”

In the foyer, a female server was rousing the doorman from unconsciousness, tapping his cheek and talking him round.

“These polished floors are a bit dicey,” Jim commented. “I thought they looked like you could do yourself a mischief on them.”

“So, I see,” Ramsay replied. “Funny how things aren’t always as they seem, isn’t it?”


Chapter Twenty-Five



Altea, Spain

There was a procedure for being compromised, and it always paid to adhere to it. King did not return to his hotel room and would not risk it again. He carried his passport and had the 9mm pistol and the Welrod in the hired Jeep, which he had left parked a hundred metres down the quiet tree-lined road from the hotel. He would buy a new bag and some clothes when he got the chance. He had hired another vehicle from a different rental company that held a desk at a nearby hotel, returning to the Jeep only to pick up the two weapons and the ammunition. This time his vehicle was a mundane silver Hyundai hatchback which fitted in well with the local traffic. He had used a company credit card and the passport he held in the name of Jeff Thomas. The activation of either would be flagged up by the systems that Neil Ramsay had put in place. It was a failsafe to aid his agents, and King imagined that his new boss would be miffed at him being compromised so soon.

There had been police sirens all over L’Albir. Murder was quite an uncommon occurrence on the Costa Blanca and the police were putting huge resources into finding the suspects. The few witnesses to what the police were calling a ‘road rage’ incident reported a Land Rover Discovery driven recklessly through the fence and hedge barrier of the national park carpark. King had casually asked the woman at the car hire desk what was happening, and she had told him all she had heard from the local radio and television news. He had smiled inwardly as she continued with the paperwork. Scott MacPherson was now a person of interest. King just hoped they caught up with him soon and took him out of the picture. Meanwhile, King was in a quandary. The way he saw it, he had a few choices. Remain on task and follow Malek Zahedi and try to pick up a lead towards the Iron Fist and their intentions. But to do so would leave him in the open, or at least enough for any competent professional assassin to get close. If he could rely on the fact that one of these assassins had been killed by Newman, then that still left four to be accounted for. He could use himself as bait and draw them out, but that would leave him a sitting duck for a sniper shot. And with four separate assassins acting on their own agenda, he could not possibly cover all the bases. While he was looking over his shoulder, he could run right up against one of them. No, he was done here. If he was going to fight these assassins, then he would have to meet them head on.


Chapter Twenty-Six



London

“Interesting…”

Caroline watched her new boss as he sat with his back to her and stared out upon the Thames. She was quietly in awe of the man. Disabled by a bullet from a would-be assassin’s gun, and yet she had not heard one word of bitterness about the event. Nor a single word of anger, nor talk of retribution. Instead, he had concentrated on the man his would-be assassin served. By this alone Caroline thought Neil Ramsay was both right and fit for the role, and even though she had worked with him for years, occasionally butted heads and joked about his idiosyncrasies, she was happy to serve under him.

“The scene had been cleared thoroughly,” said Big Dave, carefully unwrapping a bacon sandwich that he had bought from a local café on his way in. “No body, no blood, no brass…”

“Brass?” Ramsay queried, then nodded. “Oh, yes, I understand…”

“So, there’s no question that Blue Skies is operating illegally, or has an illegal agenda,” Caroline concurred.

“Oh, absolutely,” Ramsay agreed. “There was never a doubt.”

“But you wanted me to find out,” she frowned.

Ramsay spun the wheelchair around but paused in distaste as the big Fijian took a bite of his sandwich, dripping with grease and HP Sauce. “No, I just wanted you to unsettle them.”

“What? You put me at serious risk!”

He shrugged, then wheeled himself back to his desk. “That’s what you signed up for, Caroline,” he said casually. “Anyway, you did OK. You killed one of their men and they broke all sorts of laws in covering up the fact. Right now, they don’t know what will happen next, who their enemy is, or what our intentions are. They are too invested in their location. It has taken years for them to refurbish and equip Piz Aldernvorch for their cause, and with the winter just around the corner they will not have the opportunity to move to another location. The mountain is at maximum altitude for helicopters, especially with cold air and winds, and besides, to move what has taken years to install would take months using the cable car, and with snow on the ground, they can’t use the mountain service road.”

“You really have this all thought out,” Caroline said sardonically.

“That should come as no surprise.” He paused, seemingly having second thoughts about his response. “Actually, no. Arrogance is a poor quality in this business. I was completely taken in by Ahmadi and did not see his play coming. I believe that Iron Fist is invested too heavily in Piz Aldernvorch as their base, and Blue Skies as their cover, to move now. If either of you have something to say on the matter, then I would welcome it.”

Big Dave shrugged, wiping a drip of sauce from his shirt with his thumbnail. “They could pause their operation.”

“Possibly,” Ramsay agreed. “But that gives us more time to follow other avenues of investigation.” He paused. “Would you like a plate?” he asked sarcastically.

“Nah, I’m good…”

“And they are?” Caroline asked dubiously. “The other lines of enquiry?”

“Two lines,” said Ramsay. “Rashid and Jack Luger have Ahmadi under surveillance, and King has located Malek Zahedi, better known as The General.”

Caroline bristled. She had not heard from King for months. They had always side lined each other if the job called for it, but at this juncture, she wasn’t even sure if they still had a relationship. “I thought he was looking for Ahmadi,” she said acidly.

“He found him.”

“And he didn’t put a bullet in him?” Big Dave retorted through a particularly large mouthful.

“He had orders not to.”

“You were in a coma when King left to find him…” Big Dave reminded him.

“It took a while. Rashid and Luger followed King, but it seemed that he was aware that he was being followed and when I finally contacted King, I asked him to leave Ahmadi in place and locate The General.” Ramsay paused. “I’m pleased that he actually did what was asked of him for once.”

“So, Rashid and Jack took over and are now watching Ahmadi?” Caroline asked.

“Yes. But they need another pair of hands out there.”

“And what about Alex?” Caroline asked tentatively. She wanted to see him, but it was getting confusing and the more she thought about it, the more working together had been compromising them.

As if reading her thoughts Ramsay said, “Caroline, I want you to aid Rashid and Jack. There’s a lot going on in Istanbul, Ahmadi seems to be overseeing the construction of a super-server. A computer system to rival NORAD or GCHQ. If Iron Fist are close to using a weaponised version of their AI programme, then this will undoubtedly be the place.”

“And what of Piz Aldernvorch?” asked Big Dave. “The place is dodgy for sure.”

“I think much of their research and development has been or is being done there. But to run servers of such magnitude, the place is unsuitable. Like some crypto currency mining, a weaponised version of AI will need millions of gigabytes and cooling systems to help the computers run efficiently. The place in Istanbul is ideal. But I have no doubt that Blue Skies is of great importance to them.”

“And what about me?” asked Big Dave.

“King is on the Costa Blanca. He has located The General, but he has run into complications. Our American friend, Newman, has turned up with the idea that Malek Zahedi can be bought. He has been tasked to buy the programme, offer Malek Zahedi a security and resettlement deal and take the programme for the CIA.” Ramsay paused. “Devious minds think alike, so naturally another spanner has been thrown into the works. Sir Galahad Mereweather has tasked his agent Scott MacPherson to broker a similar deal.”

“I thought Sir Galahad was lying low?” said Caroline. “If he didn’t have the past five Prime Ministers in his pocket, then he would probably be inside at His majesty’s pleasure.”

“One can only hope that his luck runs out,” Ramsay chided. “I have a little something on him, though, and as a result I have an audience with this MacPherson fellow, with a view to using his services.”

“Can he be trusted?” Caroline asked dubiously.

“He had a good reputation in the regiment,” Big Dave said, referring to the Special Air Service, in which they both served. “He’s tough and resilient, but he follows orders…”

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” said Ramsay. “Personally, I’d find it quite a novelty to have an agent, asset or officer do that unquestioningly.”

“Well, be careful what you wish for,” Caroline countered.

“But it gets worse,” said Ramsay. “An actionable head of the department that Newman is working for has activated five assassins to take care of King.”

“What?” Caroline exclaimed. “Jesus Christ!” She stood up and headed for the door.

“Caroline, wait!” Ramsay shouted, but it was too late. Caroline tore open the door and was gone before he could say more.

“Damn it!” Ramsay smashed his fist on the desk. “Bloody emotions… there’s no room for them in this game!”

“It’s worked well up to now,” Big Dave offered. He balled up the greaseproof paper and tossed it into the wastepaper basket beside Ramsay’s desk and looked pleased with his accurate shot. “That’s what makes us work well. We’re not emotionless robots. We feel and care. And we have each other’s back.”

“No doubt.” But Ramsay did not seem convinced. “But what was I just saying about someone following orders?” Big Dave shrugged. “Alright, change of plan,” Ramsay conceded. “You go and assist Rashid and Luger. Caroline will do what she does. She’ll either bail King out, or get the poor bugger killed. Couple of bloody loose cannons together, those two…”

Big Dave nodded, but he had other plans.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



King had the sun on his face and the wind in his hair. The salt spray reminding him of the time of year, the Mediterranean was quickly cooling with the seasonal change. He loved to sail, and the sea wasn’t letting him down, with surfable metre high rollers running with him towards the Spanish coast. There was a keen and steady wind keeping a full gib and tight mainsail.

He had hired a vehicle in his own name using a credit card and left it parked in the carpark overlooking the apartments where The General took his afternoon delights. He had then driven the vehicle hired in the name of Jeff Thomas to Barcelona and caught the weekly ferry to Sardinia, which docked in Porto Torres. A taxi ride to Stintino and a quick stop for provisions and he set sail in his and Caroline’s yacht. He would face his assassins head-on, but only on his own terms. He now had the ultimate bolthole. The boat would be his accommodation, his sanctuary, and his way out of trouble, and all without a single digital footprint, or operate under the threat of traffic or public transport CCTV system flagging him up for someone who knew how to hack into databases. If there was one thing a contractor working for the CIA would know, then it would be how to use data. Most likely, they would be fed data by the CIA handler themselves. King had GPS onboard, but he often used just charts and a compass and as GPS navigation systems could be hacked remotely, he had disconnected it and was now sailing old school.

King had left the Welrod silenced pistol and the 9mm Smith & Wesson automatic in the car back in L’Albir, not knowing how thorough the port customs would be in Barcelona, but he had a 9mm CZ-75 pistol and a double-barrelled shotgun stored in the bosun locker onboard which meant he would not be unarmed when he approached the car. The hire car in his own name had left a trail, so he could be under threat the moment he showed himself. Which was exactly what King was hoping for.


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Henley-on-Thames

Ramsay watched the trio of swans gliding past. He knew that swans mated for life, so who in the hell was this interloper? He looked up as MacPherson walked towards him. He could well have asked the same thing about him. How had it come to this? And should he continue with this gambit?

“Thank you, Jim,” Ramsay said as MacPherson reached them. “Hang back for a bit, will you?”

“Sure thing, boss.” Jim Kernow eyeing MacPherson warily.

MacPherson smirked at the ex-copper. “Now I’m scared…”

Kernow stared, not a flicker in his eyes. He did not know the man, didn’t care what he did for a living. Twenty-five years on the streets had given Kernow the tools to handle whatever was thrown at him, and he never backed down.

“Very well,” said Ramsay. “Now that you have insisted upon setting the tone for the meeting, you work for me now.”

“It’s a free country,” MacPherson replied tersely, looking away from Jim Kernow. “I respectfully decline.”

Ramsay reached beside his right hip and the side of the wheelchair and pulled out an iPad. He unlocked it and passed it to MacPherson. “Freedom is an illusion.”

MacPherson frowned and looked at the screen. He scrolled down the pages, then stared at Ramsay. “Blackmail?”

“Of course,” Ramsay replied. “You do enough naughty things in life, and you’d better start covering your tracks.”

“Naughty?” MacPherson scoffed. “Are you serious?”

“Alright. Downright despicable, then.”

MacPherson shrugged. “We do what we do. Your lot are no better.”

“No. They are tough and resourceful, but they don’t cross the line.” Ramsay paused. “You lost control of Ahmadi, and to close the circle, you murdered your own asset with a sniper rifle. My lot, as you say, would have found another way.”

“Orders are orders…”

“Yes, I’ve heard that about you,” Ramsay replied. “So, perhaps you need a little clearer guidance? Sir Galahad will not be returning to intelligence work anytime soon.”

“Really?” MacPherson asked, his tone sardonic. “I’m not sure anyone will keep Sir Galahad down for long.”

“Long enough will do.”

“I still decline.”

“But this time not respectfully…”

“Well, I haven’t told you to fuck off yet, so it’s still pretty respectful.”

Ramsay nodded. He wheeled himself closer to the riverbank to allow a couple of joggers past them on the towpath. “It should not be entirely lost on you that in allowing Ahmadi to escape and in keeping the Security Service in the dark about your operation, I was left paralysed from the waist down.”

MacPherson shrugged. “I said that to Sir Galahad, but he said that you were all up to your eyes in silly games, too.”

“I suppose we were,” Ramsay replied. “But I appreciate the sentiment. Your military service file makes for impressive reading.”

“Never read it. Never had access to it.” He paused. “But the regiment kept me busy.”

“I can keep you busy, too,” Ramsay said casually, wheeling himself further down the towpath. MacPherson walked alongside him. “You strike me as a capable, driven fellow. However, you need somebody to guide your moral compass.”

“I’m not sure King would be too pleased with working with me.”

“Well, I understand when you two butted heads, he came off on top, so he probably won’t have a problem.”

“It wasn’t a fair fight,” MacPherson replied defensively.

“No, I believe you had a gun in your hand at the time…”

“He ambushed me.”

“You sound like an errant schoolboy.” Ramsay smiled. “Well, I don’t ever expect you two to be friends.” He paused. “But…”

“But you’d rather keep your friends close and your enemies even closer?” MacPherson interrupted.

“Perhaps. But I suppose it could also be seen as neutering Sir Galahad.”

“Nice image.”

“I like to think so,” Ramsay paused. “People like Sir Galahad, although they have undoubtedly done good along the way, usually serve only their own agenda. The man is an aristocratic dinosaur. An ingrained, dyed-in-the-wool member of the social and political elite. Prime Ministers and governments come and go, and yet men like him always remain. That’s the trouble with the uber-rich. It becomes all about retaining wealth. Like the ministers who discovered that they would be taxed heavily through a reform in EU legislation, and so led the country down the path to Brexit. They were never going to be affected like the common man. They know nothing of waiting for payday or choosing food over heating. But that’s politicians for you. And never have a more corrupt, self-serving, immoral bunch resided in one place as Westminster. However, when it comes to matters of national and international security, these people with vested interests can no longer be permitted to play. The stakes are simply too high in a world with as many threats to civilisation.”

“I suppose,” MacPherson replied heavily. He shrugged and said, “I didn’t know that I was batting for the wrong side. I left the SAS for double the money and a handsome expense account, as well as the chance to continue to serve my country.”

“These things happen,” Ramsay said matter-of-factly. “However, I’m giving you the chance to reset. The financial gains will remain the same, but your remit will come with a little more clarity.”

MacPherson nodded. “All the same, King aside, I can’t see me being accepted into your team.”

Ramsay nodded. “There’s no hard and fast rule how many teams I operate.” He paused, wheeling himself around. MacPherson bent down to help and said, “Don’t even think about it!” MacPherson stepped back like the handles of the wheelchair were on fire. “Now that I’m running special operations, I no longer wish to have all of our eggs in one basket. You will, no doubt, have former comrades who would be both suitable, and appreciative of such employment?”

“I can think of a few.”

Ramsay paused to watch the three swans gliding effortlessly across the water. He knew how frantically their webbed feet would be paddling unseen through the water, and yet they seamlessly remained poised and calm. He wondered if it would be a good metaphor for how he wanted to approach his operations. But what did the third swan want? A chance at the female? Safety in numbers? Would it fight off the dominant male when he least suspected it? Ramsay turned towards his own interloper. He would have to handle the arrangement delicately. “Good. Put together a team of four, yourself included.” He paused, handing MacPherson a card with just a phone number on it. “Call me when you’re ready.”

MacPherson took the card and slipped it into his pocket. Jim Kernow had been walking towards them and stood a discreet three paces away. MacPherson recognised a police officer when he saw one, but the man had a bulge of a handgun on his right hip which he could see through the cut of his cheap suit, and he looked like the proverbial brick shit-house. He decided that the man was a bullet catcher, nothing more. “I will call soon,” he replied. “If we have another cloak and dagger meeting, will the ape in the suit be joining us?”

“He will.”

“Good. He amuses me.”

Jim Kernow stared coldly at him but did not rise to the provocation. Instead, he backed away and opened the front passenger door of the Range Rover and operated the tailgate remotely. Ramsay wheeled himself to the open door, and using the custom-installed grab handles, heaved himself inside. Kernow folded the wheelchair and made his way around the back of the vehicle. MacPherson had his hands in his pockets and was walking across the carpark, still looking at Kernow, who smiled and gave him a familiar, lurid gesture with his bunched hand, that told MacPherson what he thought of him, and what he could go home and do.

“Don’t like that one much, boss,” Kernow said as he climbed inside and started the smooth, yet powerful engine.

“I gather that,” Ramsay replied. “This thing has mirrors, you know…”


Chapter Twenty-Nine



L’Albir, Spain

King had moored the boat in Altea harbour and walked along the sea front. He checked behind him, and the buildings to his right. A fine line between regular enough to be effective, and too much to attract unwanted attention. He crossed the one-way road and browsed a menu at a couple of restaurants. He liked the way the Spanish put out menus in various languages, and if you were still unclear as to what a prawn was, then there was usually a photograph of every dish. There was no pretentiousness, just an eagerness to serve and put the customer at ease. With King’s poverty-stricken past he had grown to enjoy the finer things in life, and seek to become more cultured, more exacting in his standards. But he had seen what sort of people lived their lives in such a manner, and he was beyond all that now. His recent experiences with Sir Galahad Mereweather had encouraged him to look inwardly at what mattered to him, and what was fake.

Under his arm, he carried a rolled beach towel, and he wore dark Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses that combined with his tan cargos and white rugby shirt, made him look like just another yachtie. King had drawn the line at deck shoes, instead he wore soft soled trainers that were ideal for running. At the end of the road, he climbed the hill and when he reached the top, he hung back in the treeline to observe the hire car in the car park in front of the woman’s apartment, where Ahmadi had made a habit of spending the Iron Fist’s money every afternoon. Taking out his phone, he checked on the solar-powered web cam. A man had left five minutes previously. King wound back the footage showing the man arriving forty minutes earlier. He continued to rewind, and after three hours another man was leaving, and King found him entering the apartment just fifteen minutes earlier. Business was slow today. A splash and dash, and a forty-minute visit for a woman who charged by the hour wasn’t going to cut it today. King checked his watch, and on cue Malek Zahedi, AKA The General, pulled in, parked, and got out confidently. He sauntered across the carpark and climbed the steps. He had barely knocked when the door opened, and he slipped inside.

King studied the carpark from behind the barrier of trees. Birds fluttered in and out of the canopy, grasshoppers rubbed out a monotonous tone and tiny lizards flitted up and down the tree trunks. It was still hot for the time of year, but not overpowering and certainly not hot enough for the incessant buzz of cicadas on the breeze. But it was hot enough for anyone waiting inside a vehicle to lower a window. Air conditioning required the engine to be running and running engines over a prolonged period attracted attention. King saw the man waiting in a Renault hatchback under a shady tree on the far side of the carpark. He was positioned near the exit, and he hadn’t taken his eyes off King’s hire car in the last five minutes. King waited another five minutes. And then another. The man smoked incessantly, and King could see a scattering of cigarette butts on the ground below the opened window. King turned his attention to the buildings. If a sniper was in play, then the windows or doors would need to be open, and the curtains drawn open. Any competent marksman would be well inside the room – not poking their rifle’s barrel out the window – and King could not see any window with a suitable line of sight fitting the modus operandi. Many of the vehicles in the quiet carpark had parked nose first into the small, ornamental hedges because it kept the dashboard and front seats out of the glare of the sun. King checked every vehicle, every detail he could see to assess the situation. Only the man in the tiny Renault piqued his interest.

A police vehicle swept through the carpark and King watched as the man ducked lower in his seat. The police officers were simply using the carpark to turn around and King watched as the police vehicle drove back out and down the hill into the town. The man looked to visibly relax. Could he just be a punter for the working girl in the apartment above? Was he building up the courage to attend, or was he about to jeopardise his marriage for twenty minutes of lust? Or was he a serious contender as an assassin drawn to the last link to his target?

King muttered quietly under his breath, “Fuck it…” He stepped through the treeline and strolled towards his vehicle. He used only his peripheral vision to keep an eye on the man in the Renault, as he took his keys out of his pocket and walked unhurriedly.

The man sat upright and opened his door. He stepped out and stretched – a little too exaggerated in King’s opinion – and reached back inside the car. When he turned around, he was holding a silenced Ruger .22 pistol and staring into both barrels of a sawn-off shotgun. King fired and the blast knocked the man clean off his feet. The shot pattern was wide, but by no way as exaggerated in the movies, and the man’s chest was peppered with red spots with a single large hole in his gut where the wad and bulk of the shot had struck. The man had dropped the pistol and was reaching for it, his face ashen and frozen in either shock or pain. King fired again and the man slumped onto his side. King wrapped the sawn-off shotgun back up in the towel and opened his car door. He tossed the weapon inside and walked back to the body to inspect his handiwork. The man was dead. King fished out his wallet and tucked it into his own pocket. It wasn’t much, but anything could help. He didn’t need to know who the man worked for – Newman had made that quite clear, and this man now made two out of five.

King took the 9mm automatic out from the glovebox. He eased back the slide a touch, just enough to give the breech a cursory glance and spot some brass. He had loaded it and made it ready when he had left the car, but you never picked up a gun without checking it first and the practice wasn’t negotiable. There were already people emerging from the buildings and foliage, and an older gentleman was tentatively walking towards the body. King started the engine and unhurriedly pulled out of the parking space. He could already see that he was being filmed by a couple with their smartphones, and he allowed them enough opportunity to film the numberplates. He would be burned after this. Alex King was no longer a name he could use, nor with it any credit or debit cards. But it would attract the attention of the police, and along with it, the attention of the remaining three assassins. The CIA did not contract amateurs and these assassins would know enough about police databases and traffic law enforcement CCTV to follow the tracks he set down.

King drove through L’Albir and into Altea, the sea glistening on his right. He drove on past the harbour and stylish bars and hotels and into the old town that looked quintessentially Spanish with shuttered taverns and narrow backstreets with laundry drying high above the cobbles on washing lines stretched and filled to their limits. He doubled back into L’Albir using the main highway, then back through the town and parked near the Alfas cricket club. The road was quiet and lined with trees that had all no doubt outgrown the expectations of a long-retired committee and had lifted the slabs of pavements on both sides of the road. He reloaded the shotgun and wrapped it back up in the towel along with the Welrod silenced pistol. He had sawn the barrels off the shotgun, leaving them flush with the wooden fore end, then turned the hacksaw onto the stock, taking it down to a mere pistol grip, making the weapon not only concealable but truly formidable at close range. He had performed the basic piece of gunsmithing a hundred miles from the Spanish coast and tossed the off cut of barrels and the stock into the sea. The hacksaw and grips had been in the comprehensive toolkit kept in the bosun’s locker, along with a file and sandpaper regularly used for fibreglass repair.

King walked through the cross stitch of streets and arrived back at the hire car he had rented under the name Jeff Thomas, a play on his birthname. He stashed the Welrod pistol under the driver’s seat and slipped the sawn-off shotgun into the rear footwell, leaving it wrapped in the towel. He then drove to the harbour in Altea and parked down a side street before returning to the yacht and changing into well-worn jeans and a dark T-shirt. He put on a pair of worn leather desert boots and swapped the Ray-Bans for Oakley wrap arounds with a faint blue tint. They were mere details, but he looked completely different than the smart yachtie walking the promenade before. He bagged the clothes he had worn earlier, along with the sunglasses and running shoes and dropped them in a communal waste bin further down one of the myriads of side streets. He doubled back to the hire car and drove back to L’Albir, first passing the hire car in his own name, then doubling back and parking seventy metres away on the opposite side of the road near the cricket field. The drive by had yielded nothing, and even from his vantage point down the street, he could see that nobody was watching the vehicle. It was now the flip of a coin whether the police or the contractors found it first.


Chapter Thirty



L’Albir, Spain

The woman walked past the first time. On her next pass, twenty-minutes later, she tried the door handle but kept walking. King watched her, realising that on her first pass he had not suspected her, and had only really ‘noticed’ her the second time. She was slim and reasonably tall, her dark hair pulled back in a high ponytail. She wore dark sunglasses that accentuated her proud cheekbones, and her lips were full but not to the extent of a ‘trout pout’ aided by collagen or other horrendous procedures. She was certainly attractive, from what he could see, and he had her down as a runner by her figure. Her fashionably ripped jeans were low cut and the cropped running top displayed faint abs and a pierced navel.

On her third pass, this time on the other side of the vehicle, she stopped walking, checked her phone and while staring at the screen, she slipped a slim tool into the lock and waited just a few seconds before retracting the tool and walking onwards. King watched her walk away, then got out of the vehicle and checked that the 9mm automatic was secure in his waistband. He made sure that his T-shirt covered the butt as he crossed the road and slipped into an alleyway between two apartment buildings. He waited a long hour, almost tempted to move at times, but the wait paid off. The woman returned a fourth time, and this time she opened the door and slipped inside the vehicle.

King moved quickly, crossing the road at a jog, and pulling the driver’s door open. The woman did not have time to move, leaning across the centre console with her left hand inside the glovebox and her right hand on the passenger seat supporting her. He pushed her downwards, hearing her gasp as the handbrake lever dug into her stomach, and jammed the pistol into the back of her skull. “I already know why you’re here and who you work for,” he said coldly. “So, there’s no use in denying it.”

She grunted something inaudible, then shrugged. “Just do it, then…”

“How do you contact your controller?”

“Fuck you…”

“Tough girl,” he commented. He patted her hips and backside with his left hand and retrieved an antique Colt 1908 pocket pistol from her back pocket. King looked at the tiny automatic incredulously. It was in good condition, but in the woefully underperforming .25 calibre. Alright if you got close and emptied the magazine into the target, but quite useless in a running battle with someone firing back at you. He found a spare, six-round magazine in her other jeans pocket and could see that the exposed bullet was a hollow point with hard, wax filling the cavity. “What nasty little surprise is in the bullet?” he asked casually.

“Magnesium…”

“Ouch, very nasty.”

“It’s a nasty trade,” she replied, as King slipped his hand underneath her and continued to search. “Are you getting off on that?” she asked, her English exceptional, but laced with a Spanish accent.

“I’m not sure you’re my type,” he replied. He eased himself up and checked her legs and ankles, removing a small stiletto from a leather sheath strapped to her calf. As he inspected the blade, he asked, “What’s the discolouration on the blade?”

“Resin,” she replied. “Poison Arrow Frog secretion and tree sap to keep it in place…”

“You’re definitely not my type…” He paused. “You keep the frogs?” he asked incredulously.

“Of course.”

“That’s impressive.”

“We should compare notes,” she replied, like it was the start of a date.

“Nothing so elaborate for me. I think we’re in different careers. How many kills do you have?”

“Eleven…” she replied matter-of-factly. “And you?”

