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London
He was in deep trouble.
As Jonathan Marshall kept looking at the computer screen from different angles, he knew he had just unwittingly entered a world of deep, abiding, vexing turmoil.
‘Well, something’s not bloody adding up,’ he said quietly to himself at his desk.
He jerked his tie away from his throat and twisted his head vigorously left and right to loudly crack a few neck bones, before settling his eyes on the screen again.
   Something’s definitely not right,
he thought.
He could feel ‘the pressure’ building up inside him. It was the pressure of delivering the current project on time, at all costs – or face a surreptitious firing.
He looked up and out the window to try to clear his mind. He could see some fields on the other side of the business park on the outskirts of London. It was technically a great view from the office window, but did little to ease Jonathan’s current state of mind as a worker in the department.
The department in question was an ‘internal consultancy’ which undertook projects for ‘the Organisation’. Jonathan worked with people who all had to be slightly unbalanced to work where they did, and endure the hours they put in.
‘The Organisation’ was the largest oil company in the world.
Jonathan looked back at his computer screen. On it was a map of Europe, Russia and the Middle East. The map had lots of coloured lines running across it at various angles. They were oil pipelines: some existing, some proposed.
The screen depicted the energy security and supply options for the European Union over the next fifty years.
‘What’s at stake here is the balance of power in Europe, Asia and the Middle East,’ he said to himself, as he leaned forward and tapped a few of the coloured lines with his finger.  
‘These results are vital to the EU and to this company ... Europe has no oil and wants to move away from the Middle East as a supplier – the only answer is to run a new pipeline straight from east to west, from Russia ... but that would never happen unless there were serious political and property changes in the countries it would have to go across ...’ his voice trailed off because the results of his recent calculations on the map scared the hell out of him.
His mind screamed: I want out!
At times of extreme stress, he always thought about the village he came from in Oxfordshire. He often wondered how he had gone from living amongst people who were transparently honest, to mixing with packs of political backstabbers in the corporate jungle.
He had redone the calculations twice with the same result. Something was not stacking up with his analysis against the information in the rest of the project, and he was the one who had to sort it out.
The success of the project and its wider ramifications were all resting on his shoulders.
It was stressing him immensely.
Focus, dammit,
he thought desperately. I need to figure this out. I need to finish it! Otherwise I’ll get fired! I’ll have no house, be stuck living with bloody Harry forever, and never get a woman! I need to find out why the analysis isn’t stacking up, and why someone wants an analysis done on something that’s impossible.              I need a second opinion. From the only person I trust in this corporate snake pit.
He needed his friend, the one he bounced ideas off – Conor Wright.
The hubbub behind him was becoming intolerable. It was a Friday afternoon in the large open-plan office, which was getting noisy as people sensed the weekend approaching.
‘What are you working on?’ a voice said over Jonathan’s shoulder.
Jonathan flicked a few buttons on his computer keyboard to change the view to another program, before turning around.
Oh no, Tom Aleck! Jonathan thought as he saw who was behind him.
Tom Aleck’s nickname was ‘Metaphor Man’ as he had spent so long in American business schools and as a consultant that he could no longer take part in a normal conversation. He could only speak in business metaphors.
Tom was pointing at Jonathan’s screen.
‘Pie graphs showing market share, eh?’ he said in his softly spoken American accent. ‘One hundred percent of a market being the total size of the cake on offer. Each segment of the cake representing the market share of each player in the market and their size of the cake.’
Jonathan looked back at his screen.
He had brought up market share graphs for the international and government-owned oil companies across Europe and Russia. The screen showed a series of circles that had many segments cut within them – just like a birthday cake cut into slices of varying thicknesses while still remaining a circle.
‘And?’ Jonathan asked with a streak of annoyance.
I’m under enough pressure without someone talking to me about bloody cake,
he thought.
‘I was looking at something similar earlier today,’ Tom said, oblivious to Jonathan’s tone. ‘Thing is, the share of all the international oil companies has been declining for some time.’
Tom pointed at the screen, at a series of thin segments in the largest circle. ‘Being squeezed by governments and oil companies owned by governments – essentially we’re left playing with smaller pieces of cake.’
‘Playing with smaller pieces of cake!’
Jonathan exclaimed incredulously. ‘That’s pushing it on the business metaphor front – even for you?’
Tom shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘The only way for an international oil company to grow now is to break out of the current segment they exist in – cross over to others.’
Jonathan’s face dropped. ‘Holy crap,’ he said. ‘You’re absolutely right. You’ve just given me a massive clue to something I was working on. Thanks!’
‘Any time,’ Tom said, before walking away to comment on someone else’s work.
Jonathan turned back to his screen – stunned.
Of course! The only way we can break out of our market share segment and get more of this bloody cake is if we do things we said we never would … by dealing with people we said we would never touch. That’s what this analysis is! We could never do this proposed pipeline on our own, or through legitimate business means alone ... so why am I checking if it’s possible?
‘Now I definitely need that second opinion,’ Jonathan said to his screen.
His head started spinning.
His thoughts were now contending with the noisy office discussion weekend plans as it approached leaving time.
To him it was a cacophony of voices with twenty different accents competing for ascendancy.
He pushed his chair back and stood up – everything counted on finding Conor Wright.
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London
‘On my way,’ Conor Wright ended the call from Jonathan on his mobile phone, paid for his coffee and marched out of the canteen.
As soon as Jonathan put the phone down to Conor, he immediately fell back to being transfixed by the screen. Apart from things not adding up, his frustration came from not knowing who he was doing this work for.
The assignment had arrived in an email from the vice president of the consultancy. It came with just a note saying ‘for someone important’. Jonathan hated all this political intrigue crap. He’d recently begun to feel, with some discomfort, like a faceless cog in a big machine; not even allowed to question why he was working on something. He yearned for some excitement and adventure in his life.
He felt a presence sneaking up behind him. A cold chill ran through his body as he contemplated that it was Falcus Loader.
Falcus was a previous boss with whom Jonathan had endured a horrific experience in Venezuela. Jonathan never wanted to see or have anything to do with Falcus Loader ever again. But he had heard that Falcus was back in London and was therefore terrified at any potential meeting-point. Memories of the ‘Venezuelan Incident’ flooded over him in waves of horror. He turned slowly to see another consultant, Lambdon Jilbani, trying to look over his shoulder at the screen.
Jonathan breathed a sigh of relief that it was not Falcus, before becoming intensely irritated. Lambdon deeply annoyed him at the best of times. Now was not the best of times. He just wanted to talk the analysis through with Conor, not deal with an idiot like Lambdon.
Lambdon was British of Indian descent, and one of those annoying consultants who always assumed himself to be best at every conceivable conversational topic. He was in the ‘avoid like Ebola’ column in the mental spreadsheet of people that Jonathan kept in his mind.
‘Piss off, Lambdon,’ he said.
‘Oooh!’ cooed Lambdon, stepping closer.
Jonathan turned the screen off with a jab of his index finger on its power button.
‘You seem a bit stressed. What’s the name of the project you’re working on?’ Lambdon asked casually.
‘It’s nothing,’ Jonathan said.
‘Project nothing?’ Lambdon asked.
‘Don’t be moronic. Just because you claim to come from another culture doesn’t mean you have to take everything literally,’ Jonathan said.
‘What is it, then?’ Lambdon persisted.
‘Fine. Project Globe.’
‘Is it a global project? That is, the scope covers every region around the world?’
‘Yes, the clue is in the name,’ Jonathan said, the irritation clear in his voice.
‘Not necessarily,’ Lambdon said. ‘This company is full of misnomers. Not too long ago I worked on a “global strategy for fuels” – it was neither global, nor a strategy, and only had something vaguely to do with fuels.’
‘I can’t discuss it with you,’ Jonathan said flatly.
‘Hah!’ Lambdon retorted. ‘Think you’re working on a confidential project? Mine is so top secret, I dare not even speak its nom de plume. I’m not even working here in the office. I’m on the twelfth floor – in Portfolio. Where the top secret work happens: divesting, market entries, mergers and acquisitions. I only came down here to pick up my mail and grace you plebs of a lower caste with my presence.’
‘Great. I’m so happy for you,’ Jonathan said. ‘Now will you piss off?’
The door to the office banged open and Conor Wright marched in clutching a coffee; he fixed his steely blue eyes on Lambdon as he marched toward him and Jonathan. 
Lambdon’s eyes widened and he quickly shuffled towards the other end of the office.
Conor sidled up to Jonathan’s table and leant against it, placing his coffee down.
‘So watch’ya want?’ Conor asked in his thick Massachusetts accent.
‘I’m doing this analysis,’ Jonathan explained. ‘Economics of building a new Eurasian pipeline, and I’m sure the methodology is right; but what I’m seeing as the final result isn’t adding up – or not in the real world, anyway. The main piece of work was done somewhere else in the company, by someone in Oil Production. I’ve fixed a few things, but the final result is either wrong – or scary. I want you to cross-check it for me before I take it any further. You’re the only one I trust around here.’
‘Sure, man. I have some spare capacity this afternoon. Whiz it through on email,’ Conor said, as he picked up his coffee and took a swig.
The phone on Jonathan’s desk started ringing.
Jonathan stared at it.
‘You gonna pick that up?’ Conor asked. 
Jonathan’s extended his hand slowly and picked up the receiver. He brought it gingerly to his ear and muttered a very soft ‘Hello.’
His face drained of colour and he immediately hung up.
The door to the office banged open and a man with a shaved head in a black suit was standing in the doorway. The man was holding a mobile phone aloft.
‘Just checking you’re there,’ the man said loudly in a deep, booming voice.
‘Shit!’ Conor exclaimed. ‘Falcus Loader! I can’t help you here, buddy.’ Conor got up quickly to move back to his own desk.
Falcus jerked his thumb towards an empty meeting room nearby and Jonathan meekly walked into it with Falcus, closing the door behind them.
‘Who’s that guy?’ the young female consultant sitting next to Conor asked, as he arrived back at his desk further down the office.
Conor thought he may as well give it to the young woman straight, and finally shatter any of her illusions about the company she was working for.
‘That … is a hangover from a previous time – they call him the “Black Prince” – he makes the deals “off the books” with people no-one else wants to deal with. With today’s legal frameworks, I’m surprised the organisation is still able to employ him.’
The young consultant leant in closer to Conor, who was watching the scene with amusement.
‘What’s his deal with Jonathan?’ she asked in a whisper. ‘I thought Jonathan was one of our top guys. But I just saw him go as white as a sheet when that pointed at him.’
‘Well, when Jonathan was recruited into the company and ranked as “top management potential”, Falcus there was assigned to him as a mentor. In those days, Falcus was busy leading the company back into Venezuela for the third time. He had free rein out there back then. Jonathan was sent to join him in Caracas.’
Conor sighed, before continuing. ‘Nobody really knew what went on there for a year, but something went wrong – badly wrong. It was referred to in hushed tones around here as “the Venezuelan Incident”. Apparently staff from the organisation had to get airlifted out of the country pretty damn quickly. Nobody knew why – but it was bad.
Nobody who was there would talk about it. Any mention of Venezuela still has the effect on Jonathan that you saw earlier.’
‘Wow!’ said the young consultant, her eyes agog at the story. ‘I thought I was just here to work spreadsheets.’
‘Oh, you are,’ replied Conor. ‘The final rumour around the big screw-up was that once Jonathan made it back to England, there was a four-month recovery programme sponsored by the organisation in Sussex. He came back – and he’s still one of the best of us. Jonathan is someone the organisation has plans for.’ Conor turned to the young woman. ‘Though why they keep Falcus around is beyond me. The days of swashbuckling oil are over – he’s going to lead us into serious trouble one day.’
Inside the austere meeting room, Falcus fixed Jonathan with his steely grey eyes. ‘Jonathan,’ he said evenly, ‘I’m disappointed, it seems like you don’t want to talk to me.’
Jonathan had to be careful. Falcus was still vastly more senior than him and could still end his career.
‘I’m just very busy, my current assignment is very challenging.’
‘And how’s that assignment progressing?’
‘A tough analysis, but we’ll get there in the end.’
‘You always do,’ Falcus smiled. ‘That’s why I chose you to do it … you’re working for me.’
‘What … ’ The words died in Jonathan’s mouth.
‘That’s right,’ Falcus continued. ‘The interesting piece of work you’re engaged in right now ... is for me. Well, not me directly, I’m doing it as a favour for an old friend in Oil Production. Know him from a brief foray into Siberia. I see it as a simple cross-checking of something done by a spreadsheet monkey on the other side of the fence in Production.’ Falcus leant forward. Jonathan could feel is eyes boring into him.              ‘I’ve got special dispensation from your boss,’ Falcus said. ‘You’re working for me on this, and nothing else. It needs to be complete by next Wednesday – or else your career and life as you know it is over. There’s a meeting of bigwigs in Moscow in the next few days to decide if we’re in on slapping some new pipelines across big sections of the map. Our company needs good reasons to show why we need to be in on that deal – that’s what your analysis must show. Nobody knows about the pipeline now, but when it’s announced in the next few days, we need to be prepared, and seen as leading the deal.’
Jonathan visibly slumped in his chair. It was like a trapdoor to hell had been opened up beneath him.
‘It doesn’t add up,’ he mumbled.
‘Finish it, by Wednesday,’ Falcus said, standing up. ‘Or you’re done here.’ He stared at Jonathan for a few seconds longer to ensure he understood the position he was in, then turned and walked out.
Jonathan looked up and could barely register his own reflection in the blank screen of the large plasma television installed on the far wall.
He looked like he had just been lobotomized.
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Moscow
Calvin Mitchell, Chief Executive Officer of the largest and most influential oil company in the world, surveyed the Moscow skyline from his top-floor hotel room. 
‘Uh, sir, you probably shouldn’t stand so close to the window,’ said one of the security men standing by the door to the room.
‘It’s bullet-proof glass,’ Mitchell said.
‘Still, sir, we have instructions,’ the security man said in a slightly plaintive voice.
‘Here’s a new one. Get out.’
The two security men at the back of the room looked at each other.
‘Now,’ said Mitchell.
The two men slowly slunk out of the room and closed the door behind them.
Calvin Mitchell put one hand on his Armani belt buckle and the other on the window pane. He wasn’t looking at the amazing view of the city, he was looking at his own reflection in the glass.
‘Good to be on top,’ he said to himself with a smile.
He was in the plushest hotel room in the land. Exotic delicacies and expensive drinks from far-off places adorned all the tables.
Got to take moments like these to enjoy the fruits of hard work, he thought.
Calvin Mitchell was fifty-eight; his place in oil industry history was already assured, and he had enough money to buy all the ranches adjoining his in Texas. He still had time to run on his tenure as CEO, yet these days he kept finding his mind turning to the breeding of his heifers, rather than the next giant oil deal.
He heard the main door opening again but did not turn around. He knew it was his head of security.
‘Sir, you shouldn’t be in here alone,’ the security officer said, as he closed the door behind him.
Mitchell ignored him.
‘Russian security is really busting our balls, sir. Say they won’t set up the meeting with their man tomorrow unless we comply with some of their rules.’
‘Ah, the meeting,’ Mitchell said, savouring the words; rolling them around in his mouth as if they were delicious sweets.
The global energy picture for the next twenty years hinged on the outcome of this meeting.
Would the Russians tie up with Europe and the American oil companies? Would it be enough to shift the balance of power away from the Middle East? Would the cost of trampling human and property rights in ramming a massive pipeline across Eurasia be worth it? All in the name of squeezing terrorist funding and advancing humanity?
It was up to Mitchell, as head of the largest oil company in the world, to decide which way it went. Mitchell had already decided he was not going to go ‘all in’ – not bet on the full-house scenario with his stake.
He was going to go in with a ‘light’ version that he knew was acceptable to the environmentally minded Russian vice president. There would be a deal, but not the one many stakeholders were expecting. No massive pipeline to bind the infrastructures of the West and Russia, but a number of smaller development projects to still draw their economies closer. He would still bow out on a high, and he was so close now he could smell it. He sniffed again loudly through his nose.
‘Whatever,’ he said to his security man. ‘I tell you, I’ve been in this game since I was fifteen. If I was worried about security, I wouldn’t have got into oil in the first place.’
‘Yes, sir, however, they do seem very serious.’
‘Fine, tell them they can set it up and I’ll comply. Now get out.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Mitchell heard the door click closed behind him.
He took in a deep intake of air, like he was sucking in the city.
‘Good to be on top.’
On a higher floor at the other end of the building, in the suite of the hotel adjoining the conference centre, Viktor Maslov, the vice president of the Russian Federation, poured himself a mineral water with ice from the bar, as his security people briefed him on the upcoming meeting.
‘The American will not listen to us about security,’ one of the agents said.
‘Fine,’ said Viktor Maslov. ‘I will talk to him. I want you to set up the logistics of the meeting tomorrow. He must follow instructions, or it does not happen. Mitchell may be a complete boorish asshole, and those being his best qualities, but we still need him to agree. There are too many other interested parties wanting this not to happen. I think he will. He wants this as well. It will allow him to ride off into the sunset in his stupid cowboy hat.’
Maslov leaned forward to sit on the edge of his seat. ‘Make sure he gets to the meeting.
We have to save the environment for future generations. The project that has been bandied around for decades that no one speaks of ...’ Maslov paused. His face darkened. ‘The one which you only hear whispers, and what whispers you hear scare you – this must stop. We can have concessions in the north and east where there are plenty of resources. Russia needs the development and the Americans will be satisfied. This week we end the whispers with ink on paper.’
The security agent nodded. He was of the old school and would do whatever was instructed of him. He looked around the room at the six agents lining the wall. All good men – hand-picked by him. Ready to do their duty.
‘It’s all arranged,’ the agent said. ‘Everything is ready for tomorrow; right down to the statements of the press secretary.’ He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a black mobile phone. His fingers quickly jabbed a number on the keypad and he reached across to give it to the vice president. ‘Just tell John Wayne to be ready at eight-thirty in the morning.’
Across the building and two floors down, the phone next to Calvin Mitchell rang. He picked it up.
‘Let’s meet,’ said the voice of Viktor Maslov.
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Moscow
In a hotel room on the third floor of the Zhinovsky Conference Centre, a group of ten assassins were pulling all sorts of disassembled weaponry out of carrier bags. Having been given their fake uniforms and necessary passes, they had arrived in Moscow the previous night and moved into the hotel part of the conference centre this morning. They were all dressed as catering staff. The kitchens to the venue were huge, and a hive of activity as the breakfast needs of over two thousand people were taken care of.
Their official entry cards were checked at the entrance and passed without incident. They had walked through the kitchen carrying a variety of assorted catering boxes and carrier bags. Only one security guard addressed them as they were getting into the service elevator for the third floor. They would probably find his body on top of the elevator tomorrow after he failed to report in and a thorough search of the premises undertaken; by which time the killers would be in unmarked cars being dispersed in all directions of the compass. 
‘How long till we go?’ said one of the men in Russian, as he slammed a fully loaded clip into an automatic rifle and checked the sights.
‘About an hour,’ another said, as he checked his watch and then began handing balaclavas out.
‘Everyone practised yelling their Arabic insults?’ the group leader asked. ‘They need to be convincing if we’re to get this blamed on the Muslims.’
All the men nodded.
Amongst the clicking of metal, catches and clips being engaged as they started to quickly assemble their weaponry, one of them turned on the television and switched it to the news channel.
Live news footage of the conference centre came on the screen. An attractive female reporter was standing outside, describing the meeting that was to take place between Viktor Maslov, the vice president of the Russian Federation, and Calvin Mitchell, American CEO of the largest oil company in the world.
‘An unusual meeting for a Saturday,’ the reporter was saying into her microphone.              ‘But this was dictated by the heavy schedules of both men and the wish to use the result of the meeting in the keynote address to close the seminar on Monday. Many are hoping that their meeting will result in an agreement that allows a level of oil and gas development that the Russian government and the oil company are happy with, but that also limits areas for drilling in many parts of the country and in former Soviet states due to environmental considerations.’
In another part of the building, the security chiefs of Calvin Mitchell and Viktor Maslov were standing side by side, watching the television that had been set up in the corner of the room. Behind them, the doors were closed where their bosses were meeting.
They were in an anteroom adjoining the main meeting room. Their men were posted all along the main hall outside, and on the floors above and below. The secret service, as well as the local police, had also provided security. These personnel were scattered all around the lower floors of the hotel, the lobby and entrances.
All were adamant in having the security detail done their way. This meant there were effectively four security operations going on. The biggest threat was probably a misunderstanding between different security personnel, where one over-zealous graduate might pull a gun out too soon and other forces would react.
‘All units – report!’ the American security officer said into his sleeve. He then held his finger to his right ear to listen to his positions being checked off with the word “Clear!”
So far everything was going well. The two security men had closed the door to the main meeting room themselves. The meeting was scheduled to go on for another twenty minutes. The door behind them clicked open, and they both quickly turned.
The phone in the room where the assassins were rang for one shrill ring before it was picked up. The man in the balaclava who picked it up listened for ten seconds, and then replaced the receiver without saying a word.
The other nine men in the room were all looking at him. Their white caterers’ uniforms had been removed and were in a pile in the corner. They were now all dressed head to toe in black – even their faces being covered by balaclavas.
Each man had one main automatic rifle next to him, and an array of weaponry on his person.
‘We go in thirty minutes,’ said the man who had picked up the phone.
He was looking at the television on the opposite side of the room. The female reporter was back outside the convention centre with her microphone.
‘We’re getting reports from inside the centre that the meeting even finished early,’ the reporter was saying on the screen, ‘with common objectives being agreed. No details of what has been agreed yet, but initial reports from representatives indicate the meeting went very well. The details are being left to the respective press secretaries for the rest of the afternoon. We have been told that they will issue statements on Monday morning.’
At the very same moment across town, a man in a grey trench coat emerged from a stairwell onto the roof of a three-story building on the south-west corner of Pushkin Square. The man was carrying a standard business briefcase and, if challenged, could claim he was a surveyor for a billionaire investor, who was interested in the building he was on top of. Property was always hot in this part of Moscow.
The man walked to the edge of the roof and fixed his gaze on a white, three-storey building across the road on Tverskoy Boulevard. The building he was on was unique in that it was one of the few in the area that was not infected by the plague of neon signs that seemed to have taken hold all over the city.
When it was dark in a few hours, no one would be able to see him up here, as they would be blinded by the tunnel of neon that the street became once the sun took its last rays off the land. The man hunched down and clipped open the briefcase. He pulled out a high-powered rifle scope and stood up; then fixed the scope to his right eye to look through a window in the building over the road.
He adjusted the lens to focus the cross hairs on a wooden chair behind a table, which was draped in freshly pressed white linen.
‘The chair Clinton sat in,’ the man said quietly to himself. ‘How predictable.’
He hunched down again to quickly and efficiently begin assembling a black high-calibre sniper rifle. After slotting all the parts together to form the weapon, the final touch was to slide and clip the scope into place. It went in with a neat click.
Everything was set up and ready to go.
He gently placed the rifle against the wall, took his coat off, and placed it over the top of the long barrel to cover it up. Looking at his watch, the man noted that he had just under an hour to wait. That was fine, he was a hunter – the wait was all part of the game.
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Moscow
Viktor Maslov’s head of security clinked some ice into a crystal tumbler at the bar and took it over to the Russian vice president, who was reclining on the largest sofa in his suite. The security officer did not have to take the man water, it was not part of his job, but he didn’t mind.
Maslov was an honest man, ducking and weaving as best he could in a pit of striking snakes – trying his utmost to accomplish something worthwhile. Maslov smiled as he took the glass and poured mineral water into it from a bottle on the table in front of him.
‘You know,’ Maslov said as he brought the glass to his lips and took a sip. ‘I think we might have done it. Actually co-ordinated a deal amongst all the morons and the devils. I’m so tired now.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Maslov indicated for his security officer to sit down on the adjoining sofa and relax a little. The man hesitated as he was still on duty. There were five other agents in the room and two outside the door. The drapes where closed and they had blackout material behind them. It was still light outside, but inside the men had got used to living by artificial light. The security man sat down.
He immediately stood up again. He had heard a noise outside the main door to the hotel room.
‘Anyone order anything?’ he asked all the men in the room.
No-one raised their hand.
The head of security simultaneously reached for the small radio in his inside jacket pocket and motioned for one of his men to go and check the door. As he clicked the button on his radio to speak into it, all the lights went out.
‘Breach!’ he yelled, as he drew his gun and fumbled in the darkness to grab the vice president. He knew what his men were doing. By now each one had his weapon in hand and was pulling out and putting on night vision goggles. His own goggles were in a pack behind the bar. He knew he would never get there in time.
He grabbed a handful of Maslov’s jacket and started pulling the vice president on his hands and knees across the floor, to where he knew the main bedroom was situated at the rear.
A sliver of light pierced the room as the door opened slightly, followed by a burst of multiple voices yelling in Arabic as a small container sailed into the room.
A cacophony of deafening gunfire erupted and orange bursts of flame were being spat around the room as the security men opened fire on the door in the darkness.
There was a small pumpf noise as the container exploded in the air and splattered the room with green liquid.
The security men started screaming in pain. ‘It burns,’ yelled one.
‘Get it off me!’