King couldn’t respond; wouldn’t have known the answer to within the nearest ten. He stood up and said, “Sit up slowly and put the seatbelt on.” He watched as she complied. “Unlock the central locking.” She pressed the switch and the locks sounded as they opened. He opened the rear door and slipped into the seat behind her and handed her the keys. “Drive,” he told her.

“Where?”

“Around,” he replied coldly. The woman started the car and took off. The vehicle juddered as she fluffed the clutch and gear change, and King could tell that she was nervous despite her bravado and apparent coolness. “We’ve warmed up a bit now, so I’ll ask again. How do you contact your controller?”

“And I told you to…”

King put the blade of the stiletto to the side of her neck and said, “I know what you told me.”

“Please… Be careful. The poison only has to come into contact with the skin to be fatal…”

“That tree sap had better work, then.”

“I know that she’s called Scott,” the woman replied quickly. He eyes flicked to the rear-view mirror and King could see that she was perspiring, and it wasn’t through the heat. “I do not know her first name. She is CIA and works in Langley. A department that the CIA would deny ever existing.”

That sounds familiar, thought King. “And what about Newman?”

“I don’t know who that is!”

King studied her in the rear-view mirror. He believed her. He knew enough about people to know when they were lying. It was unfortunate, though, that it had taken so long to learn. “How do you get in contact with her?” She did not reply, and King recognised the belligerent look on her face. He pressed the blade of the dagger more firmly against her soft skin. It had the desired effect.

“I don’t! She contacts me!”

“And what if you return the call or the text or the email… however it works?”

“Text,” she said. “There’s never a reply. She has my number and text messages me. I reply with a letter ‘N’ or a letter ‘Y’. I have tried to follow up, but my messages always remain unread. Each time she contacts me it’s from a different number and I have tried calling and the line goes dead.”

“Then, how do you know about her?”

“We met once, in person. She recruited me.”

“Then why no first name?”

“The man she was with referred to her as Ms Scott. It must have been a slip of the tongue because she was not pleased with him. I listened to her conversation at another point, and she said she was looking forward to going home. He asked if she had to drive far, and she said she always used an Uber. I thought that meant that she lived in Langley.”

King did not respond. Langley had no international airport. The closest was in Washington, but it still wasn’t far away. Ten miles, tops. He doubted ‘Ms Scott’ lived in Langley. “What did she look like?”

The woman shrugged. “I suppose she could be classed as attractive. Mid to late thirties, medium height, and build. Dark, shoulder-length hair.” She could have been describing a million women in the Washington area. “Her eyes were very blue, though. Brunette hair and blue eyes isn’t all that common. Not when the eyes are such a striking shade of blue.”

“In what way?”

She shrugged again. “Deep ocean blue.” She paused. “Very glossy. The whites were extremely clear and white… like porcelain.”

King nodded, but it wasn’t a detail that would help him much. Not unless he came face to face with her. “Was she married or engaged? Did she wear a ring on her left ring finger?”

“Please, that tree sap will loosen with my body heat…”

“Answer the question, then.”

The woman thought for a moment, then said, “No. But she had a big gold ring with a blue stone. A bit, how would you say, gaudy, or tasteless?”

King gnawed at his lip, a habit he had when he was deep in thought. “Did it have writing around it?”

“Yes, an inscription,” she shrugged. “But I don’t know what…”

King thought it sounded like a military class ring. It was a US tradition with officer training academies such as Westpoint and Annapolis having specific designs like fraternity rings, although more grandiose. It was something to go on, and he would message Ramsay to look further. From King’s recollection, it sounded like a Naval Academy ring, and the CIA had a long tradition of recruiting from naval intelligence. If Scott was the woman’s real name, and if she was in the military before joining the CIA, then Ramsay would soon put a picture to her and with a picture, his own AI image search would soon have a name. The search for finding out where the woman lived would slowly unravel.

The woman slowed for a pedestrian crossing as a family crossed over the road equipped for the beach. She waited for them to reach the middle, then floored the accelerator and pulled the seat recliner. The mother and two children bounced up onto the bonnet and over the roof while the father was cannoned into a parked car on the side of the road. The woman punched upwards catching King in the throat, and he started to choke and splutter, and she snatched the 9mm pistol out of his left hand. King swiped at her with the knife but missed. Still struggling for breath, he dropped the dagger and reached for the tiny .25 pistol that he had captured from her and put in his pocket. The woman backed out of the car and King fired, forcing her to duck. King fired again, the first bullet deflecting off the inside of the windscreen and shattering the passenger window. The second bullet punched through the windscreen and the third went out through the fist-sized hole. The woman shuddered, went to aim the 9mm, then realising she had been hit, backed away and sprinted across the road. King struggled out of the rear seats, the reclined driver’s seat trapping his legs. He was still smarting at the woman’s precise and brutally efficient blow, and when he finally got out of the vehicle, he was met by screams of panic, and pain. Bystanders were flocking to the scene and smart phones were recording King as he pushed his way through the building crowd. There were shouts in Spanish and Dutch and English and he pushed a man aside who was attempting to stop him from leaving the scene. King saw the children moving, but the mother was lying eerily still as two women started first aid running through the ABCs as the husband limped over in tears. King didn’t hang around. There was nothing he could do for the family, but he could stop the woman and exact some retribution for her callous actions.

Tracking the woman was simple. There were blood spots every ten feet or so for the first hundred metres, then the distance halved and after another hundred metres the blood spots were around a pace apart. That accounted for the shoulder wound, the blood taking time to run down her arm. Now, her increasing heartbeat was pumping the blood even faster. There was a gunshot and as King rounded a street corner, he saw a man lying in the road. He was wearing an open-faced motorcycle helmet and the woman was getting onto a small motorcycle. King sprinted hard as the woman struggled to get the motorcycle in gear. The tiny .25 bullet had hit her left shoulder, and likely become stuck against the bone or ligament, which was affecting her grip on the clutch handle. She finally accelerated away as King got within a few feet from her. The motorcycle hummed and whined as she managed to change up a gear and lurched faster towards the end of the road and another crossing. The sea glistened in front of her, and when she turned sharply left, she overshot the bend and careened down the pavement of the promenade, scattering joggers, roller skaters and slow-moving parents or toddlers.

King reached the end of the road, heaving for breath as he reached the promenade. He looked around for a vehicle, then with no other option, he pulled a teenaged boy off an e-scooter and shouted an apology as he twisted the ‘Twist N Go’ accelerator and took off at a surprising speed. King had never had a scooter as a child, but he had used a few skateboards that he either borrowed or bullied off kids on his estate, and the concept of the e-scooter was easy enough, and he shot along the pavement with his feet tucked in and his knees bent with all the grace of an inline skater. Progress was swift, with the woman scattering the pedestrians, leaving the way clear for King in his silent, somewhat surreal pursuit.

At the point where the towns of L’Albir and Altea met on the seafront, the road became a single lane controlled by a traffic light. The light had been on red for a considerable time before the woman overtook the row of waiting cars and shot the light. Inevitably, she met a vehicle head on and was unable to swerve in time, the motorcycle crumpling into the bonnet of a small hatchback and catapulting the woman over the roof, where she landed heavily on the road in front of another car. The car braked and sounded its horn, but the woman staggered to her feet and limped into the entrance of the marina.

King swerved through the gathering crowd and when he could go no further, he abandoned the e-scooter and pushed his way through the throng of people inspecting the hatchback and the wrecked motorcycle. People were pointing in the direction of where the woman had disappeared, and mobile phones were being dialled for the emergency services. King took the small automatic out of his pocket and kept it hidden from view within his clenched fist, and as he entered the marina, he looked all around for the woman but could not see her anywhere. His attention was drawn to the noise of an outboard motor. A common enough sound given his surroundings, but it was the way the engine sounded that had piqued his interest. An instant hard rev upon starting, the engine straining for all it was worth. Nobody drove a boat like that inside a harbour. Not after the harbour master or port authority came after you with fines and threats of expulsion. He followed the sound to the water’s edge and saw the woman behind the tiller of a small inflatable tender with a small, but athletic outboard engine making a strong wake behind them. King pocketed the pistol and searched for another boat. The woman was making good progress and had cleared part of the harbour, with just the breakwater wall remaining. Another fifty metres and she would be in open ocean. King saw the fisherman putting on an oily open-faced helmet beside his motorcycle. The old Honda 250cc was on its side stand and he spotted the keys in the ignition. King ran over and gave the fisherman a shove, sending him staggering to the dirt. He swung himself into the saddle, righted the machine and started it, the clutch natural in his left hand, the drop of the gear lever with his left foot sinking into first gear with a solid ‘clunk’. King accelerated away, the rear wheel slewing on the loose surface. He got the machine back under control and changed up a gear as he gained speed along the harbour wall. The boat had just cleared the breakwater and was riding bow high as it met the open swell. The woman had already steered to portside where she would likely head into Altea or beyond to the cove speckled cliffs and the town of Calp beyond. Ahead of King, a chest-high set of iron railings loomed, the boat another twenty metres beyond. King flipped his toe up into third and gave a full twist of throttle, then stood up on both foot pegs. Timing would be everything. Releasing his grip, a full second before impact, King was hurled high and far as the motorcycle was spat into the air, spinning wildly before hitting the water with a tremendous splash. King held a flat dive for what seemed an impossibly long time, then entered the water ahead of the boat. Upon impact, he somersaulted under water without any choice in the matter, his arms almost tearing from the sockets. Clawing for the surface, he broke free as the prow of the rubber craft hit him, and he clawed for purchase on something – anything – and found it on a single fender line that the woman had failed to take out of the water. King heaved himself half out of the water and the woman, unable to hide her surprise, was reaching for the 9mm which she had pushed firmly down the front of her jeans. King had the .25 Colt in his hand a split second before she could pull the weapon clear and he fired three shots in quick succession, leaving three little red marks across her left breast. She winced and seemed to struggle for breath, before her eyes looked upwards, and she slumped forwards into the boat.

King dropped the pistol and heaved himself out of the water. He checked the woman’s body, finding only her mobile phone, which he pocketed before setting the tiller to starboard. He tossed his own 9mm over the side. It had innocent lives connected to it now. He then wedged the tiller in place using a buoy line, lowered the revs to around half, then calmly slipped over the side. When he surfaced, he watched the small craft heading towards the lighthouse on the edge of the vast headland, then turned and started his swim towards Altea.


Chapter Thirty-One



Seamus Donovan smiled as he watched King swimming through the pair of powerful binoculars. He had been close to making his move in the carpark on the headland when King had blown the Frenchman away, but it hadn’t felt right. King had been too aware. When he made his move, it would be a bullet through the back of the man’s unsuspecting skull. Anything else was simply too risky, and he had learned from painful experience. Donovan was one of the best watchers in the business. He had followed MI5 and Det officers all over Belfast while they in turn had been following his IRA brothers, and he had surveyed targets in London and Manchester before the bombings. He was a ghost, a chameleon, and the MI5 officer with the CIA contract on his head had been blissfully unaware of his existence.

He had placed a tracker on King’s vehicle using a device and method of his own making – a small receiver inside a ball of child’s sticky ‘silly putty’ found in any toy shop, which he fired from a powerful catapult. King would not have heard a thing as he fired up the engine, and it had remained in place long enough for Donovan to follow him and observe him switch vehicles. He had remained undetected as he had observed King watching the female assassin from the alleyway and had placed another tracker on King’s vehicle, but when events had turned, he had followed the pursuit in his own hire car and even though he had trailed behind, he had caught up in time to witness King’s reckless, suicidal stunt with the motorcycle. This act alone told Donovan a great deal about the man he had been contracted to kill. While others had concentrated on the scene of the crash, Donovan had watched the brief struggle in the inflatable tender, and he had seen the tiny craft veer off to the West, while King had set out swimming strongly towards Altea.

With the target swimming for shore, he had enough time to find a suitable position and use a powerful pair of binoculars to track his progress to observe what the man did next. Only when the man least expected it, would Donovan strike.


Chapter Thirty-Two



“Who the hell is he?”

“Seamus Donovan,” Big Dave replied studying the tablet balanced on his lap. “He used to be part of the Provisional IRA and was wanted in connection for the Manchester bombing in ninety-six. All prior sins repealed, naturally.”

Caroline nodded sagely. “I did a case study on the attack. More than three-thousand pounds of explosive. The largest bomb detonated in Great Britain since the Second World War.” She paused. “It was truly a terrible tragedy.”

“And all charges were quashed under the Good Friday Agreement.”

“Of course.”

Caroline checked her mirrors as the man returned to the red Renault Clio and got behind the wheel. She started the engine and waited. “So now he’s a gun for hire?”

“It certainly looks that way.”

“The CIA obviously don’t have any qualms about using known terrorists to do their dirty work.”

“And that surprises you?”

Caroline shook her head and sighed. “No, I suppose it shouldn’t by now…”

“Technically, the man’s not a terrorist, either. His history in the IRA was repealed in the peace process. And besides, we’re not talking about the CIA as such, more like a department within a department within a whisper in the corridor,” said Big Dave. “Kind of like us, I suppose.”

“We’re not assassins,” she corrected him. “And we wouldn’t use terrorists to do our dirty work.”

Big Dave said nothing more. He had pulled the trigger without any intention of negotiation before. Hostage rescue and the like - it wasn’t a million miles away when the orders had been clearly; take no prisoners. “Damn it…” he said, looking up from the screen.

“What?”

“The database is locked.” He frowned as an email notification appeared on the screen. Why are you both not in Istanbul? He showed her the screen. “We’re in trouble now…”

Caroline scoffed. “It’s Ramsay,” she said. “We’ll talk him round!”

“No,” Big Dave replied. “He’s in charge now. And he’s changed. You can’t treat him like you did when he was number two. Shit, it was borderline even back then.”

Caroline pulled away. Following a vehicle was a fine line between being seen and losing the target. Fortunately, she had it down after years of practise in army intelligence and MI5. Glancing to her right at an old pickup pulling out of the marina she did a double take. “What the hell?” she exclaimed.

“What’s wrong?”

“That’s my bloody boat!”

Big Dave laughed, craning his neck to see into the marina. “So that’s what King’s been doing! Sailing about the Med while we’re all working our arses off for world peace…”

“Reply to that email,” she said curtly. “And tell Ramsay that you were on your way to Istanbul, but I needed your help. Tell him I gave you little choice in the matter. Say that you’re on your way to help Rashid and Jack right now. But first, ask for that data lock to be undone. I need all the advantage I can get; Ramsay can give me that at least.”


Chapter Thirty-Three



Hereford, England

MacPherson tossed the pile of files onto the table and reached for his glass of Glenfiddich. There were two glasses on the table. Half full, no ice or mixer. Two cigars burned in the ashtray. Cuban no.3’s. Solid, thick yet unpretentious. Peters picked up his and took a deep draw, before exhaling the thick, pungent smoke where it wafted into the already hazy air.

“These are the dog’s bollocks, boss…”

MacPherson nodded to the wooden box with two more inside. “Keep them,” he said, picking out a file. “Just glad to have you on board.”

“Maybe…”

MacPherson grinned. Peters was his former sergeant in the SAS, and they had worked on many operations together. “What’s it like to be out?”

“Ready for the big bucks,” Peters replied. “I had an offer in Iraq. Two-grand a week.”

“Nice. If you live to spend it.”

“Well, you’re not wrong there.”

“Obviously this job is not without risk, but it’s not the fucking Alamo,” MacPherson replied. “Which is how many of these Iraqi jobs end up.”

“Tell me about it,” Peters replied. “Did you hear about Digger and Parker in Syria?”

“No,” MacPherson frowned, but he already knew that it wasn’t going to be good news.

“Got themselves killed near Rimsa. They were escorting some MI6 or MI5 types while they negotiated with a group of terrorists. Nobody’s sure whether it was the Jihadist lot or Wagner forces in the area, but they were shot to shit. A couple of other regiment boys and a bloke from the SBS and a guy from the paras.”

“What, all of them?”

“Yep.”

“What about the spooks?”

“Remember Dave Chaplin, the territorial bloke with twenty-one?”

“Saturdays and Sundays?”

Peters laughed. The Special Air Service had a territorial detachment for soldiers in the territorial army and reserves, and despite working side by side on operations, with many soldiers deployed fulltime during Afghanistan, the regulars in 22 SAS had given them the nickname of 21 SAS: Saturdays and Sundays. “Yeah, that’s him. Well, he gave up being an estate agent and part-time soldier and now works for a private security outfit out there. He said that the spooks got out, but Parker and his team were completely obliterated.”

“Shit, they were two of the best,” MacPherson replied soberly. He raised his glass of whisky in a toast. “To fallen heroes…”

“And to those two reprobates!” Peters cheered, clinking glasses with his former commanding officer. “Alright, I’ll join the shit show,” he said. “It’s got to be better than being hung out to dry by a private firm.”

MacPherson smiled. “I wouldn’t bet on it, old friend. I wouldn’t bloody well bet on it…”


Chapter Thirty-Four



Istanbul, Turkey

Ahmadi had read the police report a dozen times, and he expected to read it a dozen more. The Moroccan police were not the most thorough service in the world, often enjoying a neat outcome with a suitable suspect, rather than the actual perpetrator – as long as there was a punishment for a crime, the were not overly bothered if the crime was the right one - but they appeared to have done a reasonable job on the crime scene.

He had learned to ignore the graphic photographs, his eyes drawn to the detailed text, but he had seen the images before and once seen, never forgotten. Of course, he had done his part. Omelettes were never made without first cracking eggs, but his actions had been for his political and social beliefs. He was a soldier fighting the mighty, arrogant West in a war of socio-political ideal. What the assassins of his wife and child had done had been nothing more than barbarous retribution. A tit-for-tat display of power. His family should have been off-limits. Instead, they had been forced onto their knees, hands bound behind their backs with cable ties and neatly dispatched with two 9mm hollow points each to the back of their heads. The bodies had to be formally identified by DNA and dental records, such was the effectiveness of the hollow point bullets.

He tossed the report onto the coffee table and picked up his glass of sweet tea. Life felt meaningless now. He was locked in a covert war that had seen his family taken from him, not as collateral damage, but as a direct attack on him, and in doing so, on Iron Fist. The General had tried to shield him from events and had broken the news of their deaths and had forbidden him from returning to Morocco or seeking retribution on the British intelligence agents involved. The General had told him that justice would be done. Ahmadi knew who was responsible, and he would have his retribution. Iron Fist would soon launch their AI attack on Western financial institutions, NATO and the European railway network, and the West would be held to ransom. And then, Ahmadi would have his revenge. He would kill the British agents who slaughtered his family, and he would do so eye-to-eye, close enough to hear them beg, close enough to see the life leave their eyes. He turned the little pistol over in his hand. The derringer had been a gift from The General – he had gifted one to each of his agents – and there was something beautiful about the simplicity of it. The double barrels gave the user just two chances. Ahmadi knew the suggestion behind the weapon. One bullet for the enemy, and one more to avoid being captured alive. While other agents had kept the weapon with that ideology solely in mind, Ahmadi had seen more to it. Easy to conceal, easy to use and deadly effective at close range, and with no shell casing ejected and later used as evidence against him. The punchy .38 special was a sound proposition at close range. And each time he killed with it, it validated him as The General’s key agent. He had done everything for The General. He deserved the right to be the man’s number one, and now, as he sat alone, he contemplated on life and death and sacrifice. He had lost everything precious to him and decided that life no longer mattered. But what did matter was the cause of the Iron Fist and their fight against the West. He no longer cared whether he lived or died, but he cared what he died for. When the time came, he would give everything to the cause. He would strike at the heart of the enemy, and that second barrel would remain just for him.

Ahmadi checked his watch. He estimated that it would be another ten hours before he had some answers to his suspicions. A few hours more and he would know the full story. But, for now, he would continue with the premise and performance that he had been giving since he came to the city. His enemy had once again underestimated him. Underestimated the Iron Fist. He smiled as he slipped the tiny pistol into his pocket and stood up. The clock was ticking. He would have his vengeance soon enough, and the West would be served justice.


Chapter Thirty-Five



Caroline drove while Big Dave rode up front. They had Seamus Donovan in their sights, a hundred metres down the beach road past the marina. The little red Renault had pulled into the kerb, forcing Caroline to pull over, too. If she drove past, then Donovan might get spooked, and there was a right turning just in front of the Renault giving him an escape route.

Both jumped in their seats, startled by the sliding door of the van opening. Big Dave managed to turn in his seat, then visibly relaxed.

“Thanks for the lift,” said King. He grinned at Big Dave, then leaned in and stole a kiss from Caroline, but reciprocation was not forthcoming.

“What the hell? You bloody idiot!” she snapped.

“Missed you, too…”

“You’re out here taunting murderers, acting as bloody bait!”

“Well, now that you’re both here perhaps we can do something about that?” He paused. “All right, son?” he said to Big Dave.

“Aye…”

“Well, now that the pleasantries are over…” Caroline softened. “What’s your plan?”

King sat back in the seat, his shirt almost dry, but his jeans still soaked through. He was unarmed and looked around the interior of the van. “Any hardware?”

Caroline tutted, thinking about the Glock that she had dumped in Switzerland. The weapon was a hangover from Stella Fox’s tragically brief tenure. Ramsay was far less obliging when it came to weaponry and culpability. “No.”

“Fucking great calvary you two are…” King paused. “I have a couple in the car, another couple on the boat.”

“I want to talk to you about that…”

“Figures.”

“What the hell?”

“I needed a place to stay.”

“Now, now kids,” Big Dave chided. “What about this Donovan bloke?”

“Who?” King asked.

“The man trying to kill you,” Caroline said sharply. “He’s ex-IRA. Believed to be behind the Manchester bombing, and a few more besides. He’s killed plenty of times for the IRA. Now he’s walking around as a free man because of the Good Friday Agreement.”

“And now he’s a gun for hire?”

“Looks that way,” Big Dave replied.

“Many are,” Caroline interjected. “For as many who fought for what they believed in, a lot were in it all for the crime and financial gain. Organised crime with a political and sociological free pass. Bank robberies, protection rackets, running prostitution rings and drug dealing… all in the name of the cause. Anyway, didn’t Ramsay brief you on Seamus Donovan?”

“I’m not in contact. He wanted some deniability.”

“Meet the new boss; just like the old boss,” Big Dave scoffed.

“Ramsay’s not like that,” Caroline protested. “He was one of us, after all.”

Big Dave shrugged. “Never got his hands dirty, though…”

“He was front and centre in more than a few situations, and without any formal field training,” King said flatly, remembering the battle in the hotel in frozen Lapland, and how the intelligence analyst had blood on his hands in Albania, despite the rest of the team not knowing what the man had been forced to do for his own survival.

Big Dave nodded, conceding. “I guess.” Being shot at point blank range by a cold, heartless assassin and begging Big Dave to go after the laptop instead of attending to him was more than enough credence. Especially as Big Dave had been shot by that same assassin while he had been trapped in the wreckage of a vehicle. “Yeah, you’re right. He’s been down and dirty, more so than any analyst should have…”

“He’s not a politician running an intelligence department,” said King. “We should all be grateful for that.”

“Simon Mereweather wasn’t a politician,” Big Dave said flatly. “The guy died in my arms. He was a good sort.”

“Considering who his father is…” Caroline said acidly.

“Sir Galahad isn’t out of it yet,” King said pointedly. “He’s had the ear of every prime minister for more than forty years. Presently, he’s bruised and licking his wounds. He’ll be front and centre before long. It’s not that he’s necessarily bad; it’s just that he has his own agenda and funds to side-line the government.”

“Ramsay has complete control of our new department,” Caroline proffered. “One could argue it’s no worse a situation than the secretive agency that Sir Galahad ran.”

“But I trust Ramsay to steer the transition through.” King paused, his eyes on Donovan, who had now got out of the car and was walking down the promenade. It was clear that he had lost King and was looking agitated by the fact. “Ramsay has a conscience and zero ego or political agenda. When MI5 sorts out its security breach, Ramsay will reconnect. Until then, bloody annoying as he can be, he’s the best person for the job.” King opened the sliding door and stepped out onto the street. “I need to put this bloke down,” he said coldly. “Best you two get the hell out of here…”

“What?” Caroline exclaimed. “Well, that’s bloody gratitude for you! We’re here to help!”

“Much appreciated,” he replied, still eyeing the Irishman who was now hovering in front of the Ale Hop - the iconic giftshop chain throughout the coastal resorts of Spain and Portugal. “But I don’t want either of you to incriminate yourselves. This is my mess, and I’ll clear it up.”

“It’s hardly a mess of your making,” Big Dave growled. “This shit is on Newman and the CIA because they want what we want.”

“And if that’s the case, then we aren’t about to leave you to it!” Caroline agreed vehemently. “Tell us what you want to do.”

King thought for a moment, then said, “Let’s lift him.”

Big Dave nodded. “Good. We can ask him a few questions.”

“Yeah…” King replied, but without much conviction. “Alright, let’s keep it simple. Big Dave, you can be the blocker. Caroline, you drive slowly as we shepherd him into the big man. Big Dave, you give him a little persuader and I’ll pull him inside.”

“Gladly.”

“Sounds good,” said Caroline. “Except for the fact he’s milling around outside the Ale Hop looking for you and wondering how the hell you gave him the slip…”

“OK,” said King. “The road sweeps around uphill to the right, past several restaurants, but it’s one way from the gift shop onwards. Take this immediate right, then turn around at the end and face back towards the seafront,” he said, looking at Caroline. “Big Dave, you take this first right on foot and wait halfway down the road. There’s a row of rubbish wheelie bins under the trees. You wait there.” He paused. “Caroline, we’ll have to judge this just right. I’m going to walk past Donovan, and then I’m going to break into a run outside that pizzeria over there…” He pointed past the Ale Hop gift shop. “I’ll loop around the block and slip into the van. When he comes past, then it’s up to Big Dave and his… persuader…”

“What could possibly go wrong…?” Big Dave chuckled, then got out and started down the pavement. His gait was long and slow, unhurried. The big Fijian had lazy movements, but King knew how deceptive he was, and had marched beside him many times trying to keep up with his giant paces.

“It’s sketchy,” Caroline said pointedly. “You’re not even armed.”

King pulled a knife out of his pocket and showed her. He was never without a knife. Not only could he kill with it as quickly as a gun, but a knife was silent and easy to conceal. There were a hundred other uses as well. A tool as well as a weapon. This knife was a folding tactical Gerber with a black, plastic handle and a black blade. It could be opened with one hand using a short thumb-stud on the rear of the slither of exposed blade. “Just in case,” he replied, slipping the knife back into his pocket. King gave Caroline a wink, then kissed her long and hard when she threw herself into an embrace. He had missed her, missed whatever it was that they had. Sometimes it did not feel like a relationship, merely a working convenience. Other times, it felt real and fragile and worth protecting at any cost. Right now, they both felt closer to one another than they had in some time. Sometimes absence really did make the heart grow fonder.

King pulled away first and smiled. “Better get going…” he said, slamming the door closed behind him. He waited while Caroline turned right before the entrance to the one-way part of the promenade, keeping close to the large menu display outside a busy restaurant. When she had driven fifty metres, King walked past the turning, spotting Big Dave standing near the bins further up the road. King walked onwards, crossing over the road and onto the promenade. He did not stop to look at Donovan as he walked by. The man was an expert and King had no doubt that he would notice him. King quickened his pace. He saw in the reflection of a laminated menu board that the Irishman was following him, and he waited until he had reached the sweeping uphill bend before breaking into a run. Past bars and restaurants and giftshops, King sprinted hard. He trained daily and sprinted in his regimen as a matter of course. His old mentor, Peter Stewart, had always told him that it paid to get out of trouble as quickly as you got into it. After fifty metres, King veered right and sprinted hard down the slope to the narrow junction. He almost ran into the blue van but slid to a halt and dived inside the open side door, closing it behind him. Caroline did not look at him, merely scrolled on her phone as if browsing the internet or making a call.

Seamus Donovan ran around the corner, smoothing his shirt down over a bulge on his left side. He slowed his pace and walked past the van.

“He’s armed,” Caroline said quietly. “A handgun of some kind.”

“Right…” King sat up and watched the road ahead. “Big Dave should be alright…”

“Should?” Caroline started the engine and crawled forwards. “Let’s bloody well hope so…”

Big Dave was staring at his phone. An incoming text from Caroline said: He’s armed – be careful! He saw Donovan heading his way, puzzled at King’s disappearance, and searching the alleyways and recesses between apartment buildings and the quiet restaurants off the main strip. Behind Donovan a family contemplated their route, pointing and quite vocal on where they should be heading. Between them and Donovan, Caroline kept the van creeping forwards. The family carried on walking, crossing a bridge over a culvert for floodwater. Big Dave saw his chance. “Excuse me, pal, are you British?”

Donovan did not try to hide his irritation. “No, Irish.”

“Same thing, isn’t it?” Big Dave grinned.

“No, it fucking isn’t…” Donovan corrected him, quite undaunted by the giant in front of him. “What the fuck’s it to you, anyway?”

“Easy mate,” Big Dave replied, raising his palms in a submissive gesture. “Just wondered whether you knew the way to the lighthouse…”

“Well, it would be by the fucking sea, wouldn’t it…?”

Big Dave smiled, closing the gap. He pocketed his phone and drove a right cross into the man’s face without missing a beat. It wasn’t a particularly precise blow – the big Fijian’s fist was damn-near the diameter of the man’s face – so caught his jaw, nose, and eye socket with a sickening crunch. It was, however, devastatingly powerful and the Irishman went out like a light, falling backwards, his head cracking against the pavement.

King opened the door and slid out of the van. “Fuck me, Dave! I said a persuader, not a bloody finisher!” He caught hold of the Irishman’s lapels and heaved him backwards towards the vehicle. Big Dave caught hold of the man’s ankles and he was tossed unceremoniously inside. King leapt in beside the Irishman and Big Dave slipped into the passenger seat. Caroline took off steadily, drove down the rest of the road and took the compulsory left along the promenade. “No chance of questioning him,” said King, checking his carotid artery for a pulse. “He’s as dead as a doornail…”

“My bad,” said Big Dave without any sign of sincerity or remorse. “Anyway, it sounds as if there’s enough distance between these assassins and their handler to gain little in a conflab.”

King shrugged. “The woman told me what she knew,” he replied. “It’s very little to go on, but the chance to verify some details would have been handy. Anyway, it’s done now.” He took a large-framed revolver out of the corpse’s waistband. A Colt Python with a four-inch barrel that had a ventilated rib running on top of the barrel’s length. King was familiar with the weapon, and he knew that the .357 magnum cartridge packed an almighty punch. “Old school,” he commented, almost approvingly, then tutted in disgust. “American donation to the IRA, I suspect. The Provo’s always had plenty of Colts and Armalites…”

“East Coasters,” said Caroline. “Bostonians and New Yorkers who are barely one-fifth Irish with a taste for Guinness and a romanticised image of The Troubles. It’s a bit different when you’ve seen bombing victims or the funerals of children.” She paused. “Too bad we can’t question that beast…”

“Old news. It’s moved on. All the terrorists walked free, and all the survivors are forced to live with the loss of their loved ones with no sense of justice. I lost enough colleagues and buddies over the water, over the years,” Big Dave commented flatly. “So, I won’t be losing sleep over that piece of shit back there…”

“So, what are we going to do with him?” Caroline asked.

King looked at the mountain ridge ahead of him. This part of the Costa Blanca was hemmed in on three sides by tall mountains, which was the reason the region had its own micro-climate – often milder and warmer than the rest of the Mediterranean coastline of Spain. “Where are you staying?” asked King.

“El Hotel Altaia,” she said. “On the seafront. We’ve driven past it twice…”

“I haven’t found anywhere yet,” replied Big Dave. He shrugged. “I’m AWOL. I was meant to be going to Istanbul, but…”

“He came to look after me,” Caroline chided.

“Came to help,” he corrected her.

“Pull up here,” King told her. He waited while Caroline found a space outside a small convenience store. “You two get out. Big Dave, I appreciate your help, but if Ramsay wanted you in Istanbul, then there would have been good reason. Rashid and Luger could need your help.”

“Alright. I fancied a kebab anyway…”

“Caroline, the boat is in the marina.”

“I know. I was going to ask about that…” She paused. “Of course, I don’t mind you using it, but I don’t want some idiot blowing it up thinking you’re on it…”

“Thanks for your concern…”

“You’re welcome,” she grinned.

“Well, head for the boat. Don’t return to your hotel. Not until I get back. There’s at least one more assassin out there, and now that the others have failed, this handler Newman told me about might send more.”

“A certainty, I reckon,” Big Dave commented.

King nodded. He patted Big Dave on the shoulder and the big Fijian took it as his cue to leave. Caroline said goodbye and the big man sauntered off down the pavement without looking back.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m taking our friend here on a little drive through the mountains.”

“Lots of canyons and crevices up there, I suppose?”

King nodded. “I’m counting on it.”


Chapter Thirty-Six



Alicante, Spain

“The clock is ticking.”

“What guarantees do I have?”

Newman shrugged. “As I said previously, we want the AI programme, and we want to keep you alive in case it doesn’t work. So, just so long as it works, you get to live out the rest of your days in luxury and peace.”

“And if it glitches?”

Newman smiled. “Then see that it doesn’t.”

Malek Zahedi stirred a sachet of sugar into his espresso and said, “It will go live within a week.” He shrugged. “After that, then it will be too late.”

“Too late?”

Zahedi nodded. “It will be ready to run. I cannot stop this, there are simply too many people in the loop. Ahmadi, for one. He is undertaking the construction of the facility we have chosen to run it from. For prolonged use or specific targeting of complex computer security systems, say NORAD or GCHQ or NASA, the power and cooling requirements are quite unique.”

“Where is this facility?”

Zahedi tapped his nose. “Not until I see the colour of your money…”

“I can’t authorise that,” Newman said, somewhat flustered and failing to hide the fact. “My superiors will need a sample, a demonstration. All we have so far is your word.”

“As do I…”

“Ahmadi is an arms dealer. What is he doing overseeing such a project?”

“The British secret service killed his family. He wants vengeance.”

“I don’t believe it. They would not knowingly kill a mother and a child.”

“Then, you do not know them as well as you think.” Zahedi paused. “Why then, would a multi-millionaire arms dealer leave his old life behind for a project such as this? Ahmadi makes money dealing in arms on both sides of the political and sociological fence.”

“He’s Iranian, just like you. He served under you in the Revolutionary Guard. Why wouldn’t you want a comrade in arms to be an agent for Iron Fist?” Newman paused. “Someone you trust, someone who is used to you giving commands to. I’m surprised, given his lifestyle and business portfolio that he’d…” Newman trailed off. He saw a flicker in the Iranian’s eye.

“What?” Malek Zahedi asked, masking his expression by drinking down the rest of his espresso. When he replaced the cup to its saucer, his face was an unreadable mask once more.

“Nothing,” Newman replied, not believing the man. If there was a way of getting a man to believe in your cause, possibly even sacrifice himself for it, then giving him a vested interest would be a start. Sending him on a mission of vengeance would cement the man’s loyalty and commitment. “Give me your account number. Let’s get the ball of trust rolling, shall we?”

Zahedi took a small notepad from his jacket pocket and extracted a tiny silver pen from the spine of the notebook. He opened to a blank page and jotted down a series of numbers, then tore off the sheet and slid it across the table to the American. “When I see that the money is transferred, then we shall meet again. Although next time, it will be in a cooler climate.”

“Just a deposit,” replied Newman. “I wouldn’t want you forgetting to arrange our next meeting…”

The Iranian smiled mirthlessly. “No, we wouldn’t want that…”


Chapter Thirty-Seven



“The slimy git,” Caroline said coldly.

“That’s intelligence work for you,” King replied. “No friends, just occasionally aligned interests.”

Caroline adjusted the binoculars as Malek Zahedi got up and walked towards her. For a moment she imagined a crosshair in the lens. It would save a lot of time, energy and risk to simply end the man’s project right here and now.

King had planted a tracker on Zahedi’s car the second time the man had met with the prostitute in L’Albir. King knew that he would have time and attached the magnetic device on top of the exhaust manifold. Only a thorough check on a mechanic’s vehicle lift would lead someone to discover the device, and even a man of Malek Zahedi’s experience would fail to find it however thoroughly he looked.

“Wait here,” said King. “I’m going to have a little chat with our American friend…” He got out of the van and closed the door, frowning as Caroline got out and walked around the rear of the vehicle. “I said…”

“I know what you said…” she snapped, holding up a hand. “But I’m not your bloody geisha…”

King sighed, annoyed at her tenacity, but then he remembered it was also what he loved about her. “OK,” he conceded. “But I’ll lead the conversation…”

They walked across the square, the sun shining on their backs, but a slight chill in the air. Brilliant white clouds scudded in the azure blue sky in front of them, with airplanes taking off and landing in a steady stream at Alicante airport further inland. Newman looked up as they closed in on him. He shifted somewhat uncomfortably in his seat, moved the cane so he could reach the handle easily. King smiled, remembering what a sting the cane secreted, but it had already lost its element of surprise.

“Call off your dogs!” Caroline spat at him, pulling out the chair that Malek Zahedi had only just vacated. She sat down glaring at him and said, “Nice walking stick, by the way.” She looked up as a waitress hovered nearby. “Hello, yes, one cappuccino, one English breakfast tea with milk and whatever this gentleman is having…”

“An Americano…” Newman said offhandedly.

“… and put it on his bill, thank you.”

King rolled his eyes, but the motion was missed. So much for leading the impromptu meeting. He pulled a heavy metal chair away from an empty table and sat down.

After driving high into the hills and dropping the body of Seamus Donovan down a steep gully near the mountain road, King had returned to his hire vehicle and retrieved the weapons and stowed them in Caroline’s hired van. King had watched Malek Zahedi moving on the app on his phone that synced to the tracking device. They had followed him down the N-332 to Alicante, able to keep a discreet distance from the Iranian. Once they had parked to observe the meeting King had given Caroline the CZ75 9mm pistol, and he had retained Donovan’s .357 magnum, which tucked down the back of his waistband, was now proving to be a weighty and cumbersome method of carry.

Newman shifted awkwardly in his seat as he addressed Caroline. “They’re not my dogs,” he corrected her. “And anyway, judging by the police activity in this relatively quiet part of the world, for murders that is, it looks as if you’ve been doing a good enough job yourselves…”

“Who is she?” Caroline retorted. “Who is this CIA woman willing to sacrifice allied agents?”

Newman chuckled as the waitress arrived and placed down their coffees and a small teapot, cup and saucer and jug of milk for King. He waited until she left and said, “As regard for sacrificing allied agents…” He tapped the pommel of his cane and said, “… you guys are the last people on earth who can protest against that.”

“Oh poppycock!” Caroline exclaimed. King wouldn’t say, but she really did slip into the Hampshire debutante when she got upset. “That was just a bloody flesh wound!”

“It cost me my career!” Newman snapped.

“Well, you seem to be pretty bloody active for the agency!”

“Alright,” said King gruffly, holding up a hand. “That’s enough from both of you!” He turned to Newman and said, “This is way out of hand. I make it four out of five, thanks partly to your much appreciated handy-work back in L’Albir. Will this bitch keep sending contractors after me?”

Newman sipped his coffee and put the cup down measuredly. “I expect so.”

“Great…” Caroline shook her head dejectedly.

“The people she works for, the same people I work for, want this AI programme. And I mean, really want it. They will stop at nothing to get it.” Newman paused. “So, with respect, you both need to get out of the way.”

“Not going to happen,” King replied coldly.

“We have partnered on projects and operations before,” said Caroline. “Special Branch and the FBI, the CIA and MI6. We can come to an agreement, I’m sure.”

Newman shook his head. “Malek Zahedi will deal only with us.”

“Malek Zahedi had already met with a British contingent,” replied King. “Not ourselves, but someone else.”

“MI6?” Newman frowned.

“No. An altogether more secretive outfit. That outfit is now under the control of our boss. Maybe it’s just a matter of time before Zahedi accepts a counter-offer.” King paused, pouring over-stewed tea onto a half-inch of milk. He stirred it into a dark, unappealing brew. King wasn’t fussy. He had once been forced to make a cup of tea with his own piss in Iraq. “So, perhaps he’s not as committed to working with you as you think?”

“He’ll work with us,” Newman assured him. “We have something you guys don’t.”

“And what’s that?” Caroline chided.

“Money,” the American replied. “The ability to up whatever the bid. Sorry, but there it is. We’ve got this, so you all just might as well pack up and go home…”

“That’s that, then,” said King.

“Think of a number and we can double it. Better to be realistic than end up disappointed,” Newman said somewhat patronisingly.

“I couldn’t agree more,” King conceded. He finished his tea and stood up, dropping a twenty euro note on the table, then pinning it in place with his saucer. “We’ll get these…”

As King walked away, Caroline looked shocked and behind the curve. She drained the remnants of her cappuccino and hurried to catch up with King. “What the hell was that all about?”

“He’s right. They can out-bid us, and they always will,” King said measuredly. “We won’t win the fight. Not when that fight is down to dollars or pounds.”

“So, we’re walking away?”

King opened the door when they reached the van and slid into the passenger seat. “Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

“We’re shutting things down,” he said, his eyes firmly on Newman, who was now paying the bill and watching them with scrutiny. “Malek Zahedi, Ahmadi and anything to do with this AI programme. But first, I’m going to pay this CIA woman a visit and see about changing her mind regarding my contract…”


Chapter Thirty-Eight



Istanbul, Turkey

They had checked three of the buildings over the past two nights. There was only one more to check. Each time, Jack Luger had been the man on the ground and Rashid had used the drone and the riflescope to both cover and guide him.

By day, the construction had been in full swing. Vehicles came and went. Some had been laden with building materials; others had been full of equipment and promptly off-loaded into the buildings. Men came and went, but only in mini-buses and in various shifts. The first men started at 5am and the second shift started at 8am. The shifts finished twelve hours later. The two men had supposed that manning shifts round the clock would either evoke unwanted interest or require a specific permit. However, for fifteen hours a day, the work was constant. The men arrived tired and left looking exhausted. There was no sign of catering vans or vendors, but at 1pm the driver of the vehicle they now knew to belong to an overweight Turk called Karim Akyol - the man they had witnessed showing Ahmadi around almost a week before – arrived with crates of bread, fruit, and bottled water. A ten-minute free-for-all always followed, and the men were all back at work inside fifteen-minutes. There was no union for these men, just long hours, and harsh conditions.

Luger touched his earpiece, checking the fit. “You up there, mate?”

“Got you,” Rashid replied reassuringly. “The same two muppets on duty. One at the far west end of the compound, the other is taking a piss on the north end. Too much sweet tea for this guy…”

“He’s an older guy, might be his prostate,” Luger joked. He worked his way along the lee of the last building. They had checked on the others and the men had worked fast. Whatever was in this last building, the work had been swift, and the boxes had been unloaded and ferried in all day. “OK, I’m at the personnel door.”

“Got you with the eye in the sky…”

Luger crouched down and worked the lock. He was inside within two minutes. As he scanned the room in the night-time gloom, he could already see a vast array of cages like those used to deliver food and other goods to supermarkets and convenience stores. Inside the cages, wires, tubes, and circuit boards were confirmed by a sweep of his torch. He had learned to count in estimation, and as he counted a block of ten, he did the maths in his head and estimated four-hundred cages in all. Another sweep of his torch confirmed huge ceiling fans and air-conditioning ducts.

“What have you got, buddy?”

“Servers. Acres of them.” Luger paused. “And enough air-conditioning ducting for six Die Hard films…” There was no response from Rashid, so Luger said, “You there, mate?”

Nothing.

Luger backtracked and closed the door behind him. He relocked the door using his lock-picks, then said, “Rashid, am I clear?”

“Get the fuck out of there, mate! Three vehicles and a shit-load of armed men are in the compound…” There was a short pause with some atmospheric crackle. “I’m compromised, Jack! You’re on your own!”

“Rashid?” Luger edged down the side of the building, drawing his Glock from his kidney holster. “Rashid…?”

Nothing.


Chapter Thirty-Nine



Rashid had seen the vans and pickups swing into the compound. He had not seen who opened the gates – he had been concentrating on covering Luger from the patrolling security guards – but the vehicles had come in with headlights switched off and all of them coming to a hard stop. Men leapt out with handguns and automatic rifles and fanned out in every direction. The security guards met them and joined their ranks. Rashid had shouted his warning to Luger but had heard several pairs of feet on the stairs and men running down the hallway. Rashid smashed the monitor and drone controller on the floor and picked up the rifle. Heavy boots kicked against the door, and he fired a shot dead centre. He followed up with another shot each side of the door and heard a groan and somebody slump to the floor. The M14 rifle, although outdated in design, was a semi-automatic with a twenty-round magazine. America’s answer to the AK-47 and Rashid used it like one, firing rapid shots across the door and a couple of feet either side of it. The bolt clicked on the empty breech, and he tossed the rifle to the floor and drew his 9mm Glock pistol. He charged for the escape hatch that he and Luger had made in the floor of one of the bedrooms and dived for the opening as the world behind him erupted in the concussive blast of a hand grenade and the volley of automatic gunfire from several rifles.

Rashid landed heavily on the filthy single mattress directly below the hatch. He heard the pounding of heavy boots above him, and he fired half a dozen rounds through the ceiling and rolled away as an injured man fell through the hatch and another man fell heavily to the floor. Gunfire erupted again, and bullets strafed through the ceiling, with several bullets hitting and killing their comrade below. Rashid struggled to his feet and rushed for the door. Beside the door, on an old, warped wooden dresser were two hand grenades he had placed earlier along with another Glock 19 pistol. He pulled the pin on one of the grenades and tossed it into the bedroom. There was a hiss and fizz, and acrid orange smoke filled the air. He pulled the pin on the second grenade and tossed it after the first, then ducked down and closed his eyes and buried his left ear into his collar and covered his right ear with his left hand, keeping the pistol on the room behind him. When the grenade exploded, Rashid opened his eyes and fired as two men dropped through the ceiling along with rafters and floorboards and plaster. He fired into the smoke, then tossed the weapon aside when it clicked empty, and picked up the other pistol as he headed out of the door and sprinted down the corridor.

A derelict building with squatters on every floor, Rashid and Luger had realised that the inhabitants remained quiet and practically invisible. They needed a place to live and to draw attention would result in bureaucracy and eviction notices, as well as the risk of being returned to their countries. From the outset, the building felt deserted, which was why Rashid could hear the heavy, pounding footsteps over the silence. He imagined the inhabitants huddled together at the sound of the gunshots. People did not tend to rush around when guns were fired. It wasn’t the same as a fire alarm. Certainly, there were heavy footsteps above him, but he could hear people at both ends of the corridor in the stairwell. Rashid looked around him, then tore an old fire extinguisher off the wall and slid it down the corridor. He fired at it twice and it spun further down the corridor, spraying a thick fog of CO2 and dry powder, blocking out the stairwell. Rashid turned and ran down the corridor, meeting a man holding a Kalashnikov no more than twenty feet away. Rashid fired as he ran, the man falling heavily to the floor. He tugged at the man’s rifle, but he wasn’t ready to give up just yet and snatched the weapon back until Rashid kicked him in the face and he relinquished his grip. Gunfire erupted from the fog, and Rashid threw himself down the stairwell, but gunfire erupted from above and he slid and crawled out of the hail of bullets and was met with the muzzles of three Kalashnikovs from the stairs below. There was no outshooting these men. Three against one with him flat on his back and seriously under-gunned, it was over.

There’s a stigma to surrender in battle. Do you fight and die, or live to fight another day? Rashid wasn’t ready to check out just yet, and he dropped the pistol knowing that things were about to get rough and had just enough time to shield his head from the onslaught of feet and fists and rifle butts. He felt himself dragged roughly to his feet, then felt the rifle butts against his shins. He fell down the stairs, excited voices and shouts filling the stairwell and still more blows as someone caught hold of his ankle and dragged him roughly down the concrete stairs. Each tread jolted his spine, and he cracked the back of his head several times on each floor. By the time he reached the ground floor, he was unconscious. Four men each grabbed a limb and heaved him unceremoniously into the bed of a pickup truck, while another covered him with a tarp and the other four men leapt in to secure their cargo.


Chapter Forty



Jack Luger was still crouched in the shadows. He had slipped over the fence undetected and sprinted into the night. He had tried repeatedly to raise Rashid on the two-way radio, but he had heard enough to realise that his partner had been compromised. Backtracking out of the gloom of the dull streetlights, Luger had returned cautiously to see Rashid being bundled into the bed of a rusted Toyota Hi-Lux pickup truck. The vehicle that wouldn’t die – the backbone of Middle East insurgents and the Taliban of Afghanistan. This truck was already down on its springs and pockmarked with rust, but it started first time and roared off into the night. Luger looked around, panicked that he was going to lose Rashid to the night and the myriad streets of Istanbul. The other vehicles were taking off amid squeals of tyres and whining camshafts. Luger sprinted to the road, a single headlamp closing in on him. The motorbike drew ever closer, and as it reached him, Luger darted out into the road and grabbed the rider’s coat sleeve. The machine wobbled and Luger was dragged for a moment before the rider was pulled clear and the motorcycle careened across the road and hit the far kerb and slid a few metres on its side. Luger ignored the rider and sprinted for the motorcycle. He reset the tip-over sensor and started the engine, stamping down into first and sliding the machine around one-hundred and eighty degrees. He narrowly avoided the stunned rider performing the same manoeuvre on him, then flicked up through second and third gear with his left foot. He had no idea what model of motorcycle he was riding, other than it was a dirt bike with healthy acceleration. He soon reached an indicated 130 kph and passed the first of the three vehicles. A series of bends, a lot of down shifting the gears and Luger was at 100 kph and had passed the second truck. He knew that there was a mile or so of road before the streets became criss-crossed and if he did not catch up with the lead pickup, then he would lose Rashid for sure.

Behind him, the glare of the headlights was dimming as he increased his speed and strained his eyes in the gloom over the motorcycle’s dull single headlight. Ahead of him the dim taillights blinked in his beam like a fox caught in the moonlight. Luger increased his speed, the narrow wheels finding the ruts in the road and jarring him through the seat. He was in top gear, 140 kph showing on the dial with no more power to be gleaned from the engine. The amber lights grew brighter as the distance shortened. Luger could see the men in the bed of the truck, and he knew that they still had their assault rifles with them. There was little he could do - even with the Glock 19 in his holster, if he fired upon them then he would be cut down in multiple salvos of high-velocity bullets – so he backed off, hoping that the two other vehicles he had overtaken would not catch up until he had established where they were taking Rashid.

Luger did not know if the men had seen him. Whether it was the engine noise of their own vehicle, the wind in their ears or the dull headlight of the motorcycle, but when they passed under a row of streetlights, the men paid him no attention, and Luger slowed and further increased the distance between them. In his mirrors, he could see a pair of dull headlights behind him. He did not like his chances if they caught up with him. They would know that he came from the direction of the compound, and they would know that he had passed them recklessly and yet had not passed the lead vehicle. It would not take much to add one and one and get two. Luger backed off some more, his eyes warily checking the bent and shattered mirrors. For a moment, he wondered whether the cracks from the crash distorted his view, and he glanced quickly over his left shoulder to confirm, but the lights had disappeared completely. Taking advantage of this, Luger decelerated, dropping down another gear. And easing past a fenced-off area of unfinished roadworks with several diggers and bulldozers abandoned for the night. He was now a hundred metres behind the pickup truck, and when it turned right without indicating, he accelerated again to close the distance and leaned into the turn laying the motorcycle down a long way to shorten the bend. When he righted the machine, the pickup was parked ahead of him, and he cut the engine and headlight and freewheeled along the kerb, easing to a halt between streetlamps and taking advantage of the shadows.

They unloaded Rashid harshly, several of the men looking around the unlit windows above them in the neighbouring buildings. Luger whipped out his phone and typed out a short text, using the phone’s roaming for a GPS location, and sent it to Ramsay. Nothing long and dramatic, just the salient facts. He studied the building, deciding that it was a warehouse of some sort. Rashid had slumped to the ground, pinned in place by four men. Two more got out of the cab and one man identified himself as being in charge simply by giving them orders. Luger watched. He had a pistol, but there were six armed men ahead of him, four of them carrying Kalashnikovs, and the other two men would be armed for sure. Pistols, he suspected, much like his own. He had done the range time with the Glock, but nothing serious. Just enough to be certified to carry a weapon in dangerous foreign regions like any fellow MI5 officer. He had trained with the SA80 assault rifle in his early navy days but had not held one since his commission and subsequent recruitment into naval intelligence. Firearms were not his thing, and he viewed them merely as tools. But he knew enough about pistols to know that he could not take on multiple assailants armed with assault rifles. Not with his skillset and not once he had lost the element of surprise. However, what Luger now knew, having contemplated the act many times, was that in never having killed before, he now found himself more than willing to do so if it meant saving Rashid. He had always known that his actions had caused loss of life – much of his work had given drone operators, pilots and special forces teams the coordinates to ply their trade upon unsuspecting terrorists – but he had always felt clinically removed from the process, like a third-party observer. But now that it was real, now that he was down and dirty with the enemy, close enough even to smell their foul garlic and cigarette infused breath, he finally had his answer. He could and would kill if the call arose. How he would feel in the moment and how he coped with the consequences of his actions was irrelevant. He would not know those emotions until the job was done, and he would have to cross that bridge when he came to it.

Luger watched as Rashid was bundled through a narrow doorway beside a large loading bay with a closed, rolling shutter. He slipped off the motorcycle and wheeled it along the pavement then leaned it against the wall of the adjacent building. Keeping to the shadows, he moved stealthily down the lee of the building then crossed over the open ground and ducked into the shadows of the warehouse. A dank, putrid-smelling alleyway separated the warehouse from its identical neighbour. Wheelie bins overspilling with refuse took up the bulk of the space, but between this and the air-conditioning units, an enclosed ladder led to the roof. Luger checked the remainder of the alleyway, but there were no other entrance points. He suspected that there would be a fire exit on the other side of the building, but he would be able to confirm that stealthily from the roof. He slipped inside the narrow, semi-circular cage and started to climb. The rungs were sharp and flaking with rust. There were several rungs missing and Luger wondered whether the cage had been an add-on after a fall. As he reached the top few rungs, he took out the pistol and eased up over the roof, weapon in hand and eyes scanning the flat rooftop for a threat. He could already see a large satellite receiver dish and three raised skylights. The panels were raised a metre and slanted into a frustrum. Luger stepped quietly and gently, until he reached the glass. Illuminated by bright lights below him, hundreds of cardboard boxes were stacked in tall piles with Chinese writing stamped on them. He took out his smartphone videoed what he saw and sent it to Ramsay. With a short message: Rashid is inside. Six armed hostiles. Confirm writing on boxes please. Before he could put the phone back in his pocket it vibrated silently with a text alert:

Standby. Lomu is en route to your location. ETA thirty minutes. The writing is Mandarin Chinese. Motherboards and computer parts.