‘Keep firing!’ The head of security yelled.
‘Don’t let them kill me!’ Maslov yelled in terror.
Something no bigger than an aerosol can rolled into the room past the bottom of the door. The room erupted in an explosion of white light as a phosphorous flare ignited. All the Russians in the room screamed and clawed at their heads maniacally. The white light, intensified a hundred times through the night vision goggles, seared their retinas: they were all momentarily blinded.
The door burst open and men clad head to toe in black charged in with automatic weapons firing. The flare was still burning, so everything glowed in incandescent white light. The assassins were wearing wraparound sunglasses under their balaclavas to offset the brightness of the flare. Bullets tore into the security men, felling half of them. The rest hit the floor and rolled to the nearest piece of furniture for cover. The men charged with protecting Viktor Maslov started returning fire by sticking their hands above couches and tables and firing blindly.
The assassins were moving quickly through the room. They wore full Kevlar body armour under their black clothes, so those that were hit by the wild shots of their prey were only momentarily halted. They were still picking Maslov’s men off easily; firing fully automatic bursts in to their bodies and following up with head shots.
In the chaos of light, smoke and the smell of cordite, the head of security had made it to the bedroom door and was shoving Maslov through it. Splinters rained down on him as the firefight raged.
The flare, thanks to his lack of goggles, had not affected him badly.
Maslov was almost through the door when the security chief’s peripheral vision picked up movement. He turned to his left to see one of his men, Yuri, crouched behind a sofa. Yuri was looking at him and not firing at the assassins.
What the hell’s the matter with him? he thought as he turned back to give Maslov one final shove to get him through the door.
The security chief’s chest exploded in pain as a bullet hit the centre of it.
Yuri! his brain screamed. From the angle, he instantly knew the bullet came from Yuri’s position. He turned in time to see Yuri fire at him again.
One of his own agents helping them!
The security chief collapsed flat onto the floor.
All the firing stopped.
The security chief’s vision was blurred from the pain – darkness began to close in on his mind. He knew he was going to black out.
There were no more lines of defence for the vice president. He knew he had failed. He dimly saw black legs stepping over him, and the bedroom door being kicked open. He heard Maslov’s voice yelling, followed by rapid bursts of automatic gunfire – then silence.
Maslov was gone.
They had been betrayed.
The last thing the security chief saw was the black legs stepping over him again. His last thought before the world faded to nothingness was ‘Mother Russia, what has happened to your sons?’
At the same time, across the city, the crowd in Café Pushkin was just beginning to build. The atmosphere, like much in the new Russia, was wholly artificial. The restaurant embraced three levels. Guests walking in on the ground floor were greeted by a decorated pharmacy with a bar installed behind the counter. The grand restaurant was on the middle floor, decorated in the pre-revolutionary upmarket style: stuccoed sophistication covered the floors and walls, and shelves of unread books snaked around decorated columns. It was designed to make guests feel like they were in the Tsar’s private library in the eighteenth century – the only difference being that there was a classical string quartet in the corner.
On the roof, guests could look over the Moscow skyline in summer, from the repose of a beautiful Mediterranean terrazzo.
Café Pushkin was one of the most famous restaurants in Moscow. Most of the locals and Westerners lucky enough to get a table, and wealthy enough to pay the exorbitant prices, were where predominantly there to show that they were somebody.
Two streets up from the restaurant, an unmarked limousine was passing Pushkin Square. The famous eatery was its destination.
‘Wow. Look at all the neon,’ said Mitchell’s head of security, his face pressing against the blacked-out, bullet-proof glass.
Calvin Mitchell sat opposite, looking distinctly unimpressed.
‘Nah,’ Mitchell said. ‘The lights in Vegas are way better. Hey, did you organize me a girl?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good. I heard about this place we’re going to. This Caf Poochkin. I wanna sit in the chair that Clinton sat in.’ Mitchell said, his southern drawl becoming more prominent as he began to relax.
‘Yes, sir. I thought so, sir. It’s arranged.’
The car pulled up outside the restaurant and the entourage of Calvin Mitchell swept inside.
‘Dang!’ Mitchell exclaimed, as he looked sideways at the alcohol bottles mixed in amongst apothecary vessels in the pharmacy bar. He did not get long to take things in though, as his security officer and two bodyguards shuffled him upstairs.
On the second floor, the restaurant manager was already behind a waiting chair at a table for two. Sitting in the second chair was a gorgeous blonde, with outrageously long legs that stretched out from beneath a classic little black dress.
There was a thin Russian in a tuxedo holding out the other chair at the table. ‘I am Fedyev, manager of Café Pushkin,’ said the host ingratiatingly.
‘And this ...’ Fedyev said, motioning to the showcase of Russian genetics tightly wrapped in black fabric, ‘ ... is Svetlana.’
Svetlana demurely lowered her eyelids half a centimetre. Calvin Mitchell’s eyes widened. He had been with some of the best high-class hookers money could buy – this girl was right up there with the best.
‘And this,’ Fedyev said, motioning to the chair in front of him. ‘Is the chair President Bill Clinton of USA sat in, when he ate here.’ Fedyev stepped back and pulled the chair out for Mitchell to be seated.
‘What I expect,’ Mitchell said, as the chair was pushed in behind him. ‘Take a hike,’ he said to his security as he settled in. He jerked his thumb toward the exit to emphasize the point.
‘Uh, yes, sir,’ the security man replied.
The security officer made a hand signal to the two bodyguards and they all melted into the background of the room.
‘So, Monica,’ Calvin Mitchell began. ‘Do you mind if I call you Monica?’
‘You ken call me votever you like,’ Svetlana purred.
‘Excellent. What’s good to eat here?’ Mitchell asked.
‘Borshch very good,’ Svetlana said.
‘Huh?’ grunted Mitchell.
‘Russian soup,’ Svetlana explained.
‘Yeah, foreign soup, I like soup. Hey Feddie!’ Mitchell yelled to the manager, who was a few tables away. ‘Get us two of the bosch!’
The manager winced, but nodded his head. A waiter in a white jacket was dispatched to the kitchen.
A few minutes later, two steaming bowls of soup materialized in front of the couple. Calvin Mitchell picked up his spoon and looked at Svetlana.
‘Well, Monica, here’s to the bosch,’ Mitchell said, dipping the spoon into the bowl of steaming red beet soup. As he raised a full spoon for the first taste, his mobile phone rang in his inner jacket pocket. 
‘Dammit. Who in the hell is that?’ Mitchell dropped the spoon and fumbled around in his jacket, eventually fishing out a slim, silver phone. He pressed the screen and brought it to his ear.
‘Yeah?’ Mitchell said, annoyed at the intrusion.
‘Calvin Mitchell?’ a voice asked.
‘O’ course, jackass! It’s my ph-’
Calvin Mitchell’s words were cut short as a forty-five-calibre slug tore a small hole through the front of his head and a big hole out the back. A little splat sound was heard as his head dropped, face first, into the soup bowl.
Svetlana screamed.
From a rooftop opposite, the man in a grey coat turned off a mobile phone that was connected to his ear via an earpiece. He then quickly disconnected his high-powered sniper rifle and packed away the pieces into an innocuous-looking business briefcase.
He carefully scanned the ground for any debris that might have fallen onto the floor before walking away and melting into the stairwell.
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Moscow, London,
Washington DC, Houston
Andrei Demetchev, the head of domestic investigations at the Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, the FSB, was slowly dragged from the depths of a deep sleep. A consistent, piercing ringing gradually entered his consciousness. It was his office mobile phone. He looked dazedly at the clock on the wall opposite, to see it was eleven-thirty at night.
Demetchev had made a special effort to come home early, and had fallen asleep in his comfy chair watching the television. His bleary eyes gradually refocused on the pulsating square of the television screen.
Moscow Sparta was losing by two goals in the Champions League football tournament.
‘Atyebis!’ Demetchev swore at the television, before stirring his large frame to pick up the ringing phone. He looked at the number flashing blue on the screen. It was the office. He had left strict instructions not to be disturbed unless it was an emergency.
He snatched up the phone.
‘Da,’ he grunted into it as he glared at the television in disgust. His eyes widened as his brain interpreted the words coming through his ear.
There was an explosion of blankets and snacks as Demetchev shot out of his chair like a man possessed. 
‘Na Kuye!’ he swore violently, racing for the door. There was already a car waiting for him downstairs.
Twenty minutes later, Demetchev was raging at his cowering reports in the FSB offices on Lubyanka Square.
‘How could this have happened?’ he yelled. ‘In the conference centre of all places. Heads will roll for this!’
The yelling came in waves, and his team bobbed and weaved slightly as they rode the storm. Many of them had this down to an art form from experience. Most of them knew that the real reason Demetchev was raging was that the Russian president would be calling imminently – with the sole purpose of raging at Demetchev.
Somebody brought another phone in and passed it to Demetchev.
‘It’s him, Medvjed,’ the man said, as Demetchev took the phone.
Demetchev was a huge man; he had been a weightlifter in his student days, but was drafted into the secret service instead of turning professional. He had picked up the nickname Medvjed, meaning ‘Russian Bear’, when he was an athlete. He still lifted weights and maintained large muscle mass. Thus the name had stuck long after he had finished competing.
As he took the phone everybody watched his huge frame sink a couple of inches lower.
They could hear the yelling coming from the small phone held up to Demetchev’s head. Demetchev pinched the top of the bridge of his nose in pain and kept muttering ‘Da’ into the phone. He grimaced occasionally and pulled the phone away momentarily, every so often when the yelling hit a peak.
The Russian president was unflappable in front of the media and public. Those who worked for him, though, knew full well that the man was capable of colossal tempers. After a couple of minutes of intense yelling and obedient agreeing, Demetchev hung up the phone. His eyes darkened.
‘Well, that about sums up our lives for the next few weeks,’ he said. ‘Our exclusive mission is to find who ordered these murders that have so badly embarrassed the Russian Federation – and damn quickly.’
It was four in the afternoon in London. In the headquarters of the British secret service on the south bank of the Thames, William Gladstone, the head of MI6, took another sip of tea while looking over the churning river.
‘I’m sorry you’ve decided to go early, Henry,’ Gladstone said, as he replaced his cup onto its saucer with a clink. ‘Sorry I had to say goodbye over afternoon tea. In another four hours we could have done this in an even more civilized manner with a whisky.’
‘It’s not a problem, sir. Retirement comes to us all. For me, I know the time is right – it’s not like the old days,’ said Henry Marsdon, an MI6 manager in his early sixties.
‘I’m glad we could sit opposite your desk for a final cup of tea, though,’ Henry said.
Gladstone turned from the window and returned to sitting in his high-backed, red leather chair.
‘I know what you mean – about the old days,’ Gladstone sighed.
He was also in his early sixties but his full head of completely white hair had always made him look older than he was. Recently, he had been feeling his age.
‘The world seems as dangerous a place as it has ever been in my lifetime, Henry.’ Henry nodded philosophically and took another sip of tea.
‘When we started in this game, there was only one enemy and you knew who they were,’ Gladstone continued. ‘Today, threats come at you from every angle. Even within your own country; sometimes ...’ he paused, ‘ ... Sometimes within your own government.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Henry agreed. ‘People were better when we had one giant dragon to slay. Everyone was united. Since there’s been no dragon, it’s as though everyone has turned to picking fights over minor disagreements or, dare I say it sir, just plain greed.’
‘It’s nice to reminisce,’ Gladstone said. ‘Still, as my mother always said to me, one must continue and do one’s best, if it’s right – if it’s duty. These are the important things.’
Henry Marsden laughed. ‘Right you are, sir. Right you are,’ he said. ‘Keep calm and carry on.’
One of the phones on Gladstone’s desk rang sharply to end the interlude with an old colleague. Gladstone’s left eyebrow arched as he looked at it. It was the special phone.
Henry Marsden knew what the phone meant. Both men stood and shook hands. Marsden turned to wordlessly exit the office.

William Gladstone sat down, adjusted his tie, cleared his throat, and picked up the phone.

‘Yes, prime minister,’ he said into the receiver.

‘Ah, Gladstone,’ said the haughty, yet slightly camp, voice of the British prime minister down the line. ‘You’ve seen this business with Maslov and Calvin Michell.’
‘Yes, prime minister. Fifteen minutes ago.’
‘I want you to quietly get some people involved.’
‘I thought you might, prime minister. I’ve already given the orders.’
‘Ah, very good. We need to find out why the head of a global company that brings in so much revenue in tax with being domiciled in the UK has been slain.’
‘Yes, prime minister,’ Gladstone said.
‘And find out if it was a one-off thing with terrorists or something, or if it’s part of something wider. The chancellor is quite worried, you understand. His budget surplus is already looking decidedly … squiffy.’