Luger slipped the phone back in his pocket. He knew that Big Dave had been on his way to Istanbul, but he had evidently been delayed. The news that he would be here soon filled him with confidence, or if not confidence, then relief. The situation had spun out of control, and he welcomed an experienced pair of hands. Luger crept to the next skylight and what he saw shocked him to the core. Rashid had been stripped to the waist and was tied in a chair. He had been cut in multiple places and had patches on his skin which Luger could not identify – until a man stepped forward with a cigarette lighter that emitted a blue flame like a mini blowtorch. He burned a patch of skin near Rashid’s left nipple and he writhed in the chair so violently that two more men stepped forwards to prevent both the chair and him from toppling over.

Luger felt bile rise in his throat but swallowed it down belligerently. His stomach fluttered and he felt blood surge in his ears. He forced himself to watch but froze when one of the men held a pistol against Rashid’s forehead. Luger aimed his pistol. He knew that he could make the shot, but he would never hit all of them. Rashid would likely be shot in retaliation, or perhaps even in the crossfire. He tightened his finger on the trigger, wondering how tough the glass was, or if it would deflect his shot. All at once, it happened. The man pulled the trigger and Rashid rocked on the spot. Luger could hear laughter and shouts as the men cheered. The man worked the action of the pistol, and Rashid looked up at him, the relief on his face insurmountable as he realised it had been a mock execution. A dry click on an empty chamber, and Rashid’s life must have flashed before his eyes. One of the men was laughing so hard that he struggled to hold the blade still, but he carved a jagged line in Rashid’s chest and blood seeped down and collected in his navel. Luger checked his watch and clenched his fist. Rashid needed his help down there, but he could not take on six men on his own. His mobile vibrated silently, and he answered the call, relieved to hear from Big Dave.

“Where are you?”

“Near.”

“Thank god for that!”

“I’ve got you on GPS. Where exactly are you?”

“On top of the roof.”

“So, Rashid is inside?”

“Yes.”

“Well find the quickest fucking way down because I’m two minutes out and coming in hard…”

The call ended and Luger headed for the ladder. He could already hear a squeal of brakes and a loud diesel engine. He followed the noise and looked up to see two dull headlights getting brighter by the second. Stunned by the sight of the bulldozer at full speed, dark smoke billowing from the exhaust funnel in the street lamps, Luger could already foresee Big Dave’s plan – such as it was – and knew that he would not clamber down the ladder in time. Besides, they would have the element of surprise for a moment but would be met with a pummelling from deep inside the warehouse from the assault rifles. He looked about him and settled on the satellite receiver dish. He took out his Leatherman multitool and cut through the wire at the base of the dish. He tugged hard and several wire clips pinged out of the edge of the roof siding. He could see that the wire went all the way to the front of the roof. He estimated around thirty feet. The drop to the floor through the skylight would be approximately twenty feet. Luger wrapped the loose wire around his waist twice, then over his shoulder and tied a double reef knot. He remembered from his navy days that a double knot in ¼ inch rope used six inches of rope. He figured the double reef knot would use a little more, the doubled wrap around his waist would be just over sixty-five inches, the coil around his shoulder would be the same again. Would it be enough? He saw the bulldozer bouncing towards the warehouse, could even make out the giant frame of Big Dave at the wheel. It would have to be close enough. He gripped the Glock tightly, sprinted to the far skylight and leapt into the centre of the glass, the wire pinging off the clips behind him. The glass gave way under his weight, and he plummeted to the ground, the wire pulling tight before giving way. Enough to considerably break his fall as he landed behind Rashid, facing the astonished men. Luger brought the weapon to bear, his training taking over as he settled into an isosceles stance, because he would not be moving forwards and needed complete freedom of lateral movement. The Glock’s sights were simple. A clear, white dot on the ramp sight and a dot on either side of the rear vee. When all three lined up equally on the target you hit what you see. Luger double tapped the nearest man slap bang in the middle of the sternum. Time seemed to move slowly, desperately, and terrifyingly so. Luger felt like he was moving with weighted limbs. He had been told as much in training, but he also had the advantage. For a vital second, at least. He moved the sight picture to the next nearest man whose body was slightly twisted as he turned, but certainly the man was looking directly at him, fear in his eyes. Another two rapid shots into the man’s ribcage and he went down as swiftly as the first.

All hell erupted as the bulldozer tore through the metal shutter door, headlights on full and its engine filling the warehouse with noise and black smoke. Luger had time to see one of the men torn in half by the door, now ripped from its runners and crashing to the floor. Big Dave was braking hard, but the bulldozer ran over the dead man and mangled metal door and came to a halt just feet away from the stunned men. Luger fired again, this time receiving return fire. He missed in the exchange, but so did the other man. Luger dropped to one knee and fired a three-round burst into the man’s gut, as his own volley sailed over Luger’s head and into the wall behind him. Big Dave leapt down from the high seat and grappled with one of the men. He pulled him around like a ragdoll and ended him when the man’s head hit the top of the metal caterpillar tracks with the Fijian’s full eighteen stone behind him. Luger was back up on his feet and had the presence of mind to kick a Kalashnikov across the floor towards Big Dave, who in one fluid motion, grabbed it and dropped the selector down from safe, through automatic and into select fire mode. He shouldered the weapon and fired two, three round volleys into the remaining two men. Above the monotonous tone of the bulldozer’s engine, a calm ensued. Big Dave walked to the machine, reached up and switched off the engine. Rashid, who had been straining at his bonds, relaxed somewhat, but was still writhing in pain. He looked up at both men, his expression thanking them more than words ever could.

“I go for five minutes and look at the shit you get into…” Big Dave chided.

“Dickhead…” Rashid managed.

“Meh, that’s thanks enough, brother…” he beamed a big, white smile at him. “Let’s get you to hospital.”

“Burns and cuts…” Rashid winced. “Nothing we can’t patch up ourselves. We’re blown anyway, better get the hell out…”

Luger took out his Leatherman and quickly sliced through the rope with the serrated blade. He looked around for Rashid’s shirt and handed it to him. “What about the objective?”

Rashid shrugged as he gingerly slipped the shirt over his burns. “Further observation is pointless. Once they realise that I’m no longer prisoner, then they’ll close down their operation.” He paused. “Ahmadi has probably bugged out already, the moment he discovered that we were onto him.”

“What now, then?” Luger asked.

Rashid got unsteadily to his feet. “We leave everything and regroup. Counter surveillance drills all the way to the airport.”

“But we don’t have the authority to bug out,” Luger protested.

“The airport has security,” Rashid explained. “It’s a safe haven to work out what we do next. Anyone coming after us will have armed guards and police officers to deal with, not to mention barriers, one-way systems and CCTV.”

“It’s a good plan,” said Big Dave. “But we’ve got to get out of here first.” He turned to Luger and said, “Where’s your vehicle?”

“Out there, next to the first building. Don’t get excited, it’s a crappy little motorbike.”

Big Dave grunted his dissatisfaction. “My hire car is back at the roadworks. Go and check the ignition to that truck, if not, then check the bodies for the keys…”

Big Dave helped Rashid across the warehouse, through the littering of bodies and shattered sections of metal door and debris. Luger held up the keys triumphantly and hurried over to take Rashid’s other side, but before he reached them, they were illuminated in a swath of light from two sets of headlights. Luger froze, his hand on the butt of the Glock, but not remembering how many rounds he had left. Seven? Eight? His mind was a blank. Big Dave shook his head at him, and he released his grip and turned around slowly. There were at least eight men with automatic weapons, and they were shouting in unison, but unfortunately, all saying something different in Turkish, Kurdish and Arabic, making for a melee of chaos and uncertainty.

“Thanks anyway, boys…” Rashid said sullenly, struggling to stand.

“It ain’t over yet,” Big Dave replied. “Eyes, throats and balls, guys. Make every blow count. Luger, draw your weapon when they get near us. Take out as many as you can. One of us might make it out alive…”

Luger braced himself as two men stepped out from the headlights and walked towards them, the chaotic verbiage no easier to understand. When the first man fell, bewilderment consumed him. Bright lights flashed behind and more men fell. Several turned and were cut down at once. Big Dave pulled Rashid to the ground and rolled against the truck for cover. He screamed at Luger to get down, and Luger responded at once. He drew the pistol and fired back, but Big Dave screamed at him to cease fire and pulled the pistol down to the ground. The muzzle flashes turned the night into fractures of daylight, a strobing effect that left Luger glimpsing the falling of men like a flip book animation. The darkness returned, and silence ensued. Big Dave got up and pulled Rashid to his feet like he was a ten-year-old boy. Luger holstered his weapon and got to his feet. Figures emerged out of the gloom carrying short machine carbines with suppressors. The lead man stepped over the nearest body and stood before Rashid.

“You’ve looked better,” MacPherson commented dryly. Rashid grinned. He wasn’t about to insult a man who had just saved his life, even if the man had left him and King stranded in Russia. Technically MacPherson had done nothing wrong – he had simply been following orders – but Rashid and King worked differently. Loyalty was everything. “Don’t worry, we’re all on the same team.” MacPherson paused, waving a hand at the other three men who had flanked him. “You’ll remember Peters. The tall bloke is Lofty, and the small one is Legs.”

“Well, I’m glad you turned up, whoever the hell you are,” Luger said gratefully.

“Yeah, well, that was pretty crap muzzle discipline. Lucky you didn’t slot one of us.” MacPherson paused. “Anyway, no harm, no foul. Just bear that in mind next time…”

Luger did not reply, but his hands were shaking, and he kept them by his side to stop people seeing. His heart was still racing, his stomach churning. That had been his first ‘contact’ and he could quite happily make it his last.

“We have to get out of here,” Rashid rasped. He was feeling weak and sick to his stomach. The cuts stung and the burns throbbed. He needed patching up and ice on the burns. “The police will show up, if more of these guys don’t show up first.”

“Right, well, we’ll take it from here,” MacPherson said curtly.

“Boss, we’d better get moving if we’re going to get this done,” Peters prompted him.

“You’re working for Ramsay?” Big Dave asked, helping Rashid into the seat of the pickup. “I thought you were the posh toff’s errand boy…”

“That’s a fine way to thank me for saving your life!” MacPherson blurted.

“I’m not thanking you,” Big Dave retorted. “But I’ll try and repay the favour one day.”

“Where are you rushing off to?” Luger asked.

“Just orders,” MacPherson replied. “We were on the way to do a job when Ramsay said you blokes needed help and diverted us. Seems that with getting yourselves compromised, that warehouse full of computer servers and generators is about to go offline… permanently.”

“Did you practise that?” Rashid rasped from his seat. “It’s just, well, the facility is not even online yet…”

“Oh, he practised the shit out of that,” Big Dave chided. He glanced at Peters, who was trying to suppress a smile. “Look, even his number two thinks he practised it!”

“Whatever,” MacPherson said dismissively. “Anyway, the facility is going up in flames and you guys can either lend a hand, or you can take off. We have orders, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

“And orders are orders,” Rashid said weakly.

“That’s right.” MacPherson paused. “And that’s exactly as it should be…”

Big Dave said nothing. He had bent the rules with the team more times than he cared to remember. They all had. He looked at Luger and said, “Go with these yobs and see that they get the job done. I’ll find a pharmacy that’s still open, and then a hotel room where I can patch up Rashid. I’ll message you with the address. We’ll head for the airport and fly out once I’ve had chance to speak to Ramsay.”

MacPherson shrugged and looked at Luger. “Alright, son. But better weapons drills if we find ourselves in a contact.”

Luger ignored him and held up a hand to Big Dave and Rashid. “I’ll catch up with you two later. I want to keep an eye on these cowboys and see how this goes down.”

“Be careful,” Big Dave said quietly. “From what King has said, I wouldn’t trust this guy…”

Jack Luger nodded. He would heed Big Dave’s warning but would ultimately cast his own judgement. If Neil Ramsay deemed Scott MacPherson to be a worthwhile investment to the unit, then he would not overlook his boss’ decision.

“Are you coming, or what?” MacPherson said, turning around and staring at him, the whites of his eyes just about visible through the gloom. “We’ve got a job to do, so kiss them goodbye and get your arse in gear…”


Chapter Forty-One



Washington DC

It took just two hours for King to find the right set up. There were no shortage of drug deals going on. It was a simple thing to do. Find a bad area and cruise slowly around until the pieces fit. There were no end of foot soldiers and spotters – kids really – they kept watch loitering on street corners or riding in slow circles on BMX bikes. They ferried small packages of drugs to the footmen or took the cash back to the lieutenants who waited in vehicles behind buildings or down alleyways. The teenaged foot soldiers were never armed, and nor were the dealers on the streets. There may be a weapon nearby – a handgun or a machete under a dustbin or crate or pile of rubbish – something easily accessable to protect themselves with from rival gangs or disgruntled customers, but deniable if the police searched them. What King knew, however, was that the faceless men in the vehicles, the lieutenants who worked for the area boss, would be armed and unafraid to protect their patch. They ran the show. They used the ‘baby mamas’ – the addicted girlfriends of the network of foot soldiers - as a way to move the drugs and reward their chosen men with sex. They came down hard on other dealers straying onto their patch, they ruled ruthlessly and without remorse, all for the kingpin, who would be one of many working for the boss throughout the city or state. King knew this because it was how it had worked on his estate growing up. He had been close to the scene, but never in it, although it had claimed the life of his mother and almost that of his sister.

“This is madness,” Caroline said as she pulled the Dodge Challenger hire car over and watched the place that they had scoped out earlier. “We’re in the gun capital of the world, and yet we can’t just walk into a store and buy one…”

King shrugged, watching the dealer. The building behind consisted of cheap apartments with two out-of-business retail units below and a key-cutting store and a Middle Eastern café, both short on business. “We’re not citizens. Each state has different laws regarding how you purchase one, but if we can’t provide a US driver’s licence or gun permit, then we’re done.” He paused as a family SUV pulled to the kerb. The exchange was swift. The guy ambled over, the money passed, the package taken. King watched the woman drive away. She looked respectable and young, no older than thirty, but he knew that it took all sorts. “So, we have to think outside the box.”

“The guy you’ve used before in Europe…”

“Pierre…”

“Right,” she replied. “He doesn’t have any lockers in the US?”

“He has, but not here,” King replied. “I think he was more worried what we would be doing with them, what with being in the nation’s capital and all. The President is only four miles down the road…”

Caroline nodded. “So, how does this play out?”

“You drive around the block and drop me off behind the strip mall,” he said, pointing to the ubiquitous pull in with half a dozen businesses set back from the road. “Come back here and pull in next to the drug frontman. Then cause a problem. Say you’re a concerned citizen and if he doesn’t leave then you’ll call the cops. Something to take the lieutenant’s eye off the ball.” He paused. “Now, don’t take a risk. If the guy pulls a gun, stamp on the accelerator and don’t look back. But I doubt he’ll have a gun. If he goes to that bin over there…” He pointed at a large dumpster. “… or that pile of boxes, then he’s going for a piece and get the hell out.”

“What will you be doing?”

King grinned. “Making friends and influencing people…”

Caroline pulled out into the sparse traffic and turned right at the lights. One of America’s greatest idiosyncrasies was that you could turn right on a red light, and it all worked out OK. All you had to do was look. King could not get used to it despite plenty of trips to the United States and was pressing down on an imaginary brake pedal throughout the turn. Caroline smirked as she saw him pressing his foot to the floor. “Should be able to do this back home on left turns…”

“I could live without it. Especially as I ride motorcycles. Don’t want to make drivers even more complacent.” He paused. “This’ll do,” he said, pointing at a large, overflowing builders skip on a patch of land that looked like a semi-prepared, but deserted building site. He guessed the money had run out for whatever project had been promised, and he had been surprised at the state of some of the capital since he had last visited. He waited for Caroline to pull in, then got out and said, “Give me twenty-minutes, then do your best Karen impression.”

“Having a go at a street dealer is a little riskier than asking to see the manager at a restaurant…”

King watched her pull away, then wandered over to the skip and had a root around. He found a short length of rebar and tested it for weight. The metal bar was an inch in diameter and three feet long. It must have weighed around six or seven pounds. He slipped it down his trouser leg, until it came just above his knee and tightened his belt to hold it in place. The walk took ten minutes and as he made his way along the rear side of the apartment building, he realised that people did not walk in America. Not for practical reasons such as getting from A to B. The only other person he saw walking was a homeless woman pushing a shopping cart full of drinks cans, and he realised how he had always pictured the image as a cliché – usually getting smashed into in a film’s action-packed car chase.

King checked his watch. Caroline would be on the street in front of the strip mall by now, and this was confirmed as he walked in the lee of the building. The lieutenants were waiting in an oversized GMC Denali. The vehicle had been vinyl wrapped in matt black and weaved carbon fibre effect and was sat on top of the largest gold effect wheels with spinning centres and the lowest profile tyres imaginable. It was quite possibly the most vulgar display of vehicle modifying that King had ever seen. The heavily tinted windows were cracked open an inch or so with thick cannabis smoke wafting through the gaps, and the bass-heavy thump of rap music reverberated from within. The SUV was rocking on its springs and over the thump of bass, King could hear whimpers and grunting. King shook his head in disbelief. Drug gangs were the same the world over. He had once saved his sister from a life in a South London gang. He smarted at the memory of her. Her death had been horrific but had come eighteen years later. He had done what he could, and she had lived a good life because of him. But she had ultimately died because of him and sometimes he just couldn’t shake off the memory of what he had found when he had discovered her body, and that of her husband and two boys. King could hear a commotion out front. Raised voices but cutting through the expletives and American rant and street slang, he could hear Caroline’s higher-pitched protestations. Inevitably, a mobile phone rang inside the vehicle, followed by one of the rear doors opening. A skinny Afro-Caribbean male got out, adjusting his ludicrously low jeans waistband over his buttocks. King saw him putting his penis back through his fly, then he checked the handgun in his waistband, and he looked past the man long enough to see two men in the front and another man in the rear seat with a woman on her knees. A young black woman slid out of the open door and ran across the empty carpark, sobbing and pulling her ridden skirt back down and adjusting her top. The men in the vehicle were all laughing. King did not know if it was rape, but by the way she sobbed and ran, it had certainly gone south for her, and she was glad to get out of there. That was good enough for King and he rushed over, drawing the steel bar as he ran and raising it above his head. The young man sensed the movement and turned, but the bar came down across his right knee and smashed it inwards with a sickening crunch. King got the man’s pistol out of his waistband as he fell, and he racked back the slide in case it had not been made ready, and a 9mm bullet sprang out and rolled across the ground. King jammed the muzzle of the weapon against the driver’s skull but hadn’t finished his warning for them to remain calm when it was evident that the men did not care about the driver and went for their weapons simultaneously. The man in the rear seat had his pistol clear of his waistband, and although King had merely wanted to attempt an armed robbery without bloodshed – or at least too much bloodshed –it had just got real and he wasn’t going to be stupid enough to try and wound, because in the heat of battle, where adrenalin and luck were unquantifiable, he knew that it just didn’t work out that way.

There was no sense in wasting a shot. King already had his weapon against a man’s skull, and if it was going to go down like this, then he was way past the point of negotiating. He had tried his luck, but his luck had just run out. King fired and the windscreen was splattered with blood and brain matter. He pulled the weapon away with minimal unnecessary movement and shot the man on the rear seat twice in the throat. He had hesitated when he had heard the gunshot and watched his friend’s face disappear, and that had been enough for King to get a clean shot. The man in the passenger seat was going for the door, but he still had a gun in his hand and King fired three shots through the back of the seat and the man grimaced in pain and slumped back into his seat.

King’s ears were ringing, and the stench of nitro powder mixed with cannabis smoke inside the vehicle was nauseating. He ignored the driver. There was too much mess behind the wheel to go through the man’s pockets, but he scooped up the Turkish copy of a .45 Colt 1911 from the backseat and checked for a spare magazine. There were two, each holding seven rounds of hollow points. While he was there, he snatched the guy’s wallet. The spoils of war and operating capital from drug dealers wasn’t going to cost King a wink of sleep. He hated drugs and the people who peddled them, responsible for untold misery. The growers forced to work, the people enslaved to refine the product, the mules who were forced to bring the drugs in, the county lines networks – King knew it was no different in the US – and the addicts at the other end. The families torn apart through addiction, the petty crime, robbery, or prostitution for the next fix – King hated the whole damned depraved and septic cycle. He walked around the vehicle and opened the passenger door, taking the Glock out of the dead man’s hand. He found a spare magazine holding seventeen rounds of 9mm, and he also helped himself to the man’s wallet and a roll of banknotes the size of a toilet roll.

King walked back around the vehicle, where the man with the ruined leg was whimpering and desperately dragging himself away. His left leg was at a right angle and despite the man’s black skin, he looked ashen. King looked across the carpark, where three youths on bicycles had stopped to watch. He guessed it was the man’s lucky day and walked confidently and purposely along the edge of the building and crossed the strip mall carpark to where Caroline was waiting. There was no sign of the foot solider.

“I heard gunfire,” she said through the open window. “The dealer buggered off when he heard the shooting. I was about to drive around the block and see if I could be of any use around the back.” She paused. “But I didn’t want to leave you stranded if the cops came…” King slipped into the front seat and dropped the weapons into the footwell. He put the money and wallets in the glovebox. Caroline pulled away steadily, the V8 giving a throaty growl as she gained speed. “What happened?” she asked, catching a lucky green light, and continuing down the strip.

“Roughed them up a bit,” he said casually.

“Any bloodshed?”

“Not really,” he lied. He’d done what he had done; there was no need for her to know more than she had to. “They won’t be dealing there again, though.”

Caroline nodded. She wasn’t sure she believed him, but she knew that he carried a lot of baggage with him around drugs. He had only opened up occasionally, and not for long. She knew snippets, but she had learned not to pry into his past. “I’ll take the Glock,” she said, nodding to the footwell. “I prefer something I’m familiar with. Besides, those forty-fives have way too much recoil for me, and they only take seven bullets.”

“You should aim better to make them count, then,” he chided. “Hopefully, we won’t need to use them. But I’m not living with a contract on my head, and nor is the person behind the contract if they won’t lift it…”


Chapter Forty-Two



Istanbul

Jack Luger watched from the shadows. He was exhausted and being back where he had fled for his life and witnessed Rashid’s capture just hours earlier had put him on edge. Peters had ejected a handful of 9mm rounds from a magazine for his MP-5 SD silenced machine carbine and handed them to him much to MacPherson’s chagrin. The former SAS major had wanted Luger there in the capacity of observer, but the former SAS sergeant had ignored him. Peters had told Luger to reload his Glock and stay out of sight. Luger had instantly taken a liking to Peters but felt ill at ease in MacPherson’s company. The other two men – Legs and Lofty – had said nothing on the drive to the warehouse. Both men had got out of the car five-hundred metres before the building and made their way on foot, keeping close contact with MacPherson through two-way radios. Anecdotally, Peters had explained that Legs got his nickname because he was the best runner in the regiment. Both past, present, and likely future. Not only could Legs complete a marathon in two and a half hours, but he could run four hundred metre times close to Olympic finalists. Lofty, by contrast, stood around six-foot-six tall and was thin and narrow enough to look even taller. There was an economy of effort in his movements, and he covered distance quickly because of his long gait. He wore a long, leather coat with his Heckler & Koch MP-5 SD hanging from a shoulder strap underneath. Legs carried a Mac-10 submachine pistol with a bulbous suppressor attached to the muzzle. He had concealed it under his own black anorak, which he wore pulled up around his neck. Head down, keeping to the shadows.

MacPherson and Peters had watched the warehouse from the car, which Peters had pulled in tightly against the building both Luger and Rashid had occupied and observed from for the best part of a week. Legs and Lofty arrived at the car having completed a sweep of the compound perimeter. Declaring it clear, the ex-SAS men ferried bags with them to the fence. Peters advised Luger to wait outside the car, as sitting inside the vehicle alone would leave him compromised. The advice swayed Luger a little more towards him, rather than MacPherson, who had simply left without a word.

The kit had been hastily put together. Ramsay had reached out to the British Embassy, and their quiet and unassuming ‘foreign travel adviser’ – namely MI6’s man on the ground – had put together a package that had seen him pulling in major favours within the intelligence community. The weapons had been left at the embassy by an SBS team who had fled after a covert operation to destroy a vessel in the Black Sea carrying munitions bound for ISIS and heading for Iraq through Turkey had been compromised and aborted. The explosives were a mix of readily available demolition dynamite and cyclotrimethylenetrinitramine (RDX) blasting rods, as well as military C4 blocks. Det cord and a battery pack were a simple and low-tech, but highly effective means of detonation. Each of the men had trained in demolition, but Peters was the real specialist among them, and he took the lead without discussion, order, or vote. Luger noticed that the men worked like that, granted MacPherson was in charge, but the other three used and showed initiative and did not wait for the hierarchy of rank.

Luger did not have a radio handset, so had no line on the communications. But he had seen several flashes at two separate locations within the compound and would have to assume that the two guards had been neutralised. The silenced weapons had made a coughing sound in the night-time silence, and he was reminded of their timely interruption when all had seemed lost. He had not had enough time to process events, but the bright muzzle flashes and ominous silence after the suppressed gunshots told Jack Luger that he was in as deeply as one could get into a world of violence. His aunt had got him into it. She had seen his qualities and insisted that he was the right person for the job. He had never killed before, and now that she was dead, he had remained in his role to avenge her. He was still no closer to that, but he had now crossed the line and felt sick to his stomach. Not for the three men he had just killed – that was to save a friend and colleague – but because he was in it now, and this was to be his world for as long as he survived it.


Chapter Forty-Three



Langley, Virginia

King scrolled down the page. Ramsay had been thorough, or at least his small but dedicated team of analysts had. Georgia Scott was her real name. She had served in the FBI and then taken a sideways move to the CIA. She had worked under former director Robert Lefkowitz as his personal assistant, and then overseas in counter terrorism. She had been posted to Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, and Uzbekistan. She had then been at the United Nations in New York as advisor to the US representative. And then, at thirty years of age, with a perfect career sheet, she had left the CIA both newly married and pregnant. No FICA, no taxes, no record with the IRS. Georgia Scott had gone to live in suburbia with her husband and for all King knew, another child and a labrador retriever. Only he knew she hadn’t. Newman had worked for Lefkowitz, and so had other talented agents. Lefkowitz had taken many secrets to his grave, not least his private unit of deniable agents. Newman had told King that she was a fellow ‘dark’ agent, and what better than a housewife and mother to go unnoticed.

Ramsay’s report listed her children, the hospitals that they were born in, the cost of her hospital admissions and gynaecologist, and the amount of insurance covered. A detailed credit file included a finance agreement in her name on a Hyundai SUV, personal banking details and naturally, everything on her husband including his shoe size. Her husband covered the finance payments for her car, earning a decent, yet fluctuating low to mid six-figure income selling real estate.