‘I understand fully, prime minister. The wheels are in motion,’ Gladstone said.
‘Good man. Good man. Keep me abreast.’
The line went dead. Gladstone turned in his chair to face the river again. There was still two minutes of afternoon tea left. He was already looking forward to the whisky.
It was ten in the morning in Washington DC. Chris Calhoun, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, was in a semi-lit briefing room deep within the Pentagon.
The President of the United States was on the phone.
‘Dammit, Calhoun,’ said the president. ‘I want a briefing on my desk this afternoon of what happened in Moscow – dispatch people on this.’
‘But sir, the Russian vice president seems to be a Russian issue, and Mitchell, although an American, was head of a company based in Europe. We have no direct remit or reason to be involved. We could be treading on a lot of toes here.’
‘Dispatch people quietly.’
‘Yes, sir, but we still need ...’
‘Dammit, Calhoun!’ the president interjected. ‘Calvin Mitchell was a damn fine American. I want to know, and the American people want to know, how, and more importantly why,
such a grand captain of industry was assassinated.’
Calhoun knew the president was of the old-school mould of commanders-in-chief. The president was having a presidential “Because I said so” moment. Yet in the current political structure and climate, Calhoun needed to cover himself if the indictments started flying.
‘Yes sir, I maintain we need a stronger mandate.’
‘This call being taped?’
‘No, sir,’ Calhoun lied. He smiled.
‘Good. Then here’s your reason for being involved –
because we damn well should be, and I damn well said so!’
Calhoun’s smile grew wider.
‘Yes, sir. Agents dispatched. Report by this afternoon.’
‘That’s more like it,’ the president said, before hanging up.
Calhoun put down the phone and stopped the recording.
He picked up the receiver again to issue instructions.
It was nine in the morning in Houston, Texas, the global capital of oil. The kingpin of the city was surveying his domain from the top of the tallest building on the skyline.
‘That’s a damn fine sight,’ Roscoe Ickes said, as he watched the sun stretch its rays over a city that looked like an unplanned car park.
Roscoe Ickes was the head of the largest American oil company and the second-largest oil company on the planet.
‘Get me Kaczynski!’ he barked at his assistant near the door.
‘Yes, sir.’
Ickes was not known for his small talk or manners.
A third-generation Texan oil man who had never left America, he had gone straight into refining after qualifying as an engineer, and was soon hurdling his way to the top. He was famous for making unilateral decisions in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. His meteoric rise was due to all of his contrarian decisions paying off handsomely.
Everybody from the most high-profile analyst on Wall Street to the mail boy in his own company was waiting with bated breath for the day, and the accompanying fallout, when one of his unilateral decisions went spectacularly against him.
In the meantime, as he surveyed the city – he was the top dog in oil town.
A man in a black suit entered the expansive office.
‘Kaczynski,’ Ickes said. ‘You heard about this business with Calvin Mitchell?’
‘Yes sir, it’s just breaking on the news networks now.’
‘Good. Look into it.’ Ickes ordered.
‘Sir?’
‘You know what I mean. Calvin and I used to play golf together. Regulators would shit their pants if they ever knew what we really talked about. He was a great son of Texas. It’s a crying shame for a man like that to go out that way,’ Ickes said.
‘Yes, sir. Do you want me to release the Cajun?’ Kaczynski asked.
‘No, no, no. Did I say that? Listen carefully from now on. So … No! No need to go that far. Just have some of our boys on the unofficial payroll look into it – real quiet, like.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Kaczynski said, already turning for the door.
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London
It was five in the afternoon in London as Jonathan Marshall made his way home from work. He had just finished a couple of hours on the ‘loser shift’. This was when all the consultants who were behind on their projects went in on Saturday afternoon to try and catch up. It was a good idea in theory, but so many other consultants turned up that the distractions one was trying to get away from in the week were there again on the weekend.
He had completed some work on his piece for Falcus Loader, before the noise of the office got to him. Once he decided he was no longer being productive, he shut his laptop down.
It was October in London, and the days were the customary grey with light rain. It was not yet cold, but he could feel on his face that the air was starting to drop in temperature.
He walked past an electronics store that had rammed the window display full of televisions on special offer. All the televisions were tuned into BBC News.
Jonathan’s jaw almost hit the pavement when he read the ticker tape of ‘breaking news’ at the bottom of a screen.
I don’t believe it! his mind screamed.
The scrolling text kept going from left to right across the screen:  Calvin Mitchell, CEO of largest oil company, and Viktor Maslov, Russian vice president, both assassinated in Moscow.
Jonathan was dumbstruck.
Calvin Mitchell was the CEO of his company!
He stood mute for a while as the news sank in.
There was no sound, and the ticker tape was not providing any more information.
Eventually, Jonathan closed his mouth and decided to continue going home to get the full story: it would be running on repeat all day on the news channels.
He set off again as quickly as possible, hoping his flatmate, Harry, was not at home; he needed some space to process what was going on.
Once he was home, he checked that Harry wasn’t there, changed, grabbed a beer and sat down in front of the television. He pushed aside the pile of DVDs of spy movies on the couch that was going to be his evening’s entertainment, selected from his vast collection of espionage focussed movies and books. He had a mild obsession in with the genre, which always injected a thrill into his otherwise dull weekend evenings. He turned on the television and caught up with the patchy details that were available; then wondered who to call.
It was clear that the journalists did not know much at this stage. The Russian government was being its usual source of disinformation. ‘Special experts’ were on all the news programmes, postulating that all sorts of random people were responsible: from the Chechens to Muslim fundamentalists to the Russian Mafia.
Just as Jonathan put his feet up and took his first swig of beer, his mobile phone rang on the table next to him. He looked at the caller identification in horror.
Falcus!
At a time like this, Jonathan had to answer. His hand trembled as it picked up the phone and hit the answer button.
‘You watching the news, boy?’ Falcus’s voice boomed over the phone.
‘Yes,’ Jonathan said dejectedly as he slumped slightly in his chair.
‘Can you believe it?’ Falcus exclaimed.
‘No.’
‘I’ve not been this excited in years,’ Falcus said, the pitch in his voice rising as he spoke.
‘Huh?’ Jonathan grunted.
‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ Falcus asked.
‘Hopefully absolutely nothing to do with me,’ Jonathan replied truthfully.
‘It means a shake-up in the management structure of the company. Everyone will be jockeying for new positions.’

‘Oh. No sadness at all then, that people have been killed?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Calvin? Hell, if some terrorist hadn’t done it, his wife probably would have as soon as he retired. Besides – he knew the risks. You want to swim with the big sharks, you got to be prepared to lose some flesh – know what I mean?’
‘He lost half his brains, apparently,’ Jonathan said, as he took another large swig of beer.
‘For us, this is bigger than Calvin!’’
Falcus yelled.
‘For you, you mean.’
‘Aw, don’t be like that, son. Look, you haven’t figured this out yet, so I’ll tell you what this is. This is my chance of redemption for Venezuela.’
‘Ah, I see. Time to come back in from the cold.’
‘You’re damn right. And to make it happen, every card in the deck must be stacked in my favour, boy. So you better have that report finished by Wednesday – or else!’
Jonathan tilted his head away from the phone as Falcus yelled.
‘Oh,’ Falcus said, calming down again, but still very excited. ‘Got another call already – let the jockeying begin!’
With a click, Falcus had hung up.
‘Thanks, Falcus. Always a pleasure. Cheers for sorting everything out.’ Jonathan clicked off the phone and downed the rest of his beer.  He picked up the phone again and autodialled Conor.
Conor would still be in the office at this time.
‘Yo!’ yelled Conor through the phone. ‘You seen the news?’
‘Yes. Hard to believe. What do you make of it all?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Well, it’s obvious the two of them were killed for a reason. The tricky bit is to work out what it was – if anyone can ever get to it. The even trickier bit is finding out who’s actually behind it all. Assuming for now it’s even the same person – or government.’
‘What does everyone else in the office think?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Oh, the political conversations abound. On the surface, everyone’s bouncing ideas no better than those in the news: terrorists, Algerians, eco-whackos.’
‘What about a shake-up in the organisation?’ Jonathan enquired.
‘That too, everyone’s scuttling around trying to find out if the changes will affect them.’
‘Yes, I just had a call from Falcus. He was very excited.’
‘Case in point,’ Conor said.
‘For half the senior management this is the greatest opportunity since the communist countries opened up; for the other half, it’s self-protection time.’ Jonathan said
‘Huh!’ Conor snorted. ‘Don’t lose any sleep over those guys. The whole place would cave in if they didn’t have guys like us doing all the work.’
Jonathan laughed.
‘Let’s go out and hit the bars,’ Conor said, moving the conversation away from work. ‘I know this great Tex-Mex place just off Trafalgar Square. We’ll watch some baseball.’
‘You, my friend, are beyond redemption. You live in London, for God’s sake – go and see a play or something.’ Jonathan said.
‘Boring.’
‘I’m going to go for a run.’
‘All right,’ Conor said. ‘Your loss.’
‘Call me if you hear anything else.’ Jonathan said, earnestly.
‘You too. Stay safe.’ Conor replied.
‘Cheers.’
Jonathan put the phone down again as he heard the key to the front door being used; it was Harry coming home. Jonathan didn’t feel like dealing with his flatmate at this moment, and headed for his bedroom to get changed into his running gear. Some exercise was just what he needed to blast the cobwebs from his mind.
Ten minutes later, he was hitting the pavement at a fast running pace. He made his way from the flat in Southwark towards the Thames and began following his usual exercise route, which was a large loop down the South Bank, across Westminster Bridge, up Embankment, and across Blackfriars Bridge back into south London.
As he ran, he started to think about how his life had come to be in this state. He had joined a global company for adventure, to travel the world on exciting assignments – but he didn’t get any. He joined to make a difference to world events by changing an oil company from the inside – but that wasn’t happening. All that happened was that he toiled on spreadsheets in an office to such an extent that he struggled to recall his interests outside of work.
How to change things? he mused as he ran between the tourists outside the Globe Theatre.
How do I get back to travelling the world and doing exciting things that make a positive difference in the world? he thought. First, though, I have to get to the end of this assignment, otherwise I won’t have the flexibility to change my fate ... I need a certain amount of money in the bank to have the luxury to switch lives.
This train of thought inexorably dragged his focus back to current events, and the project he had to complete for Falcus or prematurely end his career and salary.
As the Festival Hall and the Hayward Gallery hove into view, he recalled something Falcus had said in the office: ‘Meeting of bigwigs in Moscow to decide new pipelines – the company needs to be in on the deal.’
Jonathan stopped running as a moment of panic overtook him.
What if my company is involved in the murders? involved in some secret backroom deal to push a new oil pipeline through? What does that mean for me, if I’m doing work on that very project for them?
He walked to the railing of the walkway and looked out over the chaotically churning waters, which seemed to reflect his state of mind. He turned away from the angry river and put his head in his hands.
Don’t panic,
he thought: there’s no proof of anything!
A random thought popped into his head – something a senior manager had said to him when he had first started out in the company: Focus on the things you can control.
Right, he thought, what does that mean in this situation? Get the report done by Wednesday, then start a plan to do something different with your life.
He lifted his head up and started running again, with Westminster in his sights. As he ran he kept repeating to himself, ‘Report by Wednesday; start plan for new life.’
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Moscow, London
Beneath the dome of the yellow and white neo-classical Senate building in the Kremlin, the president of the Russian Federation was venting his fury at anyone in sight.
‘So let me get this straight,’ he yelled at the two hapless individuals in front of him. ‘You’re blaming the Jews and the Arabs!’
The supreme head of Russian intelligence, Aleksey Kekushev, took a sidelong glance at Andrei Demetchev, his number two.
‘With current intelligence – yes,’ explained Kekushev. ‘These assassins – whoever they were – were too good. They left not a trace anywhere. Not one human hair. It’s like these men were killed by ghosts.’
The president flung himself into his official chair and buried his head in his hands.
‘We have a national crisis!’ the President yelled. ‘Where the vice president and a global CEO are assassinated a short car ride from here – and we don’t know anything. My intelligence service is blaming it on poltergeists!’
The newly promoted replacement Russian vice president, Anatoly Kirkov, formerly the energy minister, stood to the right and behind the president’s desk. Kirkov had made sure not to stand in front of the desk – lest he be associated with the failure that was being presented to the president.
The security men shifted in their discomfort, and the new VP smirked.
Kirkov could have said something that would aid them, but didn’t – he was enjoying watching them squirm.
‘This is not good enough!’ yelled the president, as he banged the desk in front of him.
‘We have half the force on the case. Led personally by Demetchev here, our best man,’ Kekushev said.
The president leant forward. ‘And no elements of our own services were involved in this? No FSB?’
‘No. Not even from black operations,’ Kekushev replied.