“What’s the play?” Caroline asked, still studying the house across the street.

The house, like all the others in the street was a picture of suburban americana. White picket fences, gardens unused, yet well mown and tended. There were star spangled banners slotted on forty-five-degree flagpoles beside the front doors. King had thought when he had seen these places that nothing seemed authentic. That the same architects and landscapers must have moonlighted at Disneyland.

King watched the SUV slow down and swing into the driveway. Georgia Scott got out, checking her phone as she opened the rear door. “So simple,” he said, watching the woman get her toddler out of the car seat and set him down on the ground. “And yet, so difficult…”

“Sobering…” Caroline agreed. She watched the five-year-old girl slide out of the seat and run around the car to join her brother. Georgia Scott rolled her eyes over-emphasising something and the little girl erupted in fits of giggles as her mother walked around the vehicle and closed the door. It was obviously something that happened a lot and had become a joke between them. “Kind of changes things, I suppose…”

“Perhaps,” King commented quietly. “Or it makes things easier. I suppose it all depends upon how we play it…”

“Meaning?”

King shrugged. “Meaning the woman has some skin in the game. Leverage just became a whole lot easier.”

“But those children!” Caroline exclaimed. “She’s a mother!”

“A mother who has a list of contract killers in her phonebook,” King replied.

Caroline did not answer as she watched Georgia Scott herd her two children inside the house. When the door closed behind them, she said, “I don’t like this…”

“I’m not loving it myself.”

“We’re better than this.”

“Speak for yourself,” said King somewhat distantly.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said decisively as she checked her watch. “The estate agents could come by any minute.”

Figuring that Georgia Scott would have a complex security and CCTV system, King had broken into an empty property across the street that was listed for sale as a vacant possession. There had been an alarm, but nothing overly complex with his skillset, and with the house being viewed by potential buyers and a realtor doing the viewings, it was hardly going to be a Fort Knox affair.

“OK,” King said decisively. “The kids are off limits. No argument from me. And if I have to kill the woman, then I will. She has a contract out on me, and even if I find the last assassin, she may send more, and probably will. But, being a mother of such little ones, I want to make that a last resort. So, I have an idea.”

“What?’

“You can play a wealthy house buyer.” He paused. “And we’ll just have to see how much Georgia Scott loves her husband…”


Chapter Forty-Four



Bletchley Park, Buckinghamshire

“In recent years, the use of artificial intelligence has become increasingly prevalent in various industries and daily life. While this technology has brought about many benefits, it also poses a significant risk to national security.” The Director General of GCHQ paused, surveying the room. Some representatives were not allies, but he still did not feel uncomfortable delivering the next part of his speech. “Foreign enemies can use AI to carry out cyber-attacks, gather sensitive information, and manipulate data for their own gain. This presents a serious threat to our security, as it can compromise government systems, military operations, and critical infrastructure. Furthermore, the advancements in AI have made it easier for adversaries to develop and deploy malicious AI-driven attacks, making it even more crucial for us to stay vigilant and take necessary measures to protect our national security. As we continue to see the rapid growth of AI, it is imperative that we address these risks and prioritise the development of safeguards and strategies to defend against potential threats posed by foreign enemies using this technology…”

The Director General spoke for another twenty minutes, honoured to close the event. Ten minutes later and the world’s press were gathered for the money shot. The British prime minister shoulder to shoulder with the American vice president, the Chinese foreign minister, and the heads of state from France, Germany, Australia, Canada, and South Korea. The tech heavyweights in a world both anticipating the greatness and fearing the worst from artificial intelligence. Getting China to attend the conference had been a coup. Russia had naturally refused, still smarting from being expelled from the G8.

The directors of MI5, MI6 and GCHQ had met with their foreign counterparts, and their underlings had forged deals in the back rooms. Nobody was aware of the identity of the studious looking man in the wheelchair, and nor his hulking, no nonsense companion, who hovered behind almost forcing himself to stop coming to the man’s aid when he met a door or ramp, or in some cases, single steps with no option for the less abled. Stoically, and somewhat doggedly, Ramsay met the challenges of navigating an able-bodied world from his wheelchair. The press did not know that Ramsay had been the unofficial number two in MI5 for five years, and nor did they know that he now headed the frontline in defence in a covert war fought on many fronts against multiple enemies.

The conference boasted insights into AI innovation. China were leading the world in robotics, so frighteningly realistic in their appearance that conference goers had voiced the future of traditional tourist attractions such as Madame Tussaud’s. Parallels aside, the Chinese robotics industry, though still very much in its infancy and testing phase, had the conference buzzing. Canada and Britain had jointly implemented AI for medical advancement in both diagnosis and surgery, while the United States had made great leaps in military technology with robotics utilised for the field. It was worth noting that China had worked on their own military robotics programme and the team of Chinese representatives in the industry had been unimpressed at America’s advances. Intercepted communications and audio surveillance had indeed confirmed the intelligence services’ fears that China was well ahead of The West on many fronts, most worryingly in military industries. Robotic weapon systems, smart bullets and robotic soldiers were all terrifyingly close to being a reality. The world was pushing the boundaries, but were we sleepwalking into Armageddon? The turnout at the conference would suggest that for once, the doomsayers and conspiracy theorists had credible company in their predictions. Heads of states don’t just turn up for anything and with another two such conferences planned for next year, it would suggest that world leaders and technology leaders alike had the same concerns.

“It’s like having a pet snake,” Jim Kernow commented, watching the leaders lining up for a photograph on the steps.

Distracted by the sight, remembering Simon Mereweather being assassinated in such a scenario in Switzerland, Ramsay had been caught off guard. “What?”

“Not a python or anything like that,” Kernow reasoned. “But something deadly venomous like an African puff adder or a Malayan pit viper.”

“What?” Ramsay repeated tetchily.

“This tech stuff. It’s like having a deadly viper. You keep it in a tank, you admire it, but you don’t fuck around with it. Because if you take it out and fuck around, then you’ll soon find out.”

“Find out what?”

“That you shouldn’t have let it out of the fucking tank…” Kernow paused. “Because some things can’t be trained, can’t be controlled. If you handle a pit viper, then you will get bit. There’s no other outcome.”

Ramsay did not reply, but the big Cornishman had a point. Not only a point, but he had surmised the whole industry unequivocally. Just because you can, it doesn’t mean you should. Play with fire and get burned. Or as his ex-police minder had reasoned in his own unique way – don’t fuck about with the deadly snake.


Chapter Forty-Five



Bern, Switzerland

The café was located down a narrow alleyway off Mittlestrasse, and it was a marvel that it could have any trade at all. Hemmed in by tall four-storey buildings of typically Swiss architecture, it survived possibly because of the luxury watch store at the far end where the alley met Mittlestrasse, and a chocolate shop of exquisite design and taste at the other end. The café was propped up by larger commerce, much like Switzerland itself.

Newman nursed a malt hot chocolate with the signature splash of Absinthe that the café had become famous for. Newman sipped the drink, deciding that he had been unfair on his first opinion. The drink was worthy of notoriety itself, perhaps the café did not need propping up and would have succeeded on its own merits. The alcohol and malt elevated the children’s favourite hot beverage into something altogether more decadent and grown up. Quite out of character for the man – who would usually choose coffee – he had chosen the beverage with more than a hint of childhood nostalgia. He missed his parents, and as a ‘surprise’ to the family, he had never bonded with his brother, who was sixteen years his senior. His mother had died eight years ago from cancer, and two years later at ninety years of age, his father had simply fallen asleep one night and never awoke. He had not got over the sting of their death – he doubted he ever would – but since his injury he seemed to miss them more. A fit and active man in his prime, the bullets had severed nerves and reduced him to a cripple. Cripple was the term he and he alone used, hatefully and somewhat self-loathingly, in his darkest moments. Physiotherapy had given him great gains, but now yielded no improvement. The CIA – in its official capacity – had written him off and it was only Georgia Scott, reaching out on behalf of Robert Lefkowitz from beyond the grave that had kept him from spiralling into despair. And what of King? Newman had blamed and hated the British intelligence officer in the days after his injury, but he no longer held a grudge. It seemed frivolous in the grand scheme of things. Hating a man who had been doing his duty and trying to save the woman he loved would not bring the full use of his right leg back. Would he have done the same if the situation had called for it? He did not know for sure. He could not imagine being so in love with someone that shooting a person in the way of achieving a clean shot could be a choice. Newman had been collateral damage to King, nothing personal. Newman had done things for his country that he would rather not have, and he had wondered at times how necessary those difficult choices had truly been, but he knew that he was not the same as a man like King. He knew that there were lines he could not and would not cross.

Which drew him to his next question. How could he advocate the Iron Fist’s AI programme to be in his country’s possession? Surely it would be safer out of Iron Fist’s hands, but he had been around the block enough to know that any such system in the hands of his own government or their intelligence services would impact other nations and their citizens. There were no black and white cowboy hats for Newman now, no clear good or evil. Experience had made him view every player as grey.

With his back to the café and his eyes on the street, Newman saw Malek Zahedi walking down from the direction of Mittlestrasse. Maybe such a staunch despiser of Western capitalism like Zahedi had bought himself a nice new gold Swiss watch before tying up the two-hundred million dollar deal he was about to make with the CIA. Newman would bet on something ostentatious and vulgar with diamonds on the bezel. He shifted in his seat making sure that the Smith & Wesson .38 snub-nosed revolver was easy to reach in his pocket. His sword cane rested beside him, too. Newman made no attempt to stand and Zahedi did not offer a hand as he sat down. The waiter came and Newman ordered an espresso to try and counter the sugary hit that the speciality hot chocolate had given him. The Iranian ordered a cappuccino and settled into his chair as the waiter bustled back into the café.

“I thought we had a deal,” said Zahedi.

“We have,” Newman replied.

“Then what about the deposit?”

“Your facility in Istanbul has gone up in flames. The authorities said it was a gas explosion, but the best analysts in Langley…” He paused, staring coldly at the Iranian. “… and that, incidentally, means the entire world… suspect shaped charges.”

“A ruse to keep the intelligence services off my back,” Zahedi insisted. “Inexpensive Chinese computer parts and sub-standard Indian generators. My associate is silencing the workers as we speak.” He paused as the waiter returned with their drinks. When they had been furnished with their beverages, Zahedi said, “And it will aid in keeping Iron Fist’s enforcers happy with any delay in releasing Al-Malhama Al-Kubra. The great battle, or as you know it, Armageddon.”

“That’s an interesting concept,” Newman observed. “As the Iron Fist’s only Muslim member, how do the other four countries feel about their project having an Islamic doctrine?”

Zahedi sipped his espresso and stared at the American. “We share similar ideologies.”

“They’ll share none of the blame,” Newman ventured. “Sounds like Iran will get the blame and suffer international reprisals, while China, Russia, Belarus and North Korea have their dirty work done for them.” Newman smiled. “They’re using you like the Arab states use the Palestinians,” he laughed. “The lowest of the low…”

Zahedi smiled. “You will not rile me, Newman.” He paused. “And even Palestinians can sometimes be helpful…”

“That was you lot in Israel, was it?”

“Stupid people, Hamas. You can get them to do most things with enough incentive. Including sending their fighters into Israel and slaughtering civilians.”

“It hasn’t worked out so well for the people of Gaza though, has it…”

“The first casualty of war is innocence,” said Zahedi with a shrug. “The second casualty is the truth.”

“And the truth is Hamas was mobilised by outside forces to bring more instability to the Middle East.” Newman paused. “But at what cost? Fifteen thousand, twenty-thousand, thirty-thousand souls?”

“But it took the world’s media elsewhere and the eyes of the world off Ukraine,” Zahedi smiled. “The West are no longer the only ones who can manipulate the news.”

Newman sipped his espresso deliberately. He did not want the AI programme. He didn’t want anyone to have it. The world was in a bad enough state with climate change and wars and famine and a migration crisis. Poverty and violence, governments and multi-billionaires manipulating policy for their own gains. The last thing the world needed was the threat from AI out of control, AI systems encouraged to make decisions. From what he could see, no good could come from it. People’s employment threatened, their privacy and their safety on a knife edge. And to what end? What future was there for a world where people could not pay their own way? He looked at the Iranian and wondered how long a bullet through the man’s skull would pause the threat of the AI programme he was peddling. Six months? A year? Maybe just weeks. The CIA were about to waste two-hundred million dollars in his opinion, but Newman knew that he was just a foot soldier in a wider, more elaborate battle than he could imagine. The CIA likely had a plan for who was going to be the target of the AI and Newman securing it would simply be another piece to an elaborate jigsaw, the completed picture of which, he would never see.

“I need to see it,” Newman said. “I need a demonstration before my bosses will part with their money.”

“Agreed. But I will also need to see… how you Americans say?... the colour of your money.”

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours…”

“Ten million today and I will make the arrangements.”

Newman nodded. There would have to be a display of trust for this to go any further, and he guessed that the CIA could afford it. “Give me the account details…”

He supposed that Zahedi had expected this because the man reached into his pocket and retrieved a neat fold of paper. He slid it across the table, picked up his cappuccino and leaned confidently, somewhat arrogantly in his chair. “Swiss,” he said casually. “Along with the BIC and IBAN numbers.”

“I will transfer the funds later,” Newman said. “When can we see the demonstration?”

“We?”

“A tech specialist, and a leading expert in AI, naturally.”

Zahedi shrugged like it meant nothing to him, confident in his product’s capability and provenance. “When I see the money in the account, Mr Newman, and not before.” He stood up abruptly and said, “Thank you for the coffee. When I see the funds have been paid, then I will call you with the when and where.”

“Have it your way, Mr Zahedi,” Newman replied without looking at him. “But we found you once, and we can find you again. The people they send next time won’t be looking for a deal and won’t be so accommodating as me.”

The Iranian laughed. “And therein lies the difference between East and West, between the Arab nations and the West. You have never truly known fear. You have never truly known suffering, oppression, or dictatorship. I suppose the British did under Hitler’s attacks, and Europe did under Nazi occupation, but that was a generation that is almost gone now. The West are run by boomers who have known nothing of hardship. They got the freedoms, the money, the jobs, the affordable mortgages, rock and roll, the contraceptive pill and human rights laws. The East and Middle East had none of these things readily available. We have always known instability and hardship. You think that threats will make a difference?” Zahedi paused. “You think I’m scared of what your people will do to me if I don’t deliver? Don’t threaten me, Mr Newman. You know nothing of threat or fear…”

Newman did not look up as the man walked back towards Mittlestrasse and its expensive displays of designer fashion and capitalism. No, he may not have known the life of people like Zahedi, but the irony that a staunch anti-capitalist wanted a fortune for himself was not lost on him. Hypocrisy displayed at its finest.


Chapter Forty-Six



Harley Street, London

“Three fractured ribs, a hairline fracture to the mandible… that’s the lower jawbone. Four lacerations totalling twenty-seven stitches, and a series of burns, that although fairly superficial, could be cosmetically helped with some skin grafts and plastic surgery.”

“How long will he be out of action?” Ramsay asked incredulously.

“Frankly, you can get him out of here now. The nurses can’t get any work done…” The doctor sighed. “If he can’t stop flirting or trying to make dates, then I’m sure being back at work will do him good…”

Ramsay nodded a thank you and wheeled himself to the door of Rashid’s room in the private hospital that MI5 used for its recuperating agents and officers. It was also popular with the wives of Russian oligarchs and Saudi sheiks, and MI5 had a direct line with a few of the staff, should they overhear something and decided to share as part of their civic duty.

Jim Kernow got the door, then stood discreetly outside while Ramsay went in. Rashid was sitting up in bed, a pretty, young nurse exchanging numbers with him. She flushed red with embarrassment and left without a word when she saw Ramsay.

“Better, I see…”

“I’m OK, Neil,” Rashid grinned. “I’m out of here in a minute, but I rather enjoyed the attention that I was getting.” He paused. “Where are the others?” he asked, sliding his legs out and wincing as he sat upright on the edge of the bed. He pulled gingerly at his trousers and stood up slowly into them. Ramsay looked away. He was the never the type to have used a public changing room, and he looked out the window while Rashid pulled on a new white T-shirt and blue cashmere jersey. His movements were slow, the stitches rubbing and his ribs screaming in protest with every movement.

“Are you fit to conduct your duties?” Ramsay asked, looking back at him.

“I won’t let you or the team down, Neil.”

“I know that; it goes without saying,” Ramsay nodded. “How did Jack perform?”

Rashid shrugged, and the pain showed on his face. “I doubt I would be here without him.” He paused, struggling with his shoes. “He made the call; you gave Big Dave the heads up… thankfully he was en route… and Jack took down three of the enemy on his own. He’s a good addition to the team.”

Ramsay seemed to ponder on this for a moment, then said, “I want you in Switzerland. Jack Luger and Lomu are already there.”

“This place where Caroline came up against an overzealous guard?”

“Yes.”

Rashid shook his head. “I’m not a fan of Switzerland,” he said flatly. “It’s all too neat and contrived. And the buildings look like they came from a fairy tale. Especially in the Alps.” He paused, rising from the bed, and performing a tentative stretch to test for the pain, which came instantly leaving him wishing that he hadn’t bothered. “Fairy tales bother me. All that stuff about breadcrumb trails and wolves pretending to be grannies… how could the kids be so gullible?”

Ramsay stared at him thoughtfully for a moment. “How indeed…”


Chapter Forty-Seven



Alexandria, Virginia

“Two reception rooms, five bedrooms, three bathrooms and an exceptionally designed kitchen. Loft with standing space and all utilities in the basement, room for a snug, too.” Greg Scott paused. “No patch and lath either, the loft is boarded out and ready to go as a hobby space.”

“Sounds great,” Caroline replied.

“You have kids?”

“Three,” she smiled, suddenly enjoying the masquerade. “My husband works in the city.”

The man frowned. “Washington?”

“Yes.”

“Politics?”

“Finance,” she replied, enjoying the image of King in a suit and a Bluetooth in his ear.

“What’s his specialty?”

“Acquisitions,” she replied, then added devilishly, “Hostile takeovers…”

“Right…”

“And the area has good schools?”

“Excellent. What age are your kids?”

“Four, six and nine.”

The man nodded. He was a father also and Caroline expected him to make a connection for the sake of the sale. “They’re great at four, aren’t they? We have a two-year-old as well. They’re kind of a handful!”

“Oh, tell me about it,” Caroline replied, not having a clue as to the intricacies and successful navigation of parenthood.

“What do you have?”

“Two boys and a girl,” she responded naturally. When she and King had once known some peace, they had talked about their future and what it might hold. It seemed a thousand years ago now.

“Has your nine and six-year-old started little league yet?” Greg Scott asked. “But I guess with you being from… where are you from? Australia?” Caroline did not correct him. As a Brit in the US, she got that a lot. Americans didn’t have an ear for accents, even when she, as King teased her, ‘went full debutant’. “… then they might not be into softball and all.”

Caroline smiled and asked to see upstairs. The house was large by British standards, but nothing out of the ordinary for America, especially at the price. The bathrooms were spacious, and the rooms had walk-in closets. The bedrooms had views over the rear yard and the master bedroom took in the front garden and drive. Oak and maple trees lined the streets, the fallen autumn leaves building up like snow drifts, and yet the lawns were clear and even now, on a weekday, Caroline could hear leaf blowers throughout the neighbourhood. She looked at King as he walked, turning into the drive, and disappearing underneath the porch.

“Thank you, I think I’ve seen enough,” she smiled. She did not wait for Greg Scott as she walked out of the master bedroom and took the wide, winding staircase to the vestibule. She could hear the real estate agent hurrying after her. In his mind, a swift end to the meeting meant the loss of a sale. The doorbell rang and she turned around as she reached the bottom of the staircase. “Another interested party? Mr Scott, you should have allowed longer between appointments…”

“But I don’t have…” he trailed off and opened the door.

King kicked the man in the lower abdomen, a full step front kick that drove the man backwards and onto his back. He stared up into King’s face, and the muzzle of the Colt .45. “Don’t do it!” King screamed at him with all the expedience and tone of a regimental sergeant major. He looked at Caroline and nodded for her to assist. “He’s got a concealed carry licence,” King explained. “Just heard back from our checks…”

Caroline checked Greg Scott over, unholstered a compact Smith & Wesson 9mm automatic and stepped back. “Why the hell are you carrying this?”

Greg Scott frowned, bewildered by her comment. “Protection, why else?”

“An estate agent needs protection?”

“It’s fucking America,” he sneered. “I drive a new Mercedes, wear a Longines watch and wear thousand-dollar suits…” Caroline did not reply, genuinely caught by surprise at his statement and reasoning. It was another world, and she was far removed from it. “Look, what the hell do you want?” Scott pleaded. “I’m a realtor, you can’t get the house and I don’t carry money. There isn’t any in my office, either… But I negotiate for a living, so just tell me what you want, and I’ll make it happen…”

“We know that, and that’s what we’re counting on,” King replied. “Now, stand up and get in the chair…”

Caroline slid a sturdy quaker style wooden chair across the polished wooden floorboards. “Sit,” she told him. She waited until he had got off the floor and was seated in the chair, before taking out a bunch of cable ties from her handbag.

“Please… I have a family…” the man begged.

King waited until Caroline had secured his ankles and wrists to the frame of the chair, then said, “We know all about your family. Especially your wife…”

“Georgia? What the hell has Georgia got to do with any of this?”

“Your wife did something she shouldn’t have,” said King. “Not for someone in her position. Not for a woman with a family.”

“What position? Why would having a family affect anything?” Greg Scott asked, perplexed.

“Being in the CIA,” said Caroline.

“The CIA!” he exclaimed. “Georgia isn’t in the CIA! She’s a university accountant!”

King smirked. “And how does she explain foreign travel?”

“She organises learning exchange programmes with other universities,” the man frowned, but there was doubt in his eyes. “This is ridiculous…”

King bent down and retrieved the man’s mobile phone from his inside jacket pocket. The material was light and the lining soft and made from silk. The thousand-dollar suit hadn’t been a lie. “How do you open it?”

“Thumb print…”

King manipulated the man’s thumb and used it to open the phone. “In here as Georgia?”

“No, Hot Wifey…” he replied, flushing red.

King smiled. “Of course…” He typed out a text and pressed send before tossing the phone onto a suede covered reading chair in the window. “I’m not an animal, Mr Scott. I used to be. I have no doubt about that. But I’ve worked in this game long enough to see the bigger picture, see the angles and at least consider the rights and wrongs.” He paused. “But I am a survivor. And that means that I will do anything to survive. I want you to know that, Mr Scott. I want you to know that I will survive, at any cost.”

“I…”

“Shut up and listen, Mr Scott.” King paused. “You and your wife are going to need a little chat after this. Marriage guidance, maybe? I don’t know. But the first thing that you are going to say to her is that she needs to call off the contract…”

“Contract…?”

King swiped the man across the side of his head with the back of his hand. “I said, shut up and listen!” he snapped, watching the man recover from the blow. Surprise more than pain, but he could see that he had the man’s attention. “Your wife was with the CIA for many years. She now works for a secretive, deniable unit created by the recently deceased Robert Lefkowitz, CIA director.”

Caroline checked her watch. “We don’t have long,” she reminded him.

King nodded, then turned back to Greg Scott. “My name is King. Tell your wife that if she does not call off the contract, then I will be back.” He paused, staring coldly into the man’s eyes, his glacier-cold, blue-grey eyes locking onto the man’s own like a wolf ready to bare its teeth. “If your wife doesn’t lift the contract on my head, then I will kill you in front of her. And I can assure you both that it won’t be quick. I will then kill her in the same manner. Whether or not that is in front of your own children will depend on the situation. But it will happen.” King paused at the door and looked behind him. “I have the resources to find you all, and if I don’t get what I want, then I’ll be back…”


Chapter Forty-Eight



Article in the Times

As AI technology continues to advance at a rapid pace, it is important to consider the potential risks that may arise in the future. While AI has the potential to greatly benefit society, there are also concerns about its potential misuse or unintended consequences. For example, AI algorithms may have inherent biases that could perpetuate discrimination or exacerbate societal issues. Additionally, there is a fear that AI could lead to widespread job displacement and contribute to economic inequality. Moreover, as AI becomes more autonomous, there is a risk of it making decisions that may not align with human values or morals. It is therefore crucial that we address these potential risks and work towards creating ethical guidelines and regulations to ensure that AI is developed and utilised in a responsible and beneficial manner.


Chapter Forty-Nine



Article in Jane’s Defence Weekly

Artificial intelligence (AI) has become an integral part of modern warfare, offering numerous benefits to military operations. Firstly, AI allows for faster and more accurate decision-making, giving military personnel the ability to quickly analyse and process large amounts of data. This not only saves time but also reduces the risk of human error, which is crucial in high-stakes situations. Additionally, AI can be used for tasks that are too dangerous for humans, such as disarming explosives or navigating through hazardous environments. This helps to keep military personnel out of harm's way and allows them to focus on other important tasks. AI also has the potential to enhance the capabilities of military equipment, such as drones and vehicles, by enabling them to operate autonomously and efficiently. Overall, AI technology has proven to be a valuable asset to the military, providing numerous advantages that help to keep personnel safe and increase the effectiveness of operations.


Chapter Fifty



Article in National Geographic Magazine

Artificial intelligence (AI) is a rapidly advancing technology that has the potential to greatly benefit society in various industries. However, with its growth and integration into our daily lives, there is also a growing concern about the impact it may have on the environment. As AI becomes more sophisticated, it requires larger amounts of energy to operate, leading to increased greenhouse gas emissions and contributing to climate change. Additionally, the manufacturing and disposal of AI devices can lead to electronic waste and pollution. Furthermore, the automation of jobs through AI could result in an increase in consumerism, further straining our already overburdened natural resources. As we continue to embrace AI, it is important to consider its potential negative effects on the environment and take proactive measures to mitigate them. Sustainable development and responsible use of AI can help ensure that we reap the benefits of this technology without causing harm to our planet.


Chapter Fifty-One



Bern, Switzerland

Neil Ramsay watched the clear, icy waters of the Aare River from the balcony of his suite. He was wearing a thick ski jacket over his suit, and it bothered him that he could not feel the cold in his legs. They were moribund when his brain was so vibrant and alive. However, somewhat characteristically for Ramsay, he wasn’t bitter. He had never been a physical person. He never exercised, did not enjoy walks or hikes or swimming. He was a thinker, and he enjoyed learning and solving puzzles and riddles. He played chess and could beat the computer. If anything, since losing the use of his legs, his mental ability had increased. He was more focused, more aware of his surroundings. And subsequently, even more committed to fighting his country’s enemies.

Ramsay heard the sliding glass doors opening behind him and started to wheel the chair around. “They’re here, sir,” Jim Kernow said from behind him. “I’ve ordered beverages.”

“Thanks, Jim.” Ramsay wheeled himself over the threshold and glanced at the others, barely making eye-contact with any of them as he wheeled himself to the desk, which was littered with papers and home to his laptop.

Big Dave was seated deep in a comfortable armchair and eating something cheesy and garlicky, and trying not to make a mess. Jack Luger perched on the dresser, giving over the nearby chair to Rashid, who was perched somewhat uncomfortably. The bruising was coming out now, purple, and black swellings all over his face. Ramsay had known Rashid go through some punishment, but he had never seen the man look so subdued. He made a mental note to check on him later.