Bullshit, thought the President. Nothing of this scale would go down without some elements of them being involved.
‘The press all over the world is going crazy,’ the president said. ‘We’re looking extremely bad at the moment. Whatever comes out of this, we’re going to have a hard time keeping a sanitized lid on it. Anatoly ...’
The VP’s head whipped around.
‘I want you to take personal charge of the investigation. You know I have to leave tomorrow for this World Bank thing. I want Kekushev and his men reporting to you, and you give me daily updates.’
Kirkov nodded. As the others turned their attention away from him again, he allowed himself a secret smile.
His long-due elevation was already working out better than he had hoped.
The vending machine made a horrendous noise before extruding brown ooze into a plastic cup. Jonathan picked up the cup and inspected the contents at the bottom.
‘So much for the coffee break,’ he said in disgust, before throwing the cup into the nearby recycling bin.
The coffee was off, but he decided to still spend his allotted break time in the refreshment area. BBC News was on the television screen mounted on the wall.
It was Monday, and nothing concrete about the assassinations had surfaced over the weekend.
‘Goddammit!’
A nearby colleague named Parsons spat the coffee back into his plastic cup. Jonathan couldn’t help but smile.
‘Assume it tastes as bad as it looks?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Yes,’ Parsons replied. ‘Like it came out of one of our refineries.’
Parsons joined him in watching the television.
‘Anything new?’ he enquired, pointing at the screen.
‘No,’ Jonathan said. ‘Just of shots of reporters standing outside the Kremlin or Westminster saying “We’re waiting for a statement.” Lots of speculation – that’s all it is at this stage.’
Parsons nodded. ‘I bet that in all the offices of the intelligence and policing agencies of the major world powers, they’re right now drawing up shortlists of suspects,’ he said.
Jonathan did not respond.
‘What do you think?’ Parsons asked, turning to face him.
Jonathan didn’t know Parsons that well. He wouldn’t be drawn into sharing ideas with someone in the organisation he didn’t trust.
‘I don’t know,’ Jonathan asserted. ‘All I do know is – I’ve got a deadline to hit.’
Jonathan walked out of the refreshment area and back to his desk. As he sat down, the view from the window caught his eye. He found himself staring distractedly outside.
He could see it was a typically bleak, autumnal English morning. The clock was ticking on his project, but his mind was still distracted by the whole affair of the assassinations.
If I exclude the possibility that anyone at this company was involved, he thought, as he gazed out the window, there are still plenty of obvious suspects. But who would be well-organized enough, and well-funded, and have the motivation to take them both out on the same day? Either they were into something they shouldn’t have been and were discovered, or they just really pissed off the wrong people.
Maybe they were blocking something a few other groups really wanted? But how the hell were they connected –
Maslov and Mitchell? Maybe they were similar players in two separate cases, which presented an opportunity when they were both in the same country? You could twist it around for ages.
He felt that minds greater than his would figure it out. He sighed as his eyes tracked a trail of a plane in the sky.
Focus on the things you can control.
In the meantime, he was still staring down the double-barrelled deadline of the project review for Falcus.
What was bothering him most was that he had the names of the two dead men in part of his analysis – and that would have to be revised.
He was still tossing up whether to leave in the ‘before’ snapshot of the situation, when the two men were alive, or delete the lot and just hypothesize on what the future situation could now be. He pulled his eyes away from the window with a heavy heart and focused on the computer screen.




9

London
A few hours later and Jonathan was close to despair.
He was fast running out of time on the analysis, and the numbers he had been ordered to work on were still not adding up.
The analysis was essentially about shifting huge amounts of crude oil westwards, out of Russia to the Mediterranean. The only way to shift the volume that was proposed, and make the numbers add up to match the initial spreadsheet received from production, was for quite a few geopolitical elements to change.
Since the numbers weren’t adding up, he would have to go to macro environmental factors that could encourage such a change to occur.
Jonathan had now spent the best part of the day trawling through online databases, trying to find or verify anything of public record lodged within the planning systems of the European Union. He had done the same for Eastern European states aspiring to join the Union.
Information was always sketchy in the eastern region of the world.
He had come across some vague land acquisition orders that started to form a rough patchwork running from east to west. He then started to dig further to scrutinize the government paths of the countries involved, to see who were the drivers behind these changes.
He did not get very far before hitting a dead end.
His final act was to scan local newspapers that had been translated into English, looking for evidence of local villages being cleared in the last few years.
‘This is all taking way too long,’ he said to himself.
The spectre of Falcus was growing larger behind him as time ticked on.
It was the end of Monday, and the booming voice of Falcus still rang in his ears: ‘Close of play Wednesday – or else!’
‘I can’t afford to spend any more time on this,’ Jonathan said, starting to close files. ‘I’m going to have to put a hypothesis together and insert it into the presentation.’
He stopped typing and sat back, tapping his fingers on the table.
But this is linked to the earlier problem I was working on – the people in the ‘stakeholder graph’, he mused.
‘Stakeholders’ were defined in the organisation as people who have an interest in a particular issue; and therefore may be inclined to influence any decisions taken about that issue.
In any attempt to bring about change in an area, or become involved in a project, or solve an issue, it was often useful to identify the likely sources of support. Stakeholders could be allies, but also opponents – people who might oppose the project.
There could also be stakeholders who the project needed to have ‘on board’ with useful recommendations.
Jonathan had plotted a graph of stakeholders, identifying their relative level of power and interest in the proposed project.
Obviously there were many parties interested in shifting large amounts of oil from east to west in a profitable manner.
Jonathan’s challenge was to narrow down the comparison to only the most interested, those likely to gain or lose from the potential outcome. These were the people who could encourage such an event to occur, or prevent the event from happening.
When he had started the analysis the previous week, and had got bored with just looking at the numbers, he had taken a break by doing a full ranking of powerful people who would have an interest – positive or negative – in the potential pipeline.
He sat up in his chair as he began re-reading his work from the previous week.
‘Whoah!’ he said to his computer screen. ‘This is interesting.’
It turned out that the most potentially revealing part of the entire analysis was not the numbers, but the stakeholder graph.
In the graph he had produced last week, there were two people with enough power and influence to make the great oil shift happen or prevent it.
Jonathan sat staring at his screen as the names of Maslov and Mitchell glowed back at him. If those two names were removed, the new names below them moved to the top by default. The two names to be shifted up were the natural successors to the previous heads of the largest oil company and most relevant government department. Jonathan stared in a kind of mute horror at the names that would be elevated to the top of the grid: Anatoly Kirkov, and Warren Tarrant.
Jonathan took deep breaths to calm himself down. He had no proof of anything – this was just an analysis. It was his job to analyse and generate a hypothesis, and that’s what he’d done.
I’m not comfortable with this, but I’m just doing my job,
he thought. It doesn’t mean there’s any substance in this – it’s just a theory.
What he was missing, though, was time to re-rank all the other names according to the criteria for the graph – but also, more crucially, the qualitative evidence of whether each name would be for or against the proposed but highly controversial oil pipeline.
It’s too late to re-run the stakeholder graph now,                                                                                                                        Jonathan thought, exasperated. There’s too much crucial information missing. All I can do is leave the original graph in there, then put a new one in with Maslov and Mitchell taken out, so the names that were below them are now shifted to the top – that’s logical to anyone who reads it.
Plastered all over the new graph he put the word ‘illustrative’. This was essentially a consultant disclaimer put on work when data was lacking. He inserted the stakeholder graphs at the back of the analysis.
He released a huge sigh as he put his head in his hands.
‘Monday’s gone already,’ he groaned. ‘It will take me a day to tidy up all the numbers, then most of Wednesday to polish up the report, before Falcus charges in and demands it,’ he added to himself, with a note of desperation.
He could not work anymore tonight at a productive rate, so he started shutting his computer down.
‘I’m due a holiday,’ he said to no one in particular. ‘It’s time to accelerate my plan for a new life.’
The information he lacked was that Maslov and Mitchell were secretly opposed to the pipeline, but the two people named below them were not!
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Moscow, London
It was Tuesday morning, and the president of the Russian Federation was drumming his fingers on his desk in irritation.
Kekushev and Demetchev had filed in to give their latest report from the security service. Anatoly Kirkov had ordered them to personally update the president.
The report was not good.
Kirkov was standing to the right and behind the president again, practising his rapport moves by mirroring and matching the frustrated movements of his superior.
The president had not even offered them a seat. There was not a lot of progress to report in their investigation. Kirkov stepped in and highlighted possible links to terrorist groups – and finally blamed the Chechens. That was always a winner.
The president told the security men to get out, and come back when they had something.
‘By tomorrow!’ he yelled at the closing door.
The vice president smiled.
In London, something similar was happening between superiors and subordinates and their reports.
The same thing would happen in Langley.
In all the security services all over the world – nobody had anything to report.
Jonathan staggered back into the office at ten in the morning.
The sleepless nights that always came when Falcus was in his life had returned.
Visions of Venezuela always made him sit bolt upright whenever his eyes managed to close for a few minutes.
He quickly got ramped up on caffeine and powered through tidying up the presentation until noon. It was Tuesday, and he knew Falcus and how he worked. Jonathan had an uneasy feeling things were about to become very uncomfortable.
At precisely five minutes past twelve, just as Jonathan was printing out the entire report on the printer, the door to the open-plan office banged open and twenty consultants ducked behind partition walls. Only a wearied Jonathan remained standing. He was already holding the document in his hands.
Falcus was at the door in a freshly pressed black suit. His grey eyes zoomed in on the document in Jonathan’s hands with a laser-like intensity. The corners of his lips curled up, and his leathered face begin to crease into something that was half a smile and half a smirk.
Jonathan looked at him through bleary eyes.
‘I need more time,’ he said.
Heads started to peep over the tops of desks everywhere, as people tried to catch a glimpse of the show, without being recognized.
‘That’s one commodity you don’t have,’ said Falcus.
He banged the door shut behind him. ‘Plus, you already have it in your hands.’ He repeatedly stabbed an accusing finger at the document.
‘It’s still a draft,’ Jonathan said, taking a step back.
Falcus came on relentlessly.
‘A draft by your standards. It’s good enough – give what you’ve got!’
‘It’s still a draft. I’ve cross-checked the numbers; they do not add up – but the calculations are right. That was the main piece of work. There’s also a risk matrix, and a stakeholder graph which has thrown up some interesting results, and feeds one really left-field hypothesis – but that’s it!’ Jonathan moaned. ‘I’m not comfortable sharing it yet, and want it to go up and down the review committees within the consultancy.’
Falcus was a couple of inches away now and tore it out of his hands.
‘You could have helped me review it!’ Jonathan said.
Falcus was already starting to pivot away from him on his heel.
‘No chance,’ Falcus said as he headed for the door. ‘I’m at the level now where I don’t do anything myself any more. You’ve seen the management framework for people at my station. It’s all about other people doing it for me. I just yell at people like you to do it.’
He stopped at the door, turned and looked back. ‘I got a power-play meeting with one of the big boys upstairs, and this report’ – waving the document in front of his face – ‘is pressing the launch button on the next phase of my career.’
He winked at Jonathan and disappeared.
Jonathan slumped. Everyone else in the office pretended nothing had happened.
He trudged back to his desk and threw himself into his rotating chair. He felt on the verge of cracking up again – just like Venezuela.
It was the Falcus effect.
He hadn’t slept in thirty hours.
There was a meeting request flashing on his computer screen to talk about his next project. He slumped further. The will to continue was gone. He reached out and closed the screen on his laptop, picked up his jacket, and slunk out of the office to go to bed.
An hour later, the elevator light on the top floor of the head office lit up. The metal casing made a subtle noise to signal the arrival of the lift. The silver doors glided quietly open.
Falcus Loader stepped out onto the expensive pile carpet.
He looked straight ahead at the mahogany wall to see an original romantic landscape painting by J.M.W. Turner.
I’m here! The top floor, he thought. Where I belong.
A sound of disapproving throat-clearing pulled him out of his reverie. He looked to his right to see a secretary in a sombre suit glaring down her nose at him. It was clear to her from his hesitant behaviour that he was not used to being up here.
He adjusted his tie to regain composure, and moved towards her.
‘I have an appointment.’ He said in his most authoritative voice.
The secretary looked down at a notebook.
‘Mr … Loader, I presume?’
‘Yes, yes, Falcus Loader. One and the same. And you are?’
‘Mr Willis is through that door,’ she said, as she slowly extended her arm towards a panelled door to the right.
‘Ah, right. Thank you,’ Falcus said, nodding.
She went back to her notebook, and Falcus set off towards the door.
This is it. Through that door is power and glory, he thought.
He tapped tentatively and placed his ear close to the thick wood.
‘Come.’ A voice of muted voice of authority echoed.