“I hear Jack and I have something in common,” said King, who had taken one of two chairs at a small dining table, Caroline having taken the other.

“What’s that?” asked Luger, a little wary of King. He had not worked with the man yet, but his reputation was indeed formidable.

“We’ve both saved Rashid from people wanting to cut him into little bits…” King teased, glancing at Rashid with a wry grin.

“Yeah, well, at least Jack didn’t get me in trouble to start with,” Rashid countered. “And as for the saving arse tally, well you really are one to talk…”

King smiled. In the course of their investigations and operations, Rashid had been there for King more times than he cared to remember. Especially with a sniper rifle and the money shot at the right time.

“Well, I’m just relieved that you lived to tell the tale,” Caroline said warmly.

There was a knock at the door and Jim Kernow walked across the suite and hovered at the door while he checked the spyhole. King noticed approvingly that the man’s right hand hovered near a bulge underneath his jacket. Ramsay had first taken the man on as a driver, but he had appeared to fit right into his role as minder. King knew that Kernow had had a good police career including armed response and CID. He had been a keen amateur boxer and rugby player, too. The kind of man who could take a beating, as well as hand one out. Kernow got the door, and the waiter pushed the trolley through the doorway. Kernow did not allow him any further but slipped the man a five euro note and saw him out. He hadn’t even stepped away from the door when there was another knock. King kept his eyes on the door, his hand easing to the butt of the pistol he had earlier picked up from a locker at the train station. His contact and old friend Pierre, whom he had once worked with in Central Africa, had given him the combination code in return for two thousand euros. King now had a Sig P226 9mm pistol and a spare magazine, as well as a Sig 550 assault rifle with a Leopold 3.9x50mm scope attached. The weapons were all ‘missing’ from Swiss national military service, where soldiers and reservists keep their weapons at home. King planned on giving the rifle to Rashid later. Rashid was the best sniper that King had ever known, and in King’s career, that was as fine a compliment as the man could get.

Kernow opened the door, his hand relaxing from the tell-tale bulge under his suit. Flymo nodded a greeting as he stepped over the threshold.

“Long time, no see,” Flymo said to the collective group and received a number of nods and smiles in return. He had been given the moniker when he had been with UKSF and 658 Squadron tasked with flying the SAS on missions. He was aptly named after the brand of lawnmower because nothing or nobody could hover lower. “In time for a brew, I see…”

The trolley was loaded with flasks and jugs and the team set about making teas and coffees and sharing out the biscuits. Another knock rapped upon the door and King said, “I thought we were having company.” He pointed at the upturned cup resting on a saucer still on the trolley. “Too many cups…”

They each eyed the lone cup, and Ramsay, then watched the door as Kernow checked the spyhole. He opened the door and stood aside allowing their guest inside.

“Bugger me…” Flymo said. “The last time I saw you, you were bleeding all over the back of my chopper…”

Newman walked in, resting heavily on the cane. “So, this is what the lion’s den looks like…”

“Please, take a seat,” said Ramsay. “Tea? Coffee?”

“Coffee, please. Black.” Newman pulled out a chair and sat down heavily, while Jim Kernow poured coffee into the cup and handed it to him, the spoon rattling on the saucer as Newman took it from him. “Thanks.”

“OK,” said King. “What’s the explanation?”

“Good to see you, too,” Newman said quietly.

“Well, this is awkward,” said Caroline. “Now that we appear to be on the same side and all…” She was probably only here because when King had cut Newman down with gunfire to better see an assassin, Caroline had scooped up Newman’s gun and finished the job. The scenario had been messy, dominoes falling, but those dominoes had been human lives.

“Well, our last meeting in Spain was so emotive for both of us,” he replied sardonically, before adding, “Anyway, I’ve had some time to think. It’s a crazy, sometimes shitty business that we’re in. But we are both alive and Natasha is dead. It is what it is…”

Caroline nodded, glancing awkwardly at King.

“It’s alright,” King replied. “We’ve had words since.” He shrugged. “But for what it’s worth; I am sorry…”

“So, what is this? Counselling?” Big Dave said coldly. “The CIA had enough chances to stop Natasha, and our boss, our friend, was slaughtered by her. Here in this very country. Shit does happen. And so does agency competition. I might not have shot just your legs if it were me…”

Newman smiled. “Well, it’s a good job that I’m here for agency cooperation and not competition.”

Ramsay nodded. “Allow me to explain,” he said with authority. “The CIA are paying two-hundred-million dollars for the Iron Fist’s artificial intelligence programme. They have denied all knowledge with my opposite number at MI6, and again with GCHQ. Which means, that the allies are out of the loop. America will have, what amounts to, the keys to the planet.” He paused, allowing it to sink in. “Mr Newman, here, is in agreement with me that no one entity should have this power.”

“So, he’s working for us?” Rashid asked incredulously.

“Not exactly,” Newman replied. “My bosses have indicated that they will pay far more than Malek Zahedi is asking. It’s a done deal. The CIA will have this, regardless of money, and regardless of who is brokering the deal. However, while that person is me, then there is a chance to bury the entire thing. We won’t have it, but they won’t have it. Allies or enemies, it’s all the same.”

“But surely we’re just months or years from someone else delivering on a similar programme?” Caroline asked.

“Undoubtedly,” Ramsay agreed. “But also being developed in tandem are suitable fail safes. Think of it as designing a virus without the anti-virus. There must be control, or there can only be disaster.”

“So, we’re slowing the tide?” Caroline persisted.

“That’s good enough for me,” Newman said.

“Me, too,” Ramsay concurred. “So, we’re at the point where Mr Newman is about to pay a substantial deposit in return for a complete inspection and subsequent possession of the product. The remainder of the money will be paid upon critical inspection. It has been agreed that Mr Newman will take two experts with him to view the product. And this is where we come in. Newman will perform his duties. He will leave having done everything required of him and face no reprisals back in Langley. We, however, will destroy the AI programme and kill Zahedi.”

“That’s a very specific order, Neil,” said King. “We have killed in the course of our operations, but never have we had a direct order to assassinate someone.”

“I know. But there it is. That order goes for Ahmadi, too.” He opened a file and handed a stack of photographs to Caroline, who was nearest to him. “When we locate him. These are Interpol and Turkish police reports that we intercepted. The fixer in Istanbul was a man named Karim. A small time criminal. Ahmadi cut the man’s throat before he left, after Rashid and Luger were compromised, and after a secondary team blew the facility to kingdom-come.”

“I don’t think we should shed tears for a low life Turkish criminal,” King commented flatly.

“No, but he also sunk a barge full of Kurdish workers who had been labouring and setting up the facility. Just workers, living in filth and sending their wages home…” Ramsay paused. “Fifty men. God knows how many people will suffer as a result. These types of men, working under the radar in other countries and out of the system, tend to have large and extended families.”

“Where is Ahmadi now?” asked King.

Ramsay shook his head. “We don’t yet know. He took off after the incident in Istanbul.”

“When I met with Zahedi in Spain, he was clear in his contempt for Ahmadi,” said Newman. “He condemned the man’s morals and capitalist ideologies.”

“More than a little irony there!” Caroline scoffed.

“After you pulled out of Morocco, Ahmadi’s family were killed,” said Ramsay sullenly.

“How?” asked King.

“They were brutally murdered,” Ramsay replied, picking up a paper folder. He handed it to Caroline and said, “It’s not pleasant. So be warned…” He paused, watching Caroline grimace as she shuffled through the photographs. “Interpol picked up chatter on the internet and mobile phone networks that foreign intelligence services were responsible.”

King nodded sagely. “Let me guess… British intelligence?”

“Yes.”

“Any chance that six were involved?”

“MI6 don’t murder innocent civilians,” Ramsay replied tersely.

King could have told him some horror stories from his time with MI6, but it wasn’t the time or place. There would probably never be a time or place for that. “Well, it sounds like Zahedi is playing Ahmadi. He’s taken him like a clockwork toy, wound him up and set him on his way.” King paused. “If Ahmadi thinks we killed his wife and child, then he’ll do anything to get back at us, and while he’s doing that, then Zahedi will be free from obstacles to deal with the Americans.”

“But Ahmadi hasn’t made a move on us,” Rashid ventured.

“Then, he soon will,” said King. “He’s shifted Ahmadi across the board like a pawn.” King turned to Newman and said, “Your boss took out multiple contracts on me. You told me five assassins were hired to kill me. Thanks to your help, four of them have now been taken care of. That leaves one. I just returned from Washington DC to give your boss a message…”

“Which she has received, loud and clear,” Newman replied. “However, she cannot contact the last one. Or any of them, because she does not yet know who you killed and who is left.”

“Well, I meant what I said,” King reiterated calmly, although there was a savage glint in his eyes. “You’d best tell her not to sleep on it…”

“Duly noted,” Newman replied measuredly.

Ramsay coughed, and everyone knew it was for attention rather than to clear his throat. The change in the group was clear, they respected him as their boss. He had been worried about his appointment, especially as Rashid, Caroline and Big Dave could banter with him, or rather at his expense, but his worries had been unfounded. For a man short on emotion, he was moved by their new manner with him. “If Newman pays Zahedi and two of the team can accompany him as his experts, then Newman will have done his duty with the CIA, and we will have an in.” Ramsay paused. “And that in is when we will use our opportunity.”

“How will I explain losing the AI programme?” Newman asked. “I mean, the CIA aren’t generally known for swallowing bullshit so readily. And like you guys, I work for a unit within a department within an enigma. Those sorts of units don’t have congressional oversight. There are methods they use, and a distinct lack of rules.”

“You will leave with a programme, Mr Newman. But one that has been designed by the boffins at GCHQ using Chinese technology that was lifted from them at the recent artificial intelligence conference at Bletchley Park.” Ramsay sipped from his cup of tea and smiled wryly. “The CIA will get their AI programme and it will be filed in the annals of Langley. Zahedi will be out of the picture and between us all, we stave off a government controlling… or not controlling, which is my fear… an AI programme that could threaten world peace and global financial stability.”

Newman finished his coffee and said, “I’m not comfortable with the CIA running a programme that you have doctored. You could have it swarming with pixels that could allow you access to the network.”

Ramsay nodded. “I understand. And we could, but we won’t. This is about the bigger picture. This is about an accord. We are working together, here.”

“And you’ll have the AI programme,” Newman smirked. “That hardly seems fair.”

“I’m going to the meeting,” said King. “I’m going to be front and centre with Zahedi. I’ll be the one to do it.” He paused, looking at Newman. “And we’ll destroy the product together. Détente. You won’t have it; and we won’t have it. But, more importantly, our enemies won’t have it.”

“You’ll do that?” Newman queried. “What, I just have your word on that?”

“Yes.”

“Dude, if he gives you his word, he’ll stick to his word,” said Big Dave.

“Agreed,” Rashid concurred.

“We have a problem, though,” said Ramsay pointedly.

“Just the one?” Caroline jibed playfully.

“King, you don’t look like a software programmer,” Ramsay said without apology.

King shrugged. He wasn’t about to protest. He’d broken his nose more times than he cared to remember, had a couple of scars on his face and generally looked as hard as a coffin nail.

“I’d like Jack to go,” said Ramsay. “For those of you who don’t know, Jack’s specialist skill is technical logistics. During his time in the Royal Navy, before his work in naval intelligence, he worked on missile guidance systems, and fixed technical glitches on everything from submarines to frigates and shore bases. He is more than qualified enough to run checks on software.” He paused, glancing at Jack Luger, who looked rather uncomfortable at Ramsay’s validation. “And I’d like Caroline to accompany him as a tech expert, too,” he added. “Caroline is adept at taking on the role, but with Jack having the technical experience, he will be taking the lead.”

Luger nodded. “I’m OK with that.”

“Good, because it wasn’t a suggestion,” Ramsay said offhandedly. “There is an ulterior motive to this, one that will hopefully play to our advantage. Zahedi, being a radical of course, and despising all the trappings of the West, not only has he a greed for wealth, but a lust for Western women. He regularly visited a prostitute in Spain, and I think the sight of a beautiful woman with cascading mousey blonde hair will distract him.”

“Oh great!” Caroline stood up abruptly from the table and fell back heavily onto the cosy love seat. “I work my bloody ass off to be everybody’s equal and I get the role as fluffer?”

“You’re anybody’s equal here, luv,” said Big Dave.

“Absolutely,” Rashid agreed.

Caroline looked at King expectantly. “Well?”

King shrugged. “Anyone’s equal,” he smiled, then added, “But you are pretty fit. Zahedi won’t be able to take his eyes off you…”

Caroline scowled and threw a cushion at him, then broke into a grin as he allowed it to hit him in the face.

“Are we quite done now?” Ramsay sighed and switched on the television. He tapped on the keyboard of his laptop. The screen of the seventy-inch tv showed the summit of Piz Aldernvorch, and the Blue Skies Institute in all its glory. These mountaintop structures were truly a marvel of architecture, building and engineering, and the building that had a chequered past as a hotel and restaurant, a health spa and a climate research hub was indeed the pinnacle of such construction feats. “Zahedi has chosen Piz Aldernvorch as the location for the meeting. Mr Newman will transfer ten million dollars as a deposit. Assuming The General doesn’t desert with the funds…” He looked around the room, but his attempt at humour had gone largely unnoticed. “… then the meeting has been set for two days’ time.”

“That’s not a lot of time to plan,” Caroline commented flatly. “There are armed security guards at the bottom of the cable car, and that obviously means at the top as well. We have no idea how many, either.”

“I have a team in place,” said Ramsay.

“I heard,” King commented, somewhat accusingly. “MacPherson and his crew…”

“Despite your differences, the man’s military service record is exemplary.” Ramsay paused. “MacPherson and his team are observing Piz Aldernvorch. MacPherson and his deputy both served in Mountain Troop and are employing those skills to get close enough for the intel to be more than serviceable.”

King said nothing. He had completed SAS selection many times. His sadistic mentor had used the gruelling selection and training process to bring his team up to fitness before a mission. He had dipped into two or three weeks of arduous endurance tests many times over fifteen years of service with MI6. King knew that the Special Air Service comprised of four troops - Air, Mountain, Boat and Mobility. All four troops spent time in an anti-terrorism role on a rotational basis. Naturally, all SAS soldiers were well-trained in the roles of the four troops, but a solider was eventually required to join a specialist unit, the thought being that each troop would be deployed into their environment in time of conflict. For MacPherson and Peters to serve in Mountain Troop, there was probably nobody better qualified to mount a covert surveillance on Piz Aldernvorch and the Blue Skies Institute on its summit than the team Ramsay had commissioned.

“So, how are we getting to the top?” Flymo asked. “I mean if I’m here then you want an air taxi for sure. There doesn’t look like much in the way of landing zones. The semi-flat roof on that building jutting out from the main building, and what looks like a tennis court. Those look the best bets.”

“Tennis in the summer and an ice rink in the winter. That would be the area to choose,” Ramsay agreed. “However, you will only be needed for the evacuation. Caroline and Jack will ride up legitimately in the cable car along with Mr Newman. Leroy, you will be waiting in the helicopter, while King and Lomu will have to find their own way up to the top of the mountain and neutralise the guards. King, as you suggested, I will be looking to you to dispatch Zahedi.”

King nodded calmly. He was only too happy to do the job. “Where is Ahmadi?” he asked. “That’s my my question. He bugged out of Istanbul, but he could be at the top of that bloody mountain, and that would be a big fucking problem…”

“That is a good question,” Ramsay replied. “Gone to ground is all that I can assume. Once Rashid and Jack were compromised, he’s dropped off the face of the earth.” He paused and nobody said anything as they watched the man intently, sensing Ramsay’s disappointment. Ahmadi had shot and injured Big Dave, slaughtered two of MI5’s highest ranking officers, killed several innocent bystanders and had put Ramsay in a wheelchair. “But with MacPherson and his team in place, we will be warned in time and if that does happen, then Caroline and Luger can pull out. Mr Newman can invent a reason why they could not make it, and King and Lomu, you will be on the summit to make your move. Now, we have a Sikorsky helicopter in a hangar at a local airfield. Leroy, that’s over to you. Check it over, test fly it and fill her with fuel. You will then be on standby.” Flymo nodded and Ramsay looked to Newman. “You must make Zahedi aware that you will be bringing your two CIA sanctioned experts. Deposit the agreed funds and set the time with Zahedi for the inspection. With any luck, Zahedi will be distracted by Caroline at the meeting as well as being impatient for the remainder of the funds.”

Newman nodded. “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“What about testing it?” Jack Luger asked. “I mean, so far we only have the man’s word that this entire AI programme is not only real, but at a point of development where it can be successfully deployed. We can’t just take the disk, kill him then walk away. We have a responsibility to see that it does what it says on the tin.”

Ramsay nodded and passed a series of laminated business cards to him. “These are the IP addresses of organisations that can be used to test the invasive, destructive directive of the AI. This will use source code and accumulative AI. In short, you ask to see them targeted with a degenerative agent of artificial intelligence. This is called destructive thread-needle.” Ramsay paused. “Now, this is where it will get rather fraught. You tell Zahedi that you have an outside source monitoring these IP addresses. When you receive confirmation from that outside source, then you release the funds and ask for the file in return.”

“As simple as that…” King commented flatly. “How soon before you have an idea that the source targets are affected?”

“Oh, between immediately and a couple of hours.” Ramsay paused. “Perhaps ask for the demonstration, then suggest lunch. It may give Zahedi some time for Caroline to smooth him over, get him to relax.” He glanced at Caroline and shrugged. “Horses for courses, my dear…” Caroline glowered but did not respond. “Now, you won’t be looking at something as small as a flash drive. In theory, it will be about the size of a CD but look something like a motherboard. It will have an extraordinary amount of memory, but to destroy it properly, in front of Mr Newman you will have to smash it or cut it into several pieces. I suggest you take some of it and Mr Newman takes some of it… that way, we all trust each other, and nobody gets possession of the AI programme, this entity...”

King nodded. “What about MacPherson and his team?”

“Already there,” said Ramsay. “They have rations, warm clothing and survival gear. They are armed and acting as reconnaissance for the mission. They are sending back details in secure burst transmissions. When you get in place, then they will move up positions to give you support.”

“And we trust him?” Rashid asked.

“We do,” Ramsay confirmed.

Rashid looked around the room, then turned to Ramsay and said, “What about me?” He paused. “Everyone seems to have a job, but me.”

“Stay behind,” Ramsay said. “I want to run something by you.” He paused, looking at the rest of them. “That’s it. You all have your tasks, and you need to get the kit that you will need and draw up your various plans. I will see each of you in turn before we go live…”


Chapter Fifty-Two



“I’m not built for this!” Big Dave snapped as he followed the seam in the rock and snapped onto the carabiner that King had locked into place. “I’m too damned heavy… I shouldn’t have had that cheese and ham croissant,” he added.

“The one wasn’t the problem, it was the fourth that you’re feeling,” King jibed. He hauled himself up and locked off the rope before jamming another cam into a split in the rock. His arms were burning, the muscles screaming in protest. He was a fit fourteen stone, so Big Dave with at least another four stone on him certainly wasn’t built for the sheer rock face. “Keep going, mate. Only another three-hundred-feet until we reach MacPherson’s lines, then it’s easy street…”

“I’m not going anywhere,” the big Fijian bristled. “Just having a moan…”

King had set out as lead. He had climbed many times, although he hated every foot he ascended. The climbing equipment had changed since his last climb. Lighter, simpler to use. The cams were a revelation, a series of gears that could be pressed together to form a small semi-circle that ratcheted tight as it expanded into the crevices and seams. Hanging from his waist on his climbing harness were several of the implements in different sizes, along with the pitons and carabiners. Having had the experience of them before, he would have trebled up on them and carried less of the pitons. Each time he snapped a cam into place, he clipped on a carabiner and looped the rope through. Below him, Big Dave’s job was to brace tightly into the rock and feed out the line for King, who would then be supported if he fell. Given Big Dave’s considerable weight, it was the obvious way to go. Once King had completed a run of three or four supported holds, he would lock on and pull Big Dave as he climbed using the ropes. Neither man’s task was less taxing, and they had decided that when Big Dave reached King, they would tie onto the face and rest while they hydrated with sugary glucose drinks and their supply of protein bars, although Big Dave was still feeling the effects of a too big a breakfast. King had warned him against the carb-heavy croissants, and had eaten just scrambled eggs and bacon, knowing that he would feel exhausted enough climbing, let alone suffering the lethargy from plummeting sugar levels.

King called it. They both needed a rest. He locked on, dug his feet into the ledge and tugged on the rope, indicating that Lomu should start climbing. Ten minutes and a dozen expletives later, Big Dave rested beside him, heaving for breath, and perspiring profusely despite the cold wind whipping at the rockface. He reached inside his jacket and retrieved a bottle of glucose drink, which he drank from thirstily, then handed to King, who finished it without ceremony. There were no niceties in the field, no wiping your comrade’s lips from the bottle. King pocketed the empty bottle and stretched his aching limbs for the rest of the climb.

“Still not happy about this MacPherson fella?” Big Dave asked.

“It is what it is,” King replied. “He pulled a gun on me, looked like he was about to use it. I don’t trust Sir Galahad Merewether, despite his son being on the right side of the fence. Sir Galahad seemed to have secured MacPherson’s loyalty enough for him to attempt to kill a fellow intelligence officer. That’s something I can’t forget.”

Big Dave shrugged. “From what I heard, you punched out the guy’s liver. He spent three months recovering. He should be the one with a grudge…” He paused. “Anyway, it doesn’t look like we have much choice but to trust him. Ramsay has him on board, and we all know he’s as shrewd as they come. A pain in the fucking ass, but pretty damned shrewd, nonetheless.”

King nodded. His limbs were aching terribly, and he had to concentrate and control his breathing to stem his emotions. Flying never affected him, nor free-falling or parachute jumps, but for some reason he disliked heights from tall buildings and steep mountains immensely. He could cope with the fear, but it needed to be fought against constantly to avoid physically locking up.

“Thank god for that…”

King stared at Lomu and said, “What?”

Big Dave nodded above their heads and watched a yellow rope lowering down towards them. “The calvary has just arrived…”

King caught hold of the rope, allowed another ten feet of length towards them, then gave a series of sharp tugs. The rope ceased lowering, and when he put his weight on it, the rope only gave marginally through its elasticity. “You first,” King said.

“Bugger off!”

King smiled, anticipating what Big Dave would say. He clipped on, then started to climb, stopping to feed through and lock on every six feet or so as he ascended. By doing this, he would fall only six feet before the rope saved him. The climb was arduous, but after two hundred feet of sheer rock wall, he made it to the ledge. King frowned, the man vaguely familiar and then he realised that he had been MacPherson’s number two on the Russian job, parachuting into the Republic of Karelia. The man had seemed a decent sort.

“I’m Peters,” the man said, and before King could acknowledge him, he said, “It’s a fucking shit-show. I can’t contact the others and have no comms to contact control…”

King attached a cam and carabiner and tied himself on with his own rope. He unfastened the yellow rope and sent it back down the rockface. “One thing at a time, Peters. Let’s get my man up here…”

They went for a fast ascent and pulled together to heave Lomu’s eighteen stone frame up the cliffside. When he reached the top, he looked happier than before and clambered onto the ledge, locking himself on as King had. “What’s the problem?” he asked, looking at King’s expression.

“This is Peters. He’s lost contact with the rest of the team and his comms are down…”

Peters nodded. “I can’t get in touch with control, the man called Ramsay…”

“OK, so we’re here now,” said King. “What’s the situation?”

“Lofty and Legs went around the north side of the mountain and MacPherson headed out along the west face. We observed a strong contingent arriving by cable car. An Arab male and about a dozen men that all looked and moved like typical security.”

“What did the Arab look like?” asked King.

“Smart, sharp. A man used to being in charge.”

“What did MacPherson say?” King asked, knowing that if it was Ahmadi, then MacPherson would know for sure. He and Sir Galahad had worked with the man as an asset before losing him. The factor that had set off the tragic chain of events.

“The boss left to get higher and seek a signal to contact control and report the presence of another player,” Peters replied. “I haven’t heard a thing since.”

“The meet is compromised if this Arab was Ahmadi,” said Big Dave. “He knows their faces, spent a great deal of time with Caroline.”

“It can’t be,” Peters replied. “If the boss recognised him, then he would have said so.”

“How many guards does Zahedi have up here?” asked King. “With the dozen men this new fella brought with him.”

“I’d say twenty.”

“Armed?”

Peters shrugged. “No sign of longs,” he said, referring to rifles. “But they are bound to be carrying shorts.”

King nodded. Handguns were to be expected, and Switzerland was an easy place to get them. “Well, two is easier to spot than one, so let’s work ourselves around the north side of the mountain and see if we can find Legs and Lofty.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Peters replied. “Once we find their lines then we can traverse and hopefully catch up with them.”

“What comms do you have?” Big Dave asked.

“Secure sat phones.” Peters paused. “But they’re dead… or at least mine is.”

“Battery?” King asked.

“Nope. Network.”

“But that’s impossible,” King frowned. “Unless the phone has been locked out, the signal jammed on purpose…”

“I know,” replied Peters. “I’ve been sat up here freezing my arse off, wondering whether we’ve been sold down the river…”

King shook his head. “Not by Ramsay,” he said adamantly. “Anyway, we’re here now, so that should tell you it’s all OK.”

“Well, it’s far from OK, but alright,” Peters nodded. “Let’s go then. I’ll lead.”

King shook his head. In an environment where a cut rope could mean the difference between life and death, he wasn’t about to follow the man after his tale. “No, I’ve got this. You follow me, Dave, you bring up the rear.”

“You don’t trust me?” Peters asked somewhat incredulously.

King said nothing as he checked the compass strapped to his right wrist. He started out along a narrow ledge, then slipped a cam into a crack of rock and released the clamps. He gave the cam a tug, but it held fast. King attached a carabiner and clipped on his rope. “Give me twenty feet or so before you clip on,” he said and edged his way along the ledge.

King hammered a piton into a narrow seam with his mallet and clipped on the rope. The ledge eventually ran out and he pulled out some slack and started to climb. Below him, the valley was green, but he could feel snow on the way. The greyness had an orange glow behind it, and the stillness was eerie. He imagined that they would be lucky if they could make the climb before the snow came in, and they still had to lay up for the night somewhere out of the wind.

It took an hour and three lengths of rope for the three men to traverse and climb until they reached the ropes that Legs and Lofty had laid. Progress was more rapid with the ropes already in place and it was just a question of clipping on and off the runs and after another hour they made it to a ridge that would have been ideal for the two men to have made their final ascent. King worked his way around the side of the cliff, looking for the ropes, but after twenty minutes, he returned exhausted and clipped onto the ledge, taking a cup of hot, steaming tea that Big Dave had brewed over a solid fuel block. The hot, sweet liquid warmed him through, and he rested back against the rock with the tin cup in his hands, rescuing them from the cold.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said King eventually. “If you’re going to climb up, then here’s the place to do it. There’s enough room for the belayer to feed the line, and to store the kit to be pulled up afterwards. Going further around would be a fool’s choice.”

“Agreed,” said Big Dave. He stood up and craned his neck to look further up the cliff face. “I think there’s some rope up there,” he said, squinting against the eerily grey sky. He turned around and eased himself out over the ledge, peering down into the abyss. “Shit…”

King did not need to be told to know it was bad news. “Are they down there?”