Falcus placed his hand on the cold silver handle and pushed through the heavy door.
As he stepped inside, the first thing that struck him was the immense size of the room. The huge space was given perspective by a large desk anchored at the far end, behind which sat an austere grey-haired man in a dark blue suit.
The austere man tilted his head slightly.
‘Jurgen from Production says you have an analysis for me.’ The man asserted, his voice floating out with a timbre of subtle power.
Falcus had already started making his way towards the desk.
‘Yes, yes. Mr Willis,’ he replied eagerly. ‘I have it right here.’
He placed it on the desk.
‘Delivered just as Jurgen stated in the brief,’ Falcus said, as he slid the document across the table. ‘Everything cross-checked. The analysis expanded upon. More hypotheses generated. I’ve had the best man in my team working on this night and day to get the result for the organisation.’
Mr Willis picked it up and started reading. After a few pages he leant back in his chair, looking impressed. He had not offered Falcus a seat and Falcus was certainly presumptuous, but not audacious enough to sit down in an office at this level without being asked.
Mr Willis continued to look impressed till he got near the end. On a few pages his brow furrowed, and his eyes widened momentarily at one point before he quickly regained composure.
He read all the way to the end and snapped the document closed before breaking a smile for the first time.
‘Very impressive,’ he said.
Internally, Falcus breathed a huge sigh of relief.
‘Who wrote it?’ Mr Willis asked.
‘Ah, well, one of my consultants. With strict direction from me – of course.’
‘Of course.’ Mr Willis smiled again. ‘What’s his name?’
‘Marshall. Jonathan Marshall. I’ve been his mentor ever since he joined the company.’
‘Good. He deserves singling out as well. Very  … thorough … piece of work. I predict a bright future for both of you with the organisation. I am going to send this to the rest of the boys on the floor,’ Mr Willis affirmed.
Falcus smiled at the endorsement and what it meant.
‘Thank you, Mr Willis.’
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London, Paris
It was now Friday, and Jonathan – exhausted by working on the report, had taken a day’s leave. He’d slept most of the day and was finally starting to feel more relaxed. 
When he eventually got up in the afternoon, he was glad that Harry was still at work so that he had the place to himself to chill out for a while.
A text message came through on his phone from the office saying he was due in Paris on Monday morning for his next assignment.
As he fixed himself breakfast, he decided to go to Paris early and spend the weekend there. He pictured himself sitting in an outdoor café, sipping coffee with a view of  Montmartre.
After eating, he packed his bags and set off to catch the Eurostar to Paris. The journey to the train station and ticket purchase were completely hassle-free.
Jonathan’s mood had definitely improved since the report had been handed in. He could feel the stress leaving his body, and even caught himself smiling for no reason at all.
Falcus should be gone now, he thought, chasing after the next mirage in his life and leaving me alone. I’m feeling good! I’m looking forward to the assignment in Paris, doing something new and spending some time in the city. All I need now is a nice girl to share things with, and life will be pretty much complete.
He took a seat in the boarding lounge, put his arms over the seats next to him in a relaxed manner, and smiled at the departures board.
Maybe I’ll meet a nice girl in Paris this weekend,
he mused. After all, it is the city of romance.
His phone rang, interrupting his reverie. He pulled it out of his bag, his body stiffened with a jolt and his eyes widened as he looked at the little screen flashing repeatedly: Falcus
Jonathan groaned. He knew Falcus would just keep calling. He hit answer and slumped lower in his seat.
‘Hello?’ Jonathan answered in a tentative whisper.
‘Hey, buddy!’ Falcus yelled. ‘Guess where I’m calling from? Guess.’
Silence.
‘I want you to guess!’ Falcus yelled.
‘I’m in a public place,’ Jonathan whispered.
‘I’m in a company jet, boy!’ Falcus roared, oblivious to any of the organisation’s information laws on sharing information in public places.
‘They obviously liked the conclusions you made in your report and I’m rocketing to promotion. I’m, on the way to Hassi-Messaoud in Algeria, just over North Africa now, should be landing in about forty minutes. Tasked with restructure of major importance. I made it! So just wanted to say, well done to you. I put in a good word for you. You’ll get yours as well.’
Like hell,
thought Jonathan.
‘Hassi-Messaoud, huh?’ Jonathan said, not knowing what else to say. ‘That’s still a pretty dodgy assignment. Heard it can get a bit hairy out there. What with guerrillas, kidnappings and villagers none too pleased about pipelines coming through the village ...’
Jonathan’s conversation-making effort was cut off by a loud noise coming out of the phone, followed by the connection going dead.
He tried to redial the number that had called him, but was only greeted by a metallic voice recording saying the number was no longer available.
Oh well,
he thought, must be interference.
There was nothing else he could do, and the train was beginning to board. He put his phone away, picked up his bags, and looked forward to enjoying a two-hour nap in the carriage.
If Falcus had lost signal, he would not be calling again for a good while. Jonathan could feel his happy mood returning already.
A few hours later, Jonathan opened the door to his hotel room in Paris.
The journey had been mercifully uneventful. There were no messages on his phone when he had alighted from the train onto French soil. He immediately turned his phone off again. A taxi had taken him straight to the hotel, and after checking in he went straight his room. Kicking the door closed behind him, he threw his bags into a corner and dived onto the bed to flick on the news.
When he reached the allotted channel for BBC World, he sat bolt upright on the bed.
‘Holy Shit!’ he exclaimed in shock.
A presenter in the studio was talking to some correspondent somewhere in a standard cream parka. Jonathan did not even hear what they were saying. His ears where ringing and his eyes were wide at the headline taking up the bottom third of the screen:
BREAKING NEWS: OIL COMPANY PLANE BLOWN UP BY SURFACE TO AIR MISSILE OVER ALGERIA.
Falcus!
Falcus’s last words echoed in his mind: On a company jet heading for Hassi-Messaoud.
The phone had not been cut off by lack of signal; he remembered there had been a split-second sound of something else before the phone cut off.
Was it the sound of an explosion from the plane being hit by a missile?
He felt dizzy.
Where would those guerrillas get surface-to-air missiles? And why shoot the plane down? Jonathan thought frantically.
All the international oil companies had reached a tacit agreement with the local militias. The militias could occasionally kidnap and ransom some company personnel, which the company would then pay a couple of million dollars for, as long as the groups left alone the infrastructure and pipelines – which pumped out a couple of billion worth of oil a day.
So why blow a plane out of the sky? It doesn’t make any sense,
he thought.
Finally jarred into action, he scrambled for his phone and switched it back on. It immediately rang. An unlisted number was flashing on the screen. He jabbed at the answer button.
‘Hello?’ Jonathan said.
‘Who was in my room?’ asked a high-pitched male voice.
‘Harry?’ Jonathan asked incredulously. ‘Why the hell are you calling me?’
Harry Shaftsbury, Jonathan’s flat-mate in London, was a product of the English upper-class boarding school system who had been ‘tapped up’ at Oxford to join the secret service. Although secret service staff were never supposed to talk to anybody about what they did, the fact that he worked for MI6 was probably the worst-kept secret in British government, though nobody could figure out what his role there was.
Jonathan thought he probably did not have the nous to be a fully-fledged agent. Harry was always twitching and sweating when events became slightly frustrating. That probably made him an analyst, which was less of a role than Jonathan had.
They had met through a mutual friend, who had given him Jonathan’s number when he first arrived in London and was looking for a place to stay. Since neither of them could afford a flat in central London by themselves, and neither were ever really at home due to work commitments, the relationship worked fine. To be receiving a call from Harry now, of all times, was bizarre.
‘Someone was in my room. I can tell,’ Harry said.
‘Oh yes, how can you tell?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Traini- … I just can. Was it you?’
‘No. I’m in Paris, for God’s sake. Or didn’t your spy computer tell you that?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Harry retorted.
‘C’mon, Mr Bond. Every time you call me it’s from a different unlisted number. So unless you have some information about the plane that blew up over Algeria, I have bigger things on my mind than you having moved your x-ray specs while dusting!’
Jonathan hung up on him. His phone immediately beeped again as another message came through. It was a text message from the praying mantis-looking woman in Human Resources. The message read: PLEASE CHECK IN. SENIOR LEVELS ENQUIRING ABOUT YOU.
He threw the phone back into his bag in disgust.
Falcus was dead. He could not believe it.
What a freakish way to go, he thought. Dying in Algerian airspace. Still, Falcus would have preferred that on his epitaph to ‘pissed himself and died dribbling in his sleep in a care home’.
He considered calling Conor Wright but then decided there would be no point. No one in the office would know any more than the news channels right now.
There was nothing for it but to order room service. Get his mind off things, that was what he needed. The menu was standard international hotel fare, and he randomly ordered two dishes. There was nothing else on television. His mind was still running in a hundred different directions. He was getting itchy with the room he was in, the trip, the death of Falcus, the job, life … everything.
He decided he would go for a run later and began packing his gym gear into a small black satchel in preparation for going out.
There was a sharp rapping at the door.
Room service.
He let the server in, who wheeled through a large trolley draped with a cream table cloth and festooned with plastic plate covers. Jonathan paid him but decided even as the man was leaving that there was just too much going on and he had lost his appetite.
The run would come before dinner.
He finished stuffing the running gear into the small black satchel, grabbed his coat and headed for the door. He would change down in the gym. As he closed the hotel room door behind him with a click, he decided to take the stairs. It was three flights down and would already start warming his body up for exercise.
Once he got onto the first stairwell he started taking the stairs two at time, almost mini-jumping them. As he hit the first floor, the building shook with an almighty, muted thud.
Jonathan flattened himself against the wall and away from the stairs.
What the hell was that? he thought. Earthquake?
He deliberated whether to keep going down the stairs or poke his head back into the corridor on the first floor to see what was going on. He did not particularly fancy jumping stairs if there were going to be aftershocks.
His face scrunched up.
Do you get earthquakes in Paris? he thought.
His hand was already on the cool metal handle of the door to the first floor, and opening it. He poked his head through. All down the corridor were other heads sticking out of doors.
An intensely loud fire alarm began trilling nearby, and the sprinklers in the ceiling burst into life to shower the hall with umbrellas of wet. There were large windows nearby, opposite the lift, that looked out onto an outside park and nearby buildings. He gingerly stepped into the hallway and moved to the windows to take a look outside and see if there really was an earthquake.
As he neared the windows he became puzzled. He could already see other tall buildings across from the hotel, and they looked fine.
Was it a gas leak that ignited? he thought. I can’t smell any gas.
As he got to the window, he became even more confused. There were bits of black ash floating downwards from above. He stopped right in front of the windows and pressed his face against the glass, craning his head to look upwards at what was going on. He could see flames licking out of the building a few storeys above.
Hotels don’t run gas up into the rooms,
he thought. Too risky, with leaks and guests; they may use it in the kitchen or basement, in which case the smoke would be coming up from the ground floor.
He turned his head and looked at the buildings around the hotel again. One of them was almost the same height and the windows were slightly reflective, so in looking at the building opposite he could make out his hotel as though he was looking at a dirty mirror. He could see a black burning square two floors above him. He counted in the reflection the floors upwards from the ground floor of his hotel and then the number of windows along to arrive at roughly where the burning square was in his hotel. His reflection in the glass recorded the changing of his expression from one of puzzlement to absolute horror when he figured it out.
Holy Shit! That’s my hotel room! That was no gas leak, or any other kind of natural explosion. What natural occurrence would only take out one room on a hotel floor? Was it some kind of bomb? Planted before I got there? Was it on the room service trolley? Actually, who cares how it got there – someone’s trying to kill me!
His face went ashen as many things fell into place at once.
Falcus Loader’s plane blowing up was not an accident.
He looked around him with a mixture of fear and desperation. His mouth was dry and his palms were wet. His heart was pounding in his chest as the fight-or-flight response kicked in.
Run! his brain screamed. Get the hell out of here!
He spun and bolted for the stairwell. People had been coming out of their rooms in the interim, and were either looking around for an exit or starting to head towards the fire escape.
He brushed past the first arrivals at the stairwell to burst through the doors himself and begin leaping down the stairs, taking them three at a time.
How did they find me so quickly? Why is someone trying to kill me?
At the bottom of the stairs he forced himself to stop and take deep inhalations of air to even out his breathing.
Walk out coolly,
he told himself, and hide behind other people if you want to get out of this hotel alive.
As he tried to casually walk out the door, he entered a lobby of pandemonium. Guests were not walking out calmly. Guests were elbowing anyone of a weaker disposition out of the way.
There was a large group nearby, and Jonathan sidled up to the back of them. Everything and everybody was wet through from the sprinklers. Jonathan flicked the collars on his jacket up, before hunching in with the herd as they went past reception and out of the main doors.