“Yes.”

“Oh no…” Peters said quietly.

“I’m sorry,” said King. “I’ll abseil down and see if there’s anything that can be done.” He didn’t believe that there would be, but he wanted to see what had happened, if he could piece anything together.

“No, I’ll go down…” Peters said, preparing a line. “I did selection with Legs,” he said quietly. “And Lofty was the best man at my wedding…”

King nodded, noting that there was no wedding ring on the man’s ring finger, nor a white ring of flesh where it would have been. Was it a story, or had the guy merely been seperated like so many military couples? He decided to give the man the benefit of the doubt. “Alright,” he replied and helped with the line. “But bring back any ID and weapons they were carrying…”

Peters clipped on and King fed out the rope to prevent it from rubbing on the sharp, rocky edge. He left their view without a word, and Big Dave edged back onto the ledge to watch. “He’s going great guns,” he said. “You can tell that he’s only just left the regiment; he’s spun around and is sprinting down the cliff face. Bloody show off…” He paused. “Brace yourself, he’s about to hit the brakes…”

King sat back, allowing the rope to nestle in the crook of his ankle. A second later, the rope stretched and relaxed in an instant. “What do we think about him?”

“He seems alright.”

“Get your weapon ready and watch him when he gets back.”

“Do you think he’s dodgy?”

“I think somebody is,” King replied. “But let’s just see what Peters says first.”

“What do you think he’s going to find?”

King had his suspicions, but for now he’d keep his counsel. He could tell that Peters was now ascending and he checked the line and cam anchoring the man to the rock. Ten minutes later, Peters clambered over the edge and rolled onto his back. He was perspiring, but King could see that there were tears in the man’s eyes. He dropped two 9mm Browning pistols and two spare magazines at King’s feet. When he spoke, his voice rasped a little as he tried to hold his emotions together. “No wallets or ID. None of us carried on the job, that’s standard operating procedure…” He paused for breath. “Lofty’s rope was cut cleanly with a knife with a razor-sharp edge and no serrations on the blade.” He shook his head despairingly. “Legs was kicked in the face. There’s boot tread indentations on his cheek…”

King wanted to ask how the man could tell, but he obviously could, meaning that Legs fell all the way looking up. He guessed if he was going to fall to his death, then that would be the way he would choose as well. Both stood before Peters silently, then King said, “We have to get going. The mission is the mission, and our people need the back-up they’re expecting.”

Peters nodded. “I’m a pro, I know what’s expected of me…”

“I’ll go first,” said Big Dave.

“Are you sure?” asked King, knowing that the man was struggling. Climbers were built like racing snakes and a pound or two meant everything. Big Dave weighed the same as two climbers.

“Well, I’m not going last.”

“I get it,” Peters chimed in. “You don’t know me; you don’t like MacPherson and two of my team are dead. It’s not looking good from your point of view…”

“I trust you,” said King. “You lead.”

Peters nodded and started to climb.

“Are you mad?” Big Dave asked incredulously.

“He was alright when MacPherson left us in Russia. He was never going to stay and disregard a direct order, but I knew that he was bummed about it.”

“Just watch yourself…”

Peters made the first attachment at around thirty feet – a competent climb - and clipped on. Big Dave fed the rope out and when Peters reached a hundred foot or so with three cams attached, he stopped climbing and King followed. As a precaution, he slipped a line in unseen from above and winked at Big Dave, who took up tension on both ropes. King clipped on again at fifty feet, then went to just Peters’ rope for the rest of the climb. A cut rope would result in him falling fifty feet, but at least Big Dave would be on the end of it, and along with Rashid and Caroline, there was nobody he had ever trusted more with his life.

As King reached the ledge, he unclipped his own line and slid over and onto his back. It took him a few minutes to catch his breath and shake the ache out of his arms and legs, but he got up quickly and took the rope from Peters and gave a few solid tugs so that Big Dave knew which rope to clip onto. Peters appeared not to have noticed King’s gambit. Twenty minutes later, Big Dave scrambled over the ledge.

“Lofty’s rope is there…” Peters said sullenly, nodding towards a dangling, slightly frayed length of yellow climbing rope. “It’s definitely a sharp blade that’s cut it.”

King nodded. “So, Legs must have been further up,” he said. “Which means that Legs was kicked, then whoever killed him rappelled down and sliced Lofty’s rope.”

“Doesn’t sound like something a security guard would be prepared to do, does it…” Big Dave said flatly. “Almost certainly another climber…”

“A security guard would raise the alarm,” said King.

“What are you saying,” asked Peters somewhat incredulously.

“MacPherson was climbing, and he knew where the other two men would be,” King replied. “Tell me, when we met you, was it on the same route that MacPherson thought you’d be taking?”

Peters’ expression was pained, but still he tried to hide it. “The boss is alright…” He paused, shaking his head. “He wouldn’t do this!”

“Was it the same route?” Big Dave pressed him.

Peters shook his head. “I had some problems,” he said. “The cliff face was as smooth as ice, so I traversed a few hundred feet and found some good seams and ledges to work with…” he trailed off, the obvious finally hitting him square between the eyes. “Fuck!”

“It happens,” said King. “Especially when there is so much at stake. The CIA are paying Zahedi two-hundred million dollars for this thing.”

Peters cursed again, shaking his head. “Again, when you guys arrived, we headed further around because there was little to work with. We’re probably three hundred metres from my intended route.”

“We can’t be sure, though,” said Big Dave. “It’s just an assumption. I heard good things about the man when I was in the regiment. I never met him, mainly because I was out a few years after he came in and because he was a Rupert in Mountain Troop. I was just a lowly sergeant in Mobility Troop.”

“Well, they need big fuckers like you to push the Landies when they break down,” Peters jibed. “I was a sergeant too, so blokes like us know nothing and everything all at once.”

Big Dave smiled. A little humour was what was needed right now. He couldn’t help thinking about the two poor souls who had just perished. Neither man would know why they had died and would have had plenty of time to think on the way down. He wondered whether your life really did flash before your eyes. What would he picture? Growing up in Fiji? His father, or the man he later found out to be his father? Or would he picture his time in Afghanistan? He certainly hoped not. The sad fact was you just never knew when your time was up, which made him wonder why he had always courted such dangerous work. He looked at King, wondering how in the hell the man had survived so long. “What’s the plan?”

King shrugged. “Any intel those two poor buggers had is lost. The jury’s out on MacPherson and we need to find a place to hole up for the night.” He paused. “So, it’s going well…”

“We have used several points for surveillance, but none were high enough. MacPherson wanted to get into position to the West of the institute, where the peak rises two-hundred feet above the complex,” Peters proffered. “To do that, we needed to rappel down, skirt around the mountain and climb higher.”

King nodded. From the base of the mountain, and from other slopes, the Blue Skies Institute appeared to be at the very peak of Piz Aldernvorch. However, as with many views, the illusion was different as one neared the summit. King had climbed mountains only to find a false summit, and the peak he had been heading for was indeed the next mountain behind. He had been fooled by false summits in Afghanistan and had taken weeks to return from a mission with his old mentor Peter Stewart, when an American Chinook taking hostages that they had rescued from the hands of the Taliban had refused to take the two MI6 operatives along for the ride.

The institute nestled against the last two-hundred feet of limestone rock like the base of a sundial. Indeed, it would have cast a shadow over it before dusk, taking at least an hour off the day. That would make the peak an attractive place from which to mount an observation post. It would also offer two things: it would allow MacPherson to observe their progress, but it would also answer the doubts as to MacPherson’s loyalty and intention.

“It’s a gamble,” King mused.

“What is?” Peters asked.

“If we head for the peak, then we’ll be sitting ducks if MacPherson is in this for himself.”

“Obviously,” Big Dave replied.

“But…”

“But what?” the big Fijian asked incredulously.

“It will smoke him out. And it will answer the question we have about trust.”

Peters turned to Big Dave and asked, “Is this guy fucking crazy?”

“To be fair, we don’t really know,” he replied. “But it would explain a few things…”


Chapter Fifty-Three



MacPherson was carrying a B&T APC9 Pro. A compact and thoroughly modern 9mm machine pistol with an effective range of one-hundred metres. King had wondered why the man had a machine gun when the others had been armed with pistols of somewhat outdated design, but he assumed that the man was hedging his bets. The weapon was far more accurate, had a longer range and could spit out the rounds faster. It was also a steadier platform for the shooter. Both King and Big Dave had brought pistols along, too. It seemed a no brainer when making such a climb, as rifles were both heavier and bulkier and the ropes and equipment alone was nudging thirty kilos apiece. So, MacPherson had them outgunned. But King had been outgunned before and he was still here.

They climbed together, but with thirty metres between them, the idea being that if they ran into trouble, then at least two of them would have good warning and either rappel down or fight back. It had taken King a while to convince them. Big Dave was used to King’s recklessness but would have to admit that his actions worked more often than not. Peters had no idea what to think but admitted that at least it gave two of them a chance and that was certainly better than no chance at all.

The light was fading fast, and the cold was biting at their hands. Climbing the rock was impossible in gloves, but the windchill must have been -10°c. Thankfully, the flurry of snow had not stuck, and the worst of it had passed them by. King signalled for the other two men to hang back, as he made for the last section of rock to the summit. Tentatively, he tested handholds and footholds as he set about climbing the rest of the face without latching on, his theory being that if he had to let go, then he would fall until his other anchor points held him. It would be a scary, rough ride, but at least he would be a difficult target below the ledges. King glanced at Big Dave, noting that the man had his pistol drawn and aiming at the ledge above them. He doubted that the man would make such a shot, but he knew that a sustained burst would move the threat back and give King time to move. The precaution, though, was unnecessary as King reached the summit and looked down on the wickedly steep slope to the next precipice. MacPherson was not here, and with the dusting of snow on the rock, he could see that he had not been here since they had run into Peters.

King returned to the ledge and signalled for the two men to climb. In the meantime, King found a laying-up point that was out of the wind in a rocky crag that formed the summit of Piz Aldernvorch. He slipped off his bergen and took out a pair of fur-lined leather gloves that he had once removed from a Taliban commander on a mountain not dissimilar to this. The gloves warmed him instantly and by the time Peters made it to the top he had a mess tin of water on the boil over a solid fuel cell, and by the time Big Dave rolled over the ledge, he had a passable tin mug of tea made for all three. Powdered milk and plenty of sugar all round.

“Where the hell is he?” said Big Dave, still warming his hands on the half-filled cup. All three were nestled in the crag and bergens and survival blankets had been fashioned to keep the wind out. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“He may well be on the level,” said Peters. “He may even have taken a fall. Supposing all three were killed by a security patrol?”

“No,” King disagreed. “The alarm would have been raised.”

“It may have been,” Peters ventured. “We certainly wouldn’t hear anything up here. Not in this wind.”

“But there would be guards looking for us,” replied King. “And once they knew we were up here, then we’d be sitting ducks.” While they sipped the hot tea and Big Dave broke out a packet of biscuits, King typed out a text on his sat phone and sent it. The signal would not get any better than this. They worked their way through the packet and finished the tea when the text came back. “If the sat-phones were being jammed, then it’s no longer the case. Ramsay’s got back to me. We’re a go for tomorrow at ten-thirty.” He paused. “So, we’re in for a long night and a cold one by the look of it. There’s no sense in shifting positions because we’ve got the high ground from a tactical point of view, and this crag is about as good as it’s going to get.”

“Agreed,” said Big Dave.

Peters shrugged. “We’ve probably all stayed in worse digs…”

King checked his supplies and took out a silver sachet containing a lamb and chickpea coconut curry. It came with a plastic bag and according to the instructions once opened and put inside the bag along with a splash of water, a chemical reaction would promise to heat it in just two minutes. Pretty soon, all three were tucking into various versions and all agreed that it was the worst slop they’d ever eaten. Peters made coffee and in a rare event, King accepted a cup hoping it would wash the taste away. Big Dave broke out another packet of chocolate biscuits and they demolished the packet with their coffee.

“We should try and sleep,” said King. “If we take turns to do a three-hour watch, then we should all get six hours.”

“I’ll go second,” said Big Dave. “I don’t mind the split shift.”

King nodded. “Peters?”

“Either.”

“Alright, I’ll take first watch. You two get your heads down.” He checked his watch and said, “Big Dave, you’re on in three.”

Big Dave nodded and spread his thermal mat out and got into his sleeping bag. There was no room and he barely managed to sit back down. By the time he got the hood around him he looked like a six-foot-four orange draught excluder for Peters, who top and tailed beside him. King positioned himself so that he could see both the ledge of the precipice and the slope to his right, but he kept his eyes on Peters for most of the time and would tell Big Dave to do the same. Neither would sleep when it was the man’s turn, they could both get by with three hours and the jury was still out on the only one of the ex-SAS soldiers that they could find.


Chapter Fifty-Four



Neil Ramsay stared the screen of his mobile phone, re-reading the message that King had sent with a heavy heart. Sleep had evaded him. Now, in the early hours he hoped that he was making the right call.

King had trusted Ramsay – unquestioningly so – to act on his findings. And Ramsay had, technically. To ignore information was to act, too. It would not have been the action that King would have expected, but it was the action that was required. Chess players sacrificed pawns all the time. Occasionally, the more technical players would sacrifice the queen early. The best piece on the board. It depended whether the player could checkmate with the other pieces, but almost certainly the opponent, upon capturing the queen, was lulled into a false sense of security. If it was a certainty, that sacrificing the queen could result in winning, then the queen was a small price to pay.


Chapter Fifty-Five



“You scrub up well,” said Caroline.

Jack Luger somewhat self-consciously adjusted his blue silk tie and said, “Thanks, it’s all new…” He had purchased the suit, shirt, and tie from a gentlemen’s outfitters in Bern the evening before.

Caroline smiled to herself. A compliment usually opened a segue for reciprocation, but Luger had taken it literally. It quite endeared him to her, and she was suddenly aware that she was a decade older than the young man and it showed. Unperturbed, she checked her reflection in the vanity mirror. Just enough makeup to accentuate her looks, subtle and unnoticeable to most men. King always told her that she didn’t need makeup, but he had never really been aware of when she wore it or not. While Luger was more concerned with his new suit, she checked her own appearance, as much as the narrow vanity mirror would allow. She had pulled out an old favourite – a black trouser suit with a white, satin blouse that she had chosen because of its plunging neckline. Hopefully, it would be enough to capture Malek Zahedi’s attention. As usual, she had settled on footwear that allowed her to run and had turned to ankle boots with a slight heel. Business-like, yet elegant.

“He’s here,” said Luger, watching the wingmirror. “It’s time…”

“Breathe…” Caroline told him, picking up on the tension.

Luger heeded her advice and took a breath to steady his nerves. “Have you ever done this before? This scenario, I mean?”

A series of events she would rather have forgotten flashed through her mind, and she shrugged. “Once or twice.”

“I suppose it gets easier…” he said, reaching for the doorhandle. “Otherwise, why would you do it?”

“Why, indeed…” she said under her breath as she got out of the car.

Newman walked towards them, putting some weight on the cane. Caroline felt a pang of guilt knowing that she had been the cause of the man’s disability. He had obviously suffered a painful and difficult rehabilitation and she would never have imagined him returning to the field.

“From now on, their eyes will be on us,” Newman told them. “We may be on public ground, but it’s in their interest to have us watched.” He paused. “Once we enter their private cable car, we should consider ourselves captive.”

“Bugger that,” Caroline chortled. “We’re merely the advance team for an assault…”

“I’m with her,” said Luger.

Newman shrugged. “Fair enough. But we will be unarmed in the heart of the enemy’s camp. A building three-thousand metres up with no route down other than the cable car we travel up in.” He looked Caroline up and down then said, “What’s in the bag?”

“A laptop. We’re computer and tech specialists, after all.”

“Anything else?”

“No.”

Newman turned to Luger. “How about you?”

“I’m only carrying the fake US driver’s licence that Ramsay provided. That and a few hundred dollars cash. I thought that would fit in with having flown in from the states.”

“I’m not carrying anything,” Caroline replied. “As far as they’re concerned, I’m here with you, not for them. If I choose to leave all my valuables and ID in my hotel room, then that’s my business.” She paused. “Sometimes, good undercover work is about not having everything either convincing or perfect. The simpler, the better.”

Newman did not respond, but he knew that she had a point. He started out for the public cable car, not waiting for them to catch him up. Caroline opened the boot of the vehicle and took out a black fur-lined knee-length coat. Luger grabbed a houndstooth greatcoat that he had purchased along with the suit. He also shouldered a vintage-style leather laptop case.

“That’s quite a get up,” she said as he closed the boot. “You look like a financial adviser. I take it the expense account took a hammering…”

Luger shook his head. “This lot are responsible for the death of my aunt,” he replied, his new tan Oxfords crunching on the gravel surface. “I was only too glad to pay for it out of my own pocket.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said quickly.

Caroline sensed that he found it difficult to talk about, so she said nothing further. Newman had bought the tickets and they caught the next cable car, which took off sharply, sweeping them above the buildings, and then quite suddenly over meadows and trees. After the third pylon the cable car slowed and shifted steeply in gradient as they climbed abruptly and after ten minutes, they reached the cable station and the nursery slopes which were still green, but sparse looking. They alighted and walked the short distance to the ski lifts, Newman favouring his right leg and leaning heavily on his cane.

“What’s the prognosis?” Caroline asked, fearing that she could avoid the subject no longer as they crunched along the path. “With the leg, I mean.”

“It’s nerve damage,” he replied shortly. “The tissue, muscle and bone has healed well enough, but certain nerves were damaged beyond repair.”

“Is this as good as it’s going to get?”

“Probably.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t anything to do with you.”

“Well, for King’s actions, then,” she replied. “I would have died had events not unfolded in the way that they had. It’s an awkward feeling for me.”

Newman shrugged. “I get it.” He paused. “Is King really sorry, or was he just paying lip service?”

“Of course, he is!”

“He told you that?”

“Yes!” she lied. She was damned if she knew how the man felt. He was a closed book, and despite expecting him to over the years, he never allowed her to turn the pages. To be with King was to live in the moment. Not to look back, and never to plan too far ahead. If she was truthful with her emotions, she was finding the task of loving him difficult. Not the physical, nor the sentience, but the emotional plane that had a different view for them both. Buying the yacht and sailing happily around the Mediterranean was the only thing they had shared a desire to do and followed through. And all of that had ended abruptly when Ramsay and the new director of MI5 had tracked them down. King couldn’t wait to get back to the action. “He wishes it could have been different,” she added, wholly unconvincingly. She heard her words echoing in her mind, sincerely hoping that she could pull off a better performance when she reached the top of the mountain and entered the Blue Skies Institute.

They rode up in three separate chairs, neither of them wanting to share the two seats, and each happier accompanied only by their own thoughts. On the second run, Caroline saw where she had been forced to leap, and where the guard had pursued her. Panic filled her, suddenly aware that she had overlooked such a huge factor. The guard had followed her, his suspicion aroused by her time watching the mountain and private cable care station. But a lowly security guard would merely have been following orders. What if they had a photograph of her? What if she had made it to a file? Her stomach turned cartwheels and she was suddenly parched. How could they have all been so stupid? Nobody had considered that she had got close to the enemy. How could she have been so stupid? How could a master planner like Neil Ramsay have not entertained such a notion?

She looked around her, desperate to jump, but she was past the point of no return and to do so would be suicide. The end of the line was approaching, and she could see a reception committee waiting for them. Half a dozen men wrapped up in matching black beanies and puffer jackets. Like delinquent roadmen lifted off the London streets and set down to the backdrop of Heidi. Growing ever closer to their fate, Caroline could now make out the faces of the men. Hard and humourless, and in the middle of the entourage, Ahmadi stood dominant and unyielding. She knew his face at a glance. She had read the reports and knew his intimate secrets. But more worryingly, she had taught the man all he needed to know about fieldcraft when they had thought that he was an asset and tried to run him as an agent. She hurriedly tore her hair out of the ponytail and pulled out the hairclips, tossing them to the ground. She ran her fingers through her hair and smoothed it around her shoulders, then took out her Gucci sunglasses and slipped them on. She was done, she knew it. Ahmadi may not recognise Jack Luger - he looked so different in his suit and coat, but she doubted a man of Ahmadi’s background and experience would be easily fooled. Luger turned around in his seat and stared at her. He had seen Ahmadi, too. The man who had done so much damage to MI5, but to Luger, the man who had killed his aunt. Luger’s face said it all. A mixture of fear, realisation, and anger.


Chapter Fifty-Six



King had rappelled down the cliff face to the limited grounds of the institute. The ground was firm from permafrost in the near-constant shade and it felt ten degrees colder away from the sun’s rays. Before he had ascended to the summit, he had marvelled at how a building such as this could be constructed at such an altitude, and with a limited footprint. At least two walls of the Blue Skies Institute ran flush with the cliff face. Laying blocks and spreading render and painting could only have been done by fearless builders suspended in climbing harnesses. King was far too involved to think of this now, but he was aware that the architectural design meant that breaching the building on these flush precipices would not be a consideration of those inside. Which meant it was exactly what King was going to do.

Above him, Big Dave kept vigil – the three men now using two-way radios with throat-mics and earpieces - while King eased himself between the rocks and the south side of the building and attached a cam in a crack before clipping on a carabiner and feeding through a length of rope. He doubled the rope back through a directional belay device, meaning that he could feed out a length manually, but if he fell then the gear would snap the device shut and lock off the rope. Progress was slow, but he was soon fifty metres out and level with the base of the building. There were precious few hand and foot holds, let alone places to secure even the smallest cam, so he had to risk the noise of the hammer and pitons to secure his rope and give himself something to climb on.

“The cable car has just docked,” Big Dave crackled in King’s ear. “Caroline, Jack and Newman have arrived. You’re not going to believe it, but Ahmadi is here, too. He must have been the Arab Peters told us about, and the man that MacPherson left the others to tell Ramsay about.”

“Or not…” King said under his breath.

“Ahmadi appears to be in charge. Six guards in all.”

“What’s the mood?”

“Ahmadi is leading the way. Newman is beside him, talking. Caroline and Luger are brassing it out big style, but I bet they’re really shitting themselves. King, this isn’t good…”

King wanted to scream in frustration. He had informed Ramsay of the possible presence of Ahmadi, and of the uncertainty with MacPherson – the plan should have changed. Luger and Caroline should have been stood down and Newman should have made other arrangements or gone in alone. Caroline had spent hours with Ahmadi during his ‘defection’ and there was no way that the man would fail to recognise her. Likewise, Jack Luger had bought the man to the safehouse, and the memory of long hours in a vehicle with a stranger would have remained with the man. King cursed savagely. What had Ramsay been thinking? King couldn’t believe that a man of Ramsay’s analytical mind could have overlooked something so blatant, let alone ignore King’s warning.

King continued to climb. When he reached the first window it was to a room that looked like any other hotel room, only it had been afforded one of the best views imaginable. The bed was made and there was no sign of occupation. He wasted no time stoving in the window with his climbing mallet and climbing inside.

King discarded the bulk of his climbing equipment and took off his jacket. He put the abseiling harness back on and shouldered a coil of rope. The central heating was a blessed relief and his hands warmed quickly as he checked his sat phone for messages, then informed Big Dave and Peters that he was safely inside, and that the ropes were in place for their climb.


Chapter Fifty-Seven



Caroline had been petrified, but she had fought hard not to show it. Newman had been unaware, but Luger’s expression had said it all. After two of the security guards had patted them over and checked through their laptop bags, Ahmadi had greeted them warmly and shown them into the private cable car. He had concentrated only on Newman, but Caroline could sense the tension. Or was she being paranoid? Was the tension merely her own? She doubted it. There was something about Ahmadi that troubled her, and then as they had climbed high over the rocky terrain at a surprisingly rapid speed, and almost vertical up to the summit, she got it. For as much as Ahmadi knew who they were, he was trying to remain unnoticed by them. Ridiculous as she thought that could be, she realised that Ahmadi was ignoring them to continue his own charade.

When the cable car docked, she left alongside Luger with Ahmadi and Newman leading the way up through a corridor into the building itself. Ahmadi stopped occasionally to point out architectural feats to which Newman feigned an interest. Much of the corridor was glass and chrome, and the precipitous drop was only inches away on the other side of the glass. Behind them, six security guards who all looked like they enjoyed a fight kept their distance. Caroline could tell that they were armed from the bulges a few of them had failed to conceal underneath their bulky ski jackets.

Ahead of them, their host stood in the mouth of a large cavern cut into the rock.

“Welcome to the Blue Skies Institute,” Malek Zahedi’s voice boomed above the sound of the motors inside the cable car bay behind them. “Come, come,” he said as warmly as if they had been invited to a party.

Newman nodded a greeting, but even he was caught off guard by the Iranian’s tone. They followed Zahedi into the building, and Caroline noted how the man had looked at her. He stole more glances as they walked through a foyer and into a panoramic lounge that afforded two-hundred- and seventy-degree views of the Alps and valley below. A flurry of snow had crowned the distant peaks in the purest white imaginable.

“Drinks?” Zahedi asked. “My own faith does not permit it, but we do keep a well-stocked bar for visitors.”

“Too early for me, thanks,” Newman replied. “A black coffee would be great.”

Zahedi looked at Caroline, who glanced at Ahmadi, who in turn avoided her gaze. She looked back at Zahedi and said, “The same for me, please.”

“Make that three,” Luger added. He too had glanced at Ahmadi, and again at Caroline, who flashed a stare at him that accurately translated that she was aware of their predicament.

“This is all well and good, Zahedi,” said Newman. “But I require a demonstration if you require the remainder of your payment.” He paused. “And as I said at our earlier meeting, the people I work for won’t stand for being short-changed.”

The Iranian smiled as a young woman brought the coffees over from the bar. The cups were small, and the coffee smelled strong. They were offered cream and sugar, but all three declined. The coffee was arabica and so strong that it was thick and syrupy. Newman frowned as he sipped, but Americans were generally used to a weaker blend of coffee than Europeans and Luger smiled appreciatively in contrast as he drank his down. Caroline crossed her legs and sat back with the saucer in her left hand and the cup in her right. She sipped unhurriedly, taking the opportunity to glance at Ahmadi, who could not hold her gaze and looked away. Her curiosity was more than piqued, and she felt a mutual uncertainty between them that one of them would destroy their secret, like an adulterous couple whose lover was set to confess and unravel the other’s world.

Caroline looked back at Zahedi and caught him looking at her. Causally, she unbuttoned her suit jacket as she took her seat on the sofa. She hated herself for doing so, but she gave the man a good deal more to look at as he held court. His eyes lingered a moment longer than was decent and she knew that she had him. Silly man, she thought. Two hundred million at stake, and he’s more intent on looking at my tits…

Slowly, the man raised his eyes from the form of Caroline’s breasts under the sheer material and met Newman’s gaze. “Well, as you Americans say, let’s get this show on the road…”


Chapter Fifty-Eight



King had left the bedroom behind him, his mind concentrating on nothing more than stopping Caroline and Luger from sleepwalking into disaster, but he knew that it was too late. He could not wait for Big Dave and Peters, and he still did not know where MacPherson was, nor the man’s role in all of this. He had entered the building on what had turned out to be the second floor, and he walked the corridor, which was wide and airy, its wood-lined walls punctuated by large bay windows that looked down on the valley some three-thousand metres below. To his left the corridor abruptly opened out and formed a mezzanine over a cavernous room below, that because of the mezzanine’s height, must have been dug a complete storey underground. Only when King edged closer did he see the purpose of the room. He had already felt the abrupt temperature drop as he neared the edge. Lined with cooling racks stacked deep with motherboards and a thousand miles of wires, the room provided a cool environment for the computers to operate in, even if the three technicians checking the systems and cooling racks were forced to wear full skiwear to conduct their duties.