As his eyes adjusted to the outside light, he resisted the urge to look around wildly. They may still have been watching the exits. He hunched a bit lower and stayed with the group. He reasoned that if anyone was looking for him they would be looking for a lone man, potentially in a panic.
The areas outside the entrance and on surrounding streets were beginning to clog up with the outpouring from the hotel. Jonathan could hear the ever-increasing wail of sirens, approaching in the distance. The group began to disperse as they walked up the main street, heading directly away from the hotel entrance.
The group was splitting up fast and Jonathan manoeuvred himself to walk in step with and in close proximity to a red-haired woman, hoping that to the casual observer they would appear as a couple. They were approaching a small side street to the right. Jonathan decided to duck down it and get away from the hotel quickly, then disappear through the maze of small streets off the main thoroughfare.
As he turned into the street, he glanced back round towards the hotel.
It was definitely my room that exploded,
he thought.
He resisted the urge to run but was still walking briskly, turning left and right up streets in a random fashion.
People were looking at him, as his clothes and hair were completely soaked.
I stand out a damn mile,
he thought. Need to get out of these wet clothes.
He dived into an unused alley and stopped behind a large waste container, before pulling the satchel off his back and opening it. Inside was his gym gear and a towel taken from the hotel. He realized he had to change his appearance as quickly as possible.
He stripped off his jacket and shirt, stuffed them in the satchel, towelled himself dry as far as possible, and put his white running T-shirt on.
   Better than nothing, he thought.
He left his hair messy in the vague hope that it looked ‘tousled’ and different enough from his neatly combed office haircut. As he finished stuffing the towel back into the bag, a realization hit him.
Did they have me followed from London? he thought. Or did they find me through the passport that the hotel swipes at check-in? That means they have access to some kind of security service, or Interpol, or whatever. But if they have access to that, what the hell else do they have access to? And who the hell are they?
Now was not the time for burdensome analysis. Now was the time for survival.

Jonathan ran through a mental checklist of what he had left the hotel with. He could feel the comfortable bulk of his wallet and mobile phone in each pocket.
He knew what he had to do and was surprised at how calm he felt in the circumstances, considering that highly efficient, well-funded and well-connected killers had just attempted to exterminate him, and would probably try to do so again.
The sun did not shine directly into the Parisian back streets he was criss-crossing. Everything was bathed in a soft grey light; on the surface everything appeared as normal: shopkeepers stood scowling behind their tills, locals sat in the odd café with their coffee and cigarettes.
But everything was not normal.
Jonathan could never look at anyone the same way he had done, until he knew he was safe. Anyone walking toward him could be a merciless killer. As he walked he found himself quickly eyeing up everyone he saw – identifying each one as a potential threat.
Eventually he saw what he was looking for, the subtle glow of promise inhabiting a cash machine built into a wall. He withdrew as much cash as the machine would allow – eight hundred euros. It would be the last time he used his card, if at all possible.
He had watched enough spy movies to know that if they have access to banking systems, they would know immediately that someone was accessing his card at this location. It dawned on him while he was using the machine that he had often wanted his life to be like a spy movie and to experience some excitement, and now it seemed to be happening. But the incident at the hotel had scared him, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted this new level of eventfulness in his life to continue, or just stop.
It doesn’t matter anyway,
he thought. I’m already in too deep to stop it – I have to take this on if I want to stay alive.
Walking away and stuffing the cash into his pockets, he hailed a passing taxi. He jumped in and ordered the driver to take him to an electronics store. There, he bought a small device with a screen that made a backup of the contacts in his mobile phone. With this, he could scroll through contacts and numbers without any communication waves being sent out by the phone. He knew that if he turned on his phone or put the SIM card into another phone, they would pinpoint him again immediately.
If they could access where his passport was being scanned, he was taking no chances. Just to make sure his phone was completely out of service, he removed the back cover and took the battery out. He put the powerless phone in one pocket and the battery in another.
He would keep his phone with him, in pieces, but from now on would only make calls from payphones. As he walked back into the city under a darkening sky, he wondered how long to make the calls for. Normally in the movies it was something like two minutes. He would make it one minute.
Jonathan had an idea.
I can check with Harry!
He walked until he found a payphone in a covered cowling against the wall of a small shopping centre. After buying a sweatshirt and scarf and asking for change in coins, Jonathan was soon at the phone with Harry’s mobile phone number on the screen of the backup gizmo.
There was an intermittent buzzing as the receiving phone rang.
‘Hello?’ asked a tentative voice.
‘Harry! It’s me! Jonathan!’
‘Is there an emergency with the flat?’ Harry sounded truly alarmed.
‘No ...’
‘I told you to only call this number in emergency.’ Harry sounded unashamedly annoyed.
‘It is a damn emergency, you nitwit! How long before someone can trace a call if they’ve got the resources?’
‘What? How the devil would I know?’
‘Because you work in the secret service!’
‘No I don-’
Jonathan lost his patience and yelled: ‘How long?’
‘Thirty seconds.’
‘Call you back.’
‘Wha-’ Harry was cut off. Jonathan immediately punched in his number again.
The phone rang.
The line connected.
‘Have you gone completely and utterly mad?’ asked Harry.
‘Shut up and listen. I’m in deep shit. I need your help. You know the plane that blew up over Algeria today?’
‘Yes, we-’
‘And the bomb that went off in Paris a few hours ago?’ Jonathan continued.
‘Yes, it’s ...’
‘The first one killed my boss, and the second was my hotel room!’
‘What?’ Harry exclaimed.
‘Call you back,’ Jonathan said, then hung up.
More change went into the payphone. There was someone waiting behind him now. Jonathan could feel the presence of a person.
He turned quickly to see a middle-aged woman with a scarf wrapped around her head; she was tutting silently.
He gave her his worst psychotic death stare. She stepped back, before slowly moving away.
The phone rang.
The line connected.
‘Someone is trying to kill me!’ Jonathan hissed into the mouthpiece.
‘Holy shit! You’re involved in the Dalton case,’ Harry said. ‘We’ve just been trying to figure out if they were connected.’
‘Well, they bloody well are – the connection is me!’
‘Classified. What else do you know?’ Harry asked.
‘Nothing. Just that I seem to be being hunted like some bloody trophy animal.’
‘All right. I think you may be suffering from shock,’ Harry said. ‘Get to a cheap hotel and hole up for the night. Pay cash only. Call me tomorrow, and I’ll inform upstairs. Where exactly are you now?’
‘Classified,’ Jonathan said, and hung up.
It was not that he didn’t trust Harry, but the whole point of good spies was that you never knew who they really worked for.  There would be no commitment to anyone until he had more information himself. 
He had to find out who was trying to kill him, and more importantly, why? If he was going to die – he wanted to know the reason.
He walked away from the phone and through the dusk-lit streets until he found a small hotel with three green stars shining in neon over the evening pavement.
It would do.
He paid the surly manager in cash for one night and locked himself in a room on the first floor. He dragged all the moveable furniture against the door, then smashed a glass water bottle in the sink and placed it next to his bed as a weapon.
All night he tossed and turned – trying to block out from his mind the noise of explosions.
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Paris
Jonathan was angrily punching numbers into a payphone on the street.
He had slept only fitfully last night, continually jerking awake at the slightest noise. He became incredibly irritable when he didn’t get enough sleep.
He had finally got out of bed at around six, left the hotel an hour later, and started roaming the streets of the suburbs again, trying to figure out what to do next.
The feeling of shock, which had almost wiped out his mental resources the previous night, had now abated. It was replaced by fury that someone was trying to kill him.
Lying in the darkness for hour, there had been plenty of time to mull it all over.
It was Falcus’s damn report that had triggered all this, Jonathan thought. It was the only explanation. Falcus was always as sloppy with confidential documents. Who knows who he’d sent it to in his quest for personal glory. It might even have gone outside of the company, and then anybody could have got hold of it and identified me as the author. Meaning any number of organisations could be after me now.
He was angry because he had just been doing his job – and now someone was trying to kill him because of it.
The phone he was calling started ringing, and he drummed his fingers on top of the phone casing as he waited for the other person to pick up.
‘Yesh?’ Answered a deep voice with a thick Dutch accent.
‘It’s Marshall,’ Jonathan said.
‘Where the hell have you been? You were supposed to check in yesterday.’
Nice to speak to you too, Dutch Mentalist,
thought Jonathan.
The Dutch Mentalist was Jonathan’s current boss. The Dutch Mentalist was the name everyone called him, apart from to his face. He was a six-foot-five Dutchman with a brush cut and steely blue eyes. He personified a particular type of Dutchman that always got promoted in the organisation: tight-fisted, mean, with no sense of humour and even less people skills.
Jonathan was definitely not in the mood for any of his crap today. Almost being killed, he felt, gave one a sense of impunity against one’s bosses.
‘That analysis I did for Falcus. Where did it go?’
‘What do you mean?’ asked the Mentalist.
‘Who … did … it … go … to?’ Jonathan said slowly, as though explaining something complex to a child.
There was sharp intake of breath at the other side of the line.
The Mentalist did not get humour, irony or sarcasm, but still did not like being spoken to in such a manner by an underling.
‘I didn’t see it myself,’ he answered defensively. ‘You know I don’t do that. It went to Mr Willis on the top floor.’
‘You need to find out who it went to after that. And you need to do it quietly,’ Jonathan told him.
A sharper intake of breath down the line.
The Mentalist had had enough of this.
‘Marshall, what the hell are you on about?’ The Mentalist’s voice rose.
‘Are you at your computer?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Yes!’
‘Pull up a news website. You see the story about an explosion in central Paris?’
‘Yes …’ The Mentalist answered, sounding unsure.
‘Well, that was my hotel room! Twenty-four hours after I sent that report off, Loader’s plane explodes over Algeria, and my hotel room explodes in Paris!’ Jonathan was almost yelling, and made a conscious effort to calm himself down.
‘The only reason I wasn’t in it was that I’d left for a run,’ Jonathan continued. ‘Now don’t try to tell me these things aren’t connected. Some pretty vicious wheels have been set in motion, and we don’t know who’s involved. I’m guessing you aren’t. But I’m on the run here with a price on my head.’
Jonathan knew he had gone over the thirty-second limit in making this call, but he was so worked up he didn’t care. He would take a taxi out of this neighbourhood as soon as he’d hung up the phone.
He also knew, or at least believed with certainty, that the Mentalist was not involved in whatever was going on. He may have been the boss of the company unit Jonathan worked for, but he was still a minion. He had hit his limit of progression in the organisation. Everybody knew this would be his last assignment. Then they would put him out to pasture on ‘project’ work, or working on ‘divestment’ analysis for another couple of years, before palming him off with early retirement. Consultants working on projects knew more of what was going on in the company than the Mentalist.
‘No, no, this is ridiculous,’ the Mentalist said quickly after a pause. ‘I’ve worked for this company for twenty-five years. Nothing like this would ever happen here.’
Wouldn’t it, hell! thought Jonathan. He hasn’t studied the company history too well: the Suez invasion, the Iran deal, the Libya deal. The government lobbyists. They were involved at the highest levels in most countries, and at the shadiest levels in others – idiot!
‘I believe you,’ Jonathan lied. ‘I also believe in the conviction of those trying kill me right now. All I’m asking is that you find out how widely the document was circulated. I’ll call you back soon.’
He hung up the phone and started walking away briskly, while looking around wildly for a taxi.
An hour later, Jonathan was sipping coffee in an internet café and scrolling through news websites. He broke this up by intermittently glancing out of the window at the people walking by.
Earlier he thought he had seen the same man in a dark blue coat walk past the window twice, while looking in. He wondered if he was becoming paranoid. This was Paris; there were a few million blue coats walking around the city at any time.
He was on the other side of the city from where he had made the call this morning. Once he had hung up on the Dutch Mentalist, he had quickly found a cab to be driven across the city, changing cabs twice. He had then taken a random bus and yet another cab. He doubted they could have found him that fast from the call and then tracked him across the city.
Still, it was better to be paranoid than dead,
he thought.
There was no one familiar at the window or in the café. He went back to flicking through news websites. There was not a lot on the plane blast over Algeria. Mostly that officials were looking for wreckage on the ground and hoping to find the flight recorder. The eyewitness accounts varied: some locals on the ground said it ‘just exploded’, while others said it was trailing smoke and acting erratically for some time before it blew up.
Jonathan knew this was a load of rubbish; Falcus had been cut off instantaneously. The villagers down there would tell you whatever you wanted if you gave them a dollar.
Reports on the Paris blast stated that early indications indicated it might be terrorist-related. Surprise, surprise, thought Jonathan, as he scrolled through the screens.
There were multiple pages of reporting: this was a major event in a European capital, though they obviously had nothing concrete to relate.
Jonathan slugged back the last of his coffee in disgust and checked everyone in the café again, before picking up his things to leave. 
As he walked out of the door and tried to look surreptitiously up and down the street, he decided it was time to change his clothes. Then he had to find another cash-accepting crappy French hotel, with delusions of two-star adequacy. He felt it was wise to hole up again for another night.
By tomorrow morning, everyone would have had a full day to discover more information about what was going on.
First thing tomorrow, I’ll be back on the phone,
he thought. And they’d better have some bloody answers!
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Kazakhstan
The mistral winds swept up large clouds of dust on the faraway golden plains of sun-baked Kazakhstan. The vast expanse of the clear blue sky was suddenly shattered by the sonic booms of two brand-new Sukhoi S-30K fighter jets cutting a scythe through the heavens.
As the planes receded to dots in a matter of seconds, all the gathered dignitaries standing on the wooden stage below took their fingers out of their ears in one synchronized movement.
The President of Russia and his vice president took their seats on a stand within an air force base, also spanking new, in the complete middle of nowhere. It was a diplomatic as well as commercial visit.
The Russians hated Kazakhstan, yet it was the size of Western Europe and resource-rich, so could not be ignored. Now that the Kazakhstan government was beginning to channel oil revenue into its central coffers, it had embarked on a social programme befitting the status of any new nation emerging onto the global stage – it started buying fighter planes.
This was where the Russians came in.
The SU-30K was the latest and greatest winged weapon of destruction from Mother Russia.
Any customer was good, and the Russians gave additional discounts to neighbours, they would be damned if American or European planes were stationed anywhere near their vast borders.
The Russians were whispering together and smiling at the Kazak president. The Kazak president was pleased with his planes, and pleased that the Russians were pleased. The Kazak president smiled and waved at them as he took the microphone at the front of the stage to begin addressing the paltry crowd of armed forces personnel of his new base in the middle of nowhere.
The Russians waved back.
‘That’s it, keep smiling, you fucking peasant,’ the Russian president whispered through his best false smile. He leant over to his vice president. ‘Give me an update on the assassinations,’ he hissed.
Anatoly Kirkov cleared his throat before whispering back. ‘We’re following some leads. Chasing down some informants. Something will break soon.’
‘So you have nothing,’ whispered the president through gritted teeth. He smiled and waved again as the flashes from the cameras in front of the stage lit up like a phosphorous fireworks display.
‘These things take time. We are pursu-’
‘Nothing!’ hissed the president again. ‘I want answers to this. I want you to get me answers on this. I will continue to lean on you and you will lean on FSB to get me answers. We have a G20 summit coming up that will be here before we know it. I will not stand there next to the rest of the world leaders feeling foolish, as well as looking foolish, in whatever local tribal garments they clothe me. Do you understand?’
‘Of course. We ...’
‘This Demetchev they have put on the case ...’ the president ploughed on, oblivious to the meek protestations of his number two. The president was obviously going somewhere with this. ‘... the one they call “the Bear”, everyone speaks incredibly highly of him. They say he is a faithful servant to Russia and has never failed her. I want him to take full control of the FSB side of things. Give him full power to go anywhere with this. Kekushev is too busy to run the investigation effectively. He has too many other things on his mind: the greatest of which is how many months are left till he retires to his dacha.’
‘But I will still be running the overall case?’ Kirkov asked.
‘Yes, Anatoly, he will report directly to you. This is still a big chance for you, at home and abroad. The chance is still there.’
‘Then I agree that it is a good idea,’ whispered Kirkov.
Overhead, the two air-superiority fighters came at each other from opposite ends of the sky. Each tilted away from the other at the last moment, to cross paths right above the assembled crowd. The noise was deafening, and rattled the stage.
The Kazak president, still standing, whooped with delight like an American.
The two Russians both smiled, and surreptitiously looked at their watches.
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London
It was standing room only in the Victorian themed conference room, deep within the bowels of the prestigious London Astoria hotel.
Most of the people on the conference room floors were from the newspapers, business magazines, investment journals and investment trusts. There was also a sprinkling of black-suited company executives amongst the tightly-packed throng.
The auspicious occasion that had prompted the gathering was the very first press conference of Warren Tarrant – the new CEO of the largest multinational oil company in the world.
All were eager to hear the new boss impart his vision. They wanted his views on the organisation, on energy security, on the environment, and – most importantly – on their pension returns. They also wanted to know how much he differed from his recently departed predecessor: Calvin Mitchell.
‘Hope this guy knows what he’s talking about in front of the press,’ one veteran journalist said to a colleague, as they took a seat and readied their notebooks on the front row.
‘Yeah,’ replied his colleague, from a different newspaper. ‘The last guy didn’t have a friggin’ clue.’
As Warrant Tarrant stood behind the curtain while preparing to walk onto the world stage as the boss of all bosses, he paused for a minute to reflect and enjoy the momentous occasion.
He had wangled, politicked and bullied for the last twenty years to get to this point. He knew they called him ‘Warren Tyrant’ behind his back – but his methods had worked. His nomination by the board of directors had been a mere formality.
After appreciating the sheer grandeur of himself for a few moments, he opened the curtain and stepped through to claim what was rightfully his – the most powerful podium in the private business sector.
Polite applause rippled around the room as he stood up to the microphone. Camera flashes went off sparingly. The press were not sure how many pictures of him would be printed.
The two journalists were writing notes, then comparing them. The first showed what he had written as a description of Tarrant:
Five foot three, bald, slightly ginger. Build of an old-school English pugilist as seen in pictures from the 1930s – the sepia ones with teams crouching together, laced tightly into leather trunks and boots.

The second journo laughed quietly, then shared his notes across the chairs:
Face looks like it lost more fights than it won – particularly in the boarding school divisions. ‘Alpine’ nose, clearly broken in youth and not set quite straight.

Both journalists were trying to stifle giggles. These corporate affairs were always interminably dull – the journalistic challenge was to liven them up in any way possible.
The first journalist scribbled furiously on his pad and passed it across:
Child molester glasses?
The second wrote beneath it and passed it back:
Blotched, pockmarked skin – left too long in microwave …

Up on the podium, Tarrant knew all the writers were thinking of how to describe him – he didn’t care what he looked like. He had flunkies to dress him in smart suits, but he knew he was bald, slightly ginger and ugly – a new set of glasses would not make him any prettier.
Besides, this was not the telecoms or IT industry, where tall, cover-model CEOs with slicked hair reigned supreme, and the stock price of the company could go up or down ten dollars depending on how the CEO looked that day.
This was the oil industry.
Nobody got excited or sexed-up over oil products.
In the oil industry it was the numbers that spoke – and Tarrant always delivered the numbers.
As he took his place at the podium, he knew he stood to make millions.
It’s my time, and it’s going to be an epoch,
he thought. These idiots will remember my name for generations to come.
He raised his arms to quell the applause in the room, feeling like a Roman emperor about to address the seething masses. In those days, the emperor would garner favour with the ‘plebs’, by having loaves of bread tossed into the crowd. Today’s version of the bread was information.
He would toss them some morsels but keep them hungry, always wanting more from him. He looked out over the floor and beamed his plastic smile, the one the image consultants had forced him to use, until it no longer hurt. But behind the plastic was a feeling of disgust.
They’re still plebs, he thought.
He would throw them some crumbs but they would still have no idea what he knew.
It was his game now, and he held all the best cards.
My time! he thought triumphantly as he began to address the crowd.
Forty minutes later the press conference was ending. Tarrant would take no more questions and was attempting to deliver his sign-off with a flourish. He was put off slightly when he felt vibrating in his pocket.
The vibrating came from a very special mobile phone with an encrypted number. Only a few people had the number. It was only used on urgent occasions.
Tarrant finished with something about ‘delivering the vision and exceptional shareholder returns’, before departing the podium quickly; suddenly remembering that he should walk out with an air of surety and confidence. If you looked uncomfortable, and as though you couldn’t wait to get off the stage, it made people think you had something to hide. Tarrant brushed aside the curtain at the back of the stage and, once through, fished the vibrating phone from an inside jacket pocket.
‘Yes,’ he answered quietly, looking to see who else was around. Some flunkeys where coming towards him to shower praise. He waved them away.
The voice he heard coming through the phone was robotic. He knew it was being run through a state-of- the-art scrambling system. The software ran both ways on the phone, so neither of the callers could be identified through a voice-recognition program. The call could not be traced, either.
‘Greetings,’ said a ghostly, tinny voice in his ear. ‘We may have ourselves a problem.’
‘What do you mean?’ Tarrant whispered, his voice filled with intensity.
‘A new man has been put in charge of the investigation on the Russian intelligence services side,’ the tin voice said.
‘So take care of him,’ Tarrant asserted. ‘Why is this urgent enough to call me? Just deal with it.’
‘Because this man is different,’ intoned the hollow voice. ‘They call him “Medvjed” – the Bear. He cannot be bought. Eliminating him will draw even more attention to where there’s too much already. He’s like an attack dog, and that’s how he will handle the investigation. He doesn’t care who he upsets, and he manages to maintain this style even in Russia, because he gets results.’
‘Who is sponsoring him in this position?’ asked Tarrant. Many times in his career, when being scratched by an unwelcome claw in the organisation, he had found it was easier to go upwards and find a way to lop off the head that controlled the claw.
‘The President of Russia,’ the unemotional voice stated flatly.
‘Shit,’ Tarrant replied.
‘Exactly,’ said the voice, still robotic, with a kind of ‘game over’
finality. ‘Which is why we should prepare to leak something to the press in the meantime. We may need to shore up the blame against someone else, and throw this Bear off the scent while we figure out some way to get to him.’
‘Right. Agreed,’ Tarrant said.
The line clicked off. Tarrant put the special phone back in his pocket and motioned for the flunkeys to come over and tell him how great he was.
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Paris
Jonathan walked through the doors of a large department store in Paris.
He’d found his way there after a long and tortuous conversation with the old man who ran the downmarket hotel he had stayed in the previous night. He wanted to buy clothes in a local shopping centre, as he figured the tourist areas would be where whoever was trying to kill him would focus their search – not in some dingy suburb on the far-east side of town.
After a short taxi ride, he was now shopping for new outfits and disguises.
‘This is a time when my atrocious fashion sense will serve me well,’ he said to himself, as he started looking through rails of shirts.
He had been shopping for about an hour, trawling up and down the racks of clothes and picking up items similar to what he saw locals wearing, when he turned a corner and froze in his tracks.
I can’t believe it! he thought. Is it too much of a coincidence?
His heart was racing as adrenaline was pumped through his nervous system.
As he was about to backtrack slowly step by step – she turned and looked straight at him.
His eyes were locked with those of Julie Anguillarme. Julie worked in the Paris office of the organisation. Jonathan had got to know her at a friendly level on a month-long project he had worked on in the city.
They had hit it off from the start, after a laughable incident involving miscommunication from Jonathan’s broken french.
Jonathan had always found her attractive, but was too shy to do anything about it.
Now he was terrified for his life as he looked into the sultry French eyes set within her pretty face, framed by a chic auburn bob.
She started walking towards him!
‘Run!’
his mind screamed.
He was frozen to the spot.
‘Jonathan?’ she asked quizzically as she got to within a metre of him. Her head was cocked to one side, and her face was a mixture of surprise and disbelief. Jonathan’s legs still felt like lead but he was now looking wildly around for men in black coats – moving toward them for the kill.
Everything seemed normal in the store. He turned back to Julie, who was smiling as though she had got over the surprise and was genuinely happy to see him.
It’s all too convenient,
he thought. She must be working for them.
He took her arm and guided her towards a row of coats that partially shielded them from the sight of anyone in the rest of the store.
‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded.
She took her arm back.
‘I … live here?’ she said, sounding confused and surprised. ‘My apartment is two blocks away. I’m … shopping. It’s more surprising that you are here!’
‘Mm, convenient,’ Jonathan said. ‘What is the first shop on the left when you walk through the main doors?’
‘A Decathlon,’ Julie answered. ‘Sells sporting equipment. Why?’
‘Why are you here on a weekday?’
‘I took the day off because I’m having furniture delivered this afternoon. I only moved into my new place last week,’ Julie said.
‘What have you heard from the office?’ Jonathan asked, moving his face closer to hers.
‘Jonathan,’ she said, looking stern. ‘You’re acting very strangely. I’m not sure I like this.’
‘Please, it’s really important,’ he said.
‘Nothing. Had no contact. Everything was fine when I left yesterday. Why? What’s going on? What are you
doing here?’ Julie asked.
Jonathan looked around again.
Everything was a picture of shopping normality.
‘I have one final question. Then I’ll explain. Just bear with me, please! How many people at the office know where you live?’
‘Not many. Just my friends. I moved last week, and haven’t updated my details. So technically