King watched, ducking back as Zahedi and his security entourage entered from an automatic sliding door. He could see Newman, cane in hand and talking to the Iranian. Behind him, Caroline and Luger followed, both carrying their laptop bags. When they stood around a computer terminal in the centre of the cavern Ahmadi slipped in and stood at the back of the room. King eased out the Sig P226 pistol, feeling outnumbered and outgunned. But his orders were to kill Zahedi and for that, he only required one shot.


Chapter Fifty-Nine



Caroline followed Zahedi and Newman into the cavern, shivering at the sudden drop in temperature. Having Ahmadi walk behind her was unnerving, the pretence of her part and knowing that he played a part of his own was excruciating. The tiny hairs on the nape of her neck bristled and she knew it had more to do with the closing web of lies than the temperature.

“This room has been used for many things over the years,” Zahedi announced, his voice echoing around the cavern. “The natural acoustics has seen famous opera singers and the world’s finest orchestras play for billionaires, while scientific breakthroughs have been recorded within these very walls. But it was during the Second World War that it was both a wine cellar and vault for Jewish wealth and antiquities. A haven for the Jews fortunate enough to escape, you ask? No. Nazi agents stashed it to their own ends, enabled by members of the Swiss government.” He paused. “In war, as in peace, nothing is as it seems.” Zahedi waved his hand around the cavern. “Now, this place acts as a stronghold to strike at our enemies without firing a single shot…”

The cacophony of suppressed gunshots filled the cavern, the rattle of brass cartridges spilling onto the hard, slate floor sounding like reindeer bells above the heavy thud of copper-coated lead upon flesh and bone. Caroline ducked down, pulling Jack with her but it was all over so quickly that it was difficult to imagine it had ever happened. The smoke cleared, the stench of nitro-powder on the cold air. Ahmadi fired a single shot into a soul survivor’s head then calmly switched over the magazine. The blood-splattered bodies of the six security guards and three computer technicians lay still, blood pooling around them and seeping into the gaps between the tiles.

Ahmadi joined Zahedi and the two men smiled. “Those men were supplied by the Russian contingent of the Iron Fist.” Zahedi paused and shrugged like it was nothing. “Our business meeting will be best concluded without outside influence…”

Caroline and Luger stood up slowly, Caroline panting to suppress screaming, and Luger staring blankly at the bodies. Newman took a breath, then looking away from both Ahmadi and the bodies, nodded at the computer console. “Very well, Zahedi,” he said, keeping his cool and ignoring the bodies on the ground. “But I want a demonstration…”

The Iranian smiled. “Naturally…” He walked over to the keyboard and started to type in a series of keywords. Behind the screen a large, clear Perspex computer tower flashed and whirled, and as it incandescently leapt into life, the stacks of cages lining the walls of the cavern seemed to awaken in unison. “This is Chase UK, part of the US banking giant J.P. Morgan…”

“No,” Newman said abruptly. He walked over, favouring his leg, and using his cane, and handed Zahedi a series of cards with handwritten numbers on them. “The people that I represent want a demonstration of a degenerative agent form of artificial intelligence. They want these IP addresses targeted. No results, then no more money. And like I said before, they won’t just allow you to disappear into the sunset with their deposit, either.”

“As you wish…” Zahedi took the cards from him and started to key in the IP addresses, then typed out his instructions. “These organisations will be destroyed within the hour. Your experts will see irreversible changes and anomalies in minutes…”

“I will have to call my contact for verification,” Newman informed him.

“I thought as much…”

Ahmadi watched the screen, glancing at Caroline. There was a strange glint in the man’s eye, but he looked back at the screen as if he had never seen her before. Caroline caught hold of Luger’s elbow and tugged at him as she stepped forward.

“We need to verify as well,” she said, looking at the screen. She noticed that the instructions had been written in layman’s terms, no different to an internet search engine. “Once the drive is connected, what systems do you recommend being in place?”

Zahedi turned and looked at her breasts before staring into her eyes. “Cooling and power,” he said. “It uses around ten times the power of Bitcoin blockchain mining, and naturally the cooler the operating system, then the better it will work.” He paused. “Nothing the CIA, NSA or NASA don’t run already, but it would not pay to run this from an existing network as it could overheat with the other systems running.” He smiled devilishly. “Maybe I should have neglected to comment on that…”

Newman did not respond, but he took out his sat phone and texted Ramsay to inform him that the test was underway. Newman then nodded to Jack Luger, who removed the laptop from his case, opened it and put it on the table beside the console. “I will need to log into your Wi-Fi to transfer the funds,” he said.

Zahedi nodded and took out a plain business card with the Wi-Fi code and pass number that Newman would need. “You already have the banking details,” he said, not taking his eyes off the screen.

Newman nodded, then glanced at his phone as a text alert vibrated.

The programme is legitimate. Do not leave without it!

Ramsay had said that it may take an hour, but Newman guessed that he had seen enough. Even in his previous CIA circles, he had been aware of the man who shadowed the former directors of MI5 and was considered a formidable data analyst and logistical planner.

“We appear to have a deal,” Newman announced, pocketing his phone.

Zahedi nodded like there had never been a doubt. He checked a timer on the screen and said, “The spikes have been sent, the AI has started degeneration.” He paused. “When the timer hits zero, I can log off and disconnect the drive.”

There was fifty seconds to go, and as Caroline stood there, just metres from Ahmadi, and surrounded by bodies on the floor, it felt like hours. Eventually, Zahedi exited the programme and switched off the tower. He raised a hinged wall and disconnected the drive from a series of male and female clips. Somewhat triumphantly, he held the drive in his right hand and pointed at Newman’s laptop with his left. Ahmadi stepped forwards, raised the compact silenced Scorpion machine pistol, and fired a three-round burst into Zahedi’s face. The Iranian dropped like a stone, and before anyone could move, Ahmadi bent down and retrieved the drive.

“Change of plan,” said Ahmadi. He pocketed the drive and tossed a scrap of paper onto the keyboard of Newman’s laptop. “Zahedi has retired. You will be dealing with me from now onwards…” He looked at Newman, his eyes boring into him. “Foolish man,” he admonished. “Do you think the CIA would have found Zahedi so easily if it were not for me baiting the trail?” He smiled as it started to dawn on Newman. “Once I found out that Zahedi had my family killed in an effort to control me further, I simply guided him and left enough clues for the CIA and those fools at MI5 to decipher.”

Caroline glanced to her left as a man walked in confidently, dressed in what looked like an all-in-one ski suit. She frowned, but Jack Luger’s expression said it all.

“You alright there, young’un?” he grinned at Luger.

Luger seemed perplexed. The last time he had seen MacPherson it had been in Istanbul, the night he and the other three ex-SAS men had saved him, along with Rashid and Big Dave. He had destroyed Zahedi’s compound – burned it to the ground. “I don’t understand…” he trailed off, hearing how dumb his own words had sounded with the acoustics of the cavern.

“A double-cross,” Caroline said icily.

MacPherson shrugged. “More like a triple-cross, sugar tits…”

Caroline scowled but did not give the man the satisfaction of a rise.

“Scott here told me what Zahedi had done, how he had my family slaughtered to garner my loyalty in bringing down the British intelligence services,” Ahmadi said coldly. He brought up some phlegm in his throat and spat on Zahedi’s corpse. Caroline screwed up her nose in disgust and Ahmadi sneered at her, but his expression changed when he caught the movement behind her, but by then it was too late.

King made the drop from the top of the mezzanine, fast roping the forty feet in less than two seconds, with just enough grip on the rope to break his fall. He had tied the rope around the handrail as Zahedi and his entourage had entered. He had been ready to fire on Ahmadi when he had shot the guards and technicians, but when it was clear that he did not intend to shoot the others, King had watched to see how it would play out. He regretted not killing the man when he had had the chance. Ahmadi fired at King, blasting short bursts of automatic gunfire but never on target as King darted up the sunken steps at the bottom of the centre of the cavern. The place where orchestras and opera singers would have once performed. King returned a volley of gunfire, the cavern magnifying the unsilenced gunshots several times over and enough for everyone to grimace as the shots echoed and reverberated in their ears. Newman whipped the sword out from its cane scabbard and skewered Ahmadi through his side. King cannoned into the Iranian and yanked the drive from the man’s pocket, tucking it into his own. The Scorpion machine pistol clattered to the ground and slid to MacPherson’s feet. By the time King got to his feet a second later, he had the weapon aimed at Caroline and there was only ten feet between them.

“Easy!” MacPherson snapped, the warning echoing around the cavern. “My finger is about as firm on the trigger as you’d ever want it to be…” He closed the gap and grabbed Caroline’s arm, roughly pulling her towards him. “That’s better,” he said, jamming the muzzle of the tiny machine pistol into her ribs. “Now, let’s get this business deal concluded…” He nodded to Newman. “Transfer the funds to the new account.” He turned to Ahmadi, who was slowly and unsteadily getting to his feet, clutching his blood-soaked waist.

“You’ve killed me!” Ahmadi groaned at Newman.

“Never mind that!” MacPherson snapped. “It’s just a bloody flesh wound! Now, confirm the transfer of the funds…”

Gunfire sounded outside. Sustained bursts and the pop-pop of small arms.

“You’re a dickhead, MacPherson. But you were a fine soldier once,” said King, still gripping the 9mm pistol, but not yet aiming it. “What changed you?”

“Piss off! You’re not getting my life story, King. Now, drop the gun.” He paused. “Peters and that big lump of a Jamaican aren’t going to get past the guards. The guards knew they were coming. After all, I told them…”

“He’s a Fijian, not Jamaican…”

“Don’t be a smartarse, King. Now, drop the gun.”

“Never going to happen.”

“I’ll kill her…”

“And you know that half a second later you’ll be dead. Because you also know that in the time it takes to aim that weapon at me, I’ll take my shot.”

“You may miss and hit her.”

“Never going to happen.”

“Shall we find out?”

King said nothing. He could put a magazine full of bullets through the same hole with a Sig P226 at this range.

“It’s in!” Ahmadi said triumphantly and started to stagger towards MacPherson.

“You’re forgetting something,” MacPherson told him. “The hard drive…”

“Not just stealing the money, then…” Newman mused. “I could almost have respected that, but not someone willing to put that programme into the wrong hands.”

“There’ll be more buyers,” said MacPherson. “And they’ll pay more than a measly two-hundred million…”

“I hope you’re good at hiding. The CIA won’t quit and SEAL Team Six always get the people they’re sent to kill…”

“I eat SEALs for breakfast,” MacPherson sneered.

“We’ll see,” Newman replied. “Don’t forget to sleep with one eye open.”

Ahmadi stood before King, a tiny Derringer double barrelled pistol in his hand. He was staring at MacPherson and when he looked back at King, he froze looking at the muzzle of King’s pistol aiming at his stomach. King stared back at him, his finger tightening on the trigger. The Iranian clicked his fingers. “Give it to me!”

“When did you cook all this up?” asked King belligerently. “Back when Sir Galahad Mereweather tried to turn you?” He glanced at MacPherson for confirmation.

“Things were said,” MacPherson shrugged. “My army pension isn’t going to cut it for my retirement plans. The things I’ve had to do for my country, the sacrifices I’ve made… nobody should have to see what I’ve seen…”

“You’re preaching to the choir, pal,” King replied. “We’ve all done our bit.”

“No empathy, then?” MacPherson smirked. “Or sympathy, even?”

“If you want to find sympathy, then look it up in the dictionary,” King replied. “It’s somewhere between shit and syphilis…”

MacPherson stared at King, clearly unamused, then looked at Ahmadi and snapped. “Get the fucking drive!”

Ahmadi glared at King. “Give it to me…”

King looked at MacPherson. Caroline was squirming because of the force of the muzzle in her ribs. MacPherson saw that King was looking and he dug the muzzle deeper into her flesh, forcing her to gasp. King pulled the drive out of his pocket and held it up for Ahmadi, who snatched it from him and staggered over to MacPherson.

“This is how it works!” MacPherson bellowed. “I take missy here for a little walk. You stay where you are and nobody else gets hurt…” he added, backing away.

Outside, the gunshots were more sporadic and as MacPherson and Ahmadi left the cavern, there was a burst of suppressed gunfire, a short exchange of gunfire and a gut-wrenching scream. King rushed after them and Luger snatched up a pistol from one of the bodies on the floor and followed, checking the action and safety as he ran.

King saw Peters first. Cut down by a burst of automatic gunfire. There was no point checking him over, because two of the rounds had found his forehead. He must have hesitated when he saw his old boss and that had been enough for MacPherson.

Ahmadi was holding himself up against the doorframe, a bullet wound to his stomach. The angle would suggest that Peters had got a few shots off in the melee. Ahmadi raised his weapon, the tiny yet powerful Derringer looking like a toy as King held the man in his sights. He had seen Caroline’s crumpled form on the ground. Luger glanced at King and Ahmadi, and then stared blankly at Caroline. So still, devoid of all personae.

“Get after him!” King shouted, and Luger snapped out of his fugue-like state and pressed on outside to the sound of gunfire.

“This is the end,” Ahmadi said weakly.

“So it is,” King replied.

“Quite fitting that we…”

King fired and the empty bullet casing bounced on the hard slate flooring and rolled all the way to the skirting board, where it came to rest in time with the man falling heavily to the floor. King stared at the man, lost momentarily in the sight of the third ‘eye’ that had blinked open in the centre of his forehead the moment he had pulled the trigger. Black and gaping. He could observe shards of bone and brain matter, but for a moment, he glimpsed the polished parquet flooring underneath, until blood filled the void, swelled, and ebbed out from underneath the body like a river breaking its banks.

King wobbled, a sudden wave of exhaustion washing over him. There was blood pooling on the floor at his feet. It was a different shade than that of the dead man’s blood in front of him. Darker, thicker. He realised that the man had got a shot off and the bullet had hit his liver. He was aware of a warm sensation running down his waist and right leg, but not enough warmth to ease the sudden chill in his bones. He glanced at the gun in his hand, a flicker of smoke wafting from the muzzle, the noise of the two gunshots still filling his ears. He dropped the weapon, the instinct to fight and survive he had experienced and honed over the years strangely absent. He couldn’t give up. Or could he? There had always been a reason to fight, to win, to survive. Ego, duty, love, or revenge. He had experienced them all in their delicious, raw, ugly, and infectious entities, but as he looked over to where Caroline lay, broken, bloody and still, he could not think of a reason to go on. Sails flagging loose in a doldrum, no drive or momentum to move him onwards.

He tried to shift his feet, but there was a lack of connection, and his body swayed, his legs failing to catch up with the movement and he fell beside Caroline and reached for her hand. It was still warm and soft. He pulled her towards him, but there was little strength left in him and as he rolled onto his back, staring at the flickering light above him, he wondered if it had all been worth it. Not just the mission, but his entire existence. Because here, at what he knew was the end, not much of it made any sense at all.


Chapter Sixty



Jack Luger fired twice, and the guard fell. He found cover beside a large tank, then darted back out into the chaos when he realised that it was fuel for the generators. He found a better barrier beside an in-built barbeque and seating area hewn from the solid rock. There were two guards running across his path, but both were cut down by automatic gunfire. Big Dave emerged from behind a low wall holding a captured AK-12 assault rifle. There were bodies everywhere, probably a dozen in all, and it was clear that both he and Peters had been busy.

“Caroline has been shot!” Luger found himself screaming.

Big Dave did not hide his concern as he jogged across the courtyard. “How bad?”

“Bad. We need a medivac.”

“Flymo is en route,” he replied, pushing past Luger, and making his way to the entrance of the institute.

Luger looked up at the sound of a helicopter, then saw why Flymo had earned his moniker. The Sikorsky 109 banked hard and when it neared the tennis court, its nose climbed high and the tail rotors missed the hard court by mere inches. Luger noticed a large bulge on its belly, but the nose quickly lowered, and the craft dropped smoothly onto all three wheels.

Big Dave ran outside carrying Caroline in his arms like a rag doll. She was limp and pale and as he ran past Luger, he screamed at him to get King. Newman limped out and signalled that he needed help. When Luger reached him, they both went inside then emerged shortly after holding King by the shoulders, dragging his feet along. He was bleeding heavily from a stomach wound and when they reached the helicopter, Flymo did not hide his concern.

“There’s a first aid kit in the back, under the seat!” he shouted above the noise of the rotor blades. “I’ll call ahead to the hospital, and we’ll land right by the damned door!” He lifted off, and banked hard, but rather than flying towards the city he gained height, pulled a sharp starboard turn, and flew back towards the institute. “Friend of yours?” he asked Newman beside him.

Newman followed the pilot’s gaze and watched as the paraglider banked heavily to the east. Larger than a parachute, and deployed differently, the paraglider could be steered and find thermals for lift and to set a navigated route. “MacPherson,” he replied. “And no, he clearly works for the opposition.” Newman paused. “Where the hell are we going?” he asked through the microphone and headset. Behind him, Jack Luger and Big Dave had stabilised King’s bleeding and were jointly working on Caroline. She was deathly pale, and the bleeding had slowed – which wasn’t necessarily a good thing, given that they had barely started to apply dressings to the two bullet wounds.

“Sorry, orders…” Flymo replied, pressing a switch on the cockpit controls. The switch was red and looked temporary, which it indeed was – Flymo had only fitted it the night before.

The 500lb bomb was released from its clasp and plummeted, but before it hit the centre of the institute, Flymo had banked hard and put the helicopter into a two-hundred-mile-per-hour dive. When he finally levelled out, he was on a direct course for the city and the Blue Skies Institute, and several thousand tonnes of rock was on its way to the valley some three-thousand metres below.


Chapter Sixty-One



Basel, Switzerland

There had been a flurry of snowfall and the grassy hill was blanketed in white. Snow had settled on the roof and in the city of Basel in the distance, lights were flickering on as dusk fell. MacPherson pulled the car to a halt and got out. The Range Rover Vogue that he had parked beside had a sheen of snow on the roof, but the bonnet was wet. He figured that the vehicle had arrived only shortly before him. Minutes rather than hours.

The chalet looked warm and inviting. Certainly, a place where he would welcome a log fire and several warming whiskies after the long, cold days on the mountain. Even with the modern clothing and equipment, and an hour’s drive in the BMW with the heater on full, he still felt chilled to the bone.

MacPherson took the winding pathway to the steps. The snow was dry and powdery and only millimetres thick, and each step exposed a boot tread of gritted mud. The steps themselves were wooden but prepared with sandpaper grip tape and his footing was sure as he climbed them to the veranda. MacPherson took the hard drive from his jacket pocket, feeling somewhat triumphant as Sir Galahad Mereweather opened the door. Usually a serious man, confident in his hierarchy and status, and never prone to excitement, he smiled wolfishly as he greeted his agent.

“Oh, very well done, old boy. Very well done indeed…” he grinned, then froze, his expression one of bewilderment.

MacPherson frowned at the man’s expression, his eyes turning to the spot of red on his chest that grew steadily, blood soaking into his shirt. It wasn’t until Sir Galahad slumped in the doorway that he felt his own equilibrium run riot and a sensation of both cold and heat run through his core. Glancing down at his own chest, he saw nothing but red. Instinctively, he turned to run, but his legs would not follow, and he too, started to fall, dying before he hit the dusting of once pristine snow, now crimson and melting from both men’s blood.

Three hundred metres distant, lying prone on the snow-covered ground and sheltered from view by a belt of trees and a bank of snow that he had hastily pushed into a mound, Rashid flicked the safety on the Sig 550 rifle and got to his feet. It was rare that two targets would line up for just one shot, but he had chosen his position well and given that Ramsay had taken the precaution of having Sir Galahad followed, and had become suspicious of the coincidence in him being here, it had been quite workable. Confirmation from Big Dave and Newman that MacPherson had screwed them over had sealed the men’s fate. The 5.56x45mm round had been well within its capabilities of both power and range. A couple of metres away, the brass cartridge case glistened in the snow, its heat melting a halo around it. Rashid bent down and picked it up then sniffed at the burnt nitro-powder almost ceremoniously, before slipping it into his pocket and heading down the other side of the snow-covered hill.


Chapter Sixty-Two



Cadiz, Spain

Six months later

The Atlantic Ocean glistened in the sunlight. Blue skies with few clouds scudding across the horizon. The sea seemed different here, a deeper blue than the Mediterranean, which lay just a few miles distant between the Pillars of Hercules, the jaws of Gibraltar and Jebel Moussa, the northernmost tip of Morocco.

The water was cold. It was early May and a few degrees cooler than the Mediterranean which was starting to warm with the longer days. King had swum for almost an hour then made for shore, but ignoring the inflatable tender, which was pulled above the tideline, he had spread himself on the sand, the sun drying him slowly and warming his core. Beside him rested a towel and his mask and snorkel, and in a net bag, the fish that he had caught earlier. He closed his eyes, the sound of the tiny waves on the shore relaxing him and filling him full of appreciation of nature, and luck. Luck, because he had survived again. Surgery, rehabilitation, and rest. He had lost weight but was slowly building his strength and stamina once more. The same went for Caroline, who had recuperated beside him. They had worked together to get well. Steady walks, a good diet and slowly building to physical exercise. Once they had been ready for more, they had flown to Alicante, picked up their yacht and sailed for Mallorca. Runs along the beaches, weight training with rocks and callisthenics on the sand and swimming in the cool waters.

In the same hospital that King had visited Newman in after their ill-fated operation in Switzerland last year, Newman had visited King and they had shaken hands, finally burying the past. The CIA officer, officially retired and working for a clandestine unit, had left to return to the United States without the drive and having to explain where two-hundred-million dollars of secret funds had gone. The funds, of course would be tracked back to Sir Galahad, and Ramsay had welcomed this, thus consolidating his stewardship of the department working on the periphery of MI5.

Ramsay had visited him, but he hadn’t brought grapes. King had handed him the drive that he had swapped after he had taken it from Ahmadi. Ramsay had been pleased that the decoy he had secretly given King in his hotel room before the mission had borne an eerie likeness. He would sit on it for now, unsure whether anybody should have such power at their fingertips. The damage had already been done to Britain’s enemies, bank accounts disappeared, security firewalls penetrated, and data breached – and all from the top of Piz Aldernvorch and by Zahedi’s own hand. The IP addresses that Ramsay had supplied for Newman’s demonstration were all that of government departments in Russia, China, and Iran. After all, Ramsay was a chess genius, and he looked several moves ahead of his opponents.

King wanted to ask why Ramsay had not warned them off when it was clear that Ahmadi would compromise them, but he already knew, and he was damned if he was going to go down that road with Ramsay. The man was a statistician and he had already weighed the odds. Ramsay had told him that MacPherson and Sir Galahad were no longer in the picture, and that they had almost managed to outsmart them from the moment Ahmadi had initially defected. Ramsay had not hidden his admiration for Sir Galahad Mereweather’s brilliant mind, realising that they had been played from the very start. And what had prompted Ramsay to look at the situation with fresh eyes? Rashid’s dislike of fairy tales. The breadcrumbs in the woods and the wolf under Little Red Riding Hood’s nose. Rashid had asked how gullible kids could be, and Ramsay had not been able to stop thinking about his comment.

King sat up and looked at the yacht listing gently on the rolling swell. Caroline would be waiting for the fish he had caught, but he needed a few more minutes of isolation to gather his thoughts and enjoy the warm sun on his skin. To his right a young woman perched on some rocks reading a novel. She wore dark oversized sunglasses and a wide-brimmed straw sunhat, and she looked the picture of sophistication. Her long legs were toned and bronzed, and she covered her bikini-clad body with a wrap that wafted in the breeze. Somewhat guiltily, having looked for what he and Caroline would both have agreed as too long, he looked around where two old men were casting long fishing rods on the other side of the beach, their yellow-tipped floats bobbing in the swells as they talked animatedly and smoked incessantly. King approved of their cast, knowing that he had bagged two large red snappers at a similar depth. The waters were teaming with fish here. The typical North Atlantic species meeting the more exotic Mediterranean. Cool water with temperate currents and deep shelves were ideal conditions for the entire food chain, and they had eaten well for nothing more than dropping some colourful lures or snorkelling with a speargun.

King glanced back at the woman on the rocks - he was only human after all – but she had gone. Only the wrap, sunhat and novel remained on the rocks. He laid back down on the warm sand, tucking his hands behind his neck and enjoying the golden hue through his closed eyelids. Life was good. Both he and Caroline had taken open-ended leave and they planned to sail to the Canaries before returning to work sometime in mid to late summer. He enjoyed London in late summer. Leafy streets and street cafés and coffee shops setting up outside tables, enjoying an evening drink outside a pub on the Thames.

The hue was cast dark, a large cloud blocking the sun. King opened his eyes and stared up into the face of a curious-looking man holding a rolled towel. He was about to ask him what he meant by standing over him on an otherwise empty beach, but the muzzle of a pistol poking an inch from the towel told him all he needed to know. It looked a large calibre like a .45, the sort of gun that only required one shot to do its job.

“She didn’t call off the contract, then?” King asked, staring, like so many of his own marks had, down the barrel of the gun.

“No,” the man replied somewhat effeminately. “She wouldn’t do something like that. It’s quite ridiculous of you to think that she would.” He paused. “You crossed a line. She upped the bounty on your head, and more like me will come after you if I fail… which clearly, I will not,” he said, moving the weapon so that it lined up with King’s face.

King saw that the man wore the same red bikini bottoms, which now looked like a Speedo, but he had lost the bikini top, and the oversized woman’s sunglasses were pushed up on top of his head. He was thin and lithe, and his body was completely hairless. Curiously, King felt miffed that if he was to die, then this was not the sort of person who should do it. The man certainly did not look like a tough guy – hell, King had even been drawn to the man’s legs when he had been in the guise of a woman sunning herself on the rocks. Of all the soldiers, well-trained agents, and hardened criminals he had cut down over the years, this was not a fitting end. He felt cheated somehow.

“Are you scared?” Franz Oppenheimer asked. He had thought of himself as Frankie while sunbathing on the rock, and she had lured many men to their fate.

“No,” King replied, choosing to stare the man in the eyes rather than look at the gun barrel.

“Are you going to beg for your life?”

“No.”

“Good,” Franz replied. “Because it wouldn’t do you any good.” He paused, glancing around longer than King ever would have in the same situation. Then, looking back at him with determination in his dark eyes he said, “Because I’m an assassin, it’s what I do…”


Author’s Note



Want the next book in the series? Die Trying

Hi - Thanks for reading and I hope you enjoyed reading my story as much as I enjoyed writing it! I wouldn’t be able to do this without you, the reader, so thank you and I hope you’ll be around for the next book! If you have time to rate this story - or any others - or leave a short review on Amazon then you would make this author extremely happy!

You can learn more about my work at www.apbateman.com where you can also sign up to my mailing list where you will hear about offers, discounts and new releases.

I hope to entertain you again soon,

A P Bateman
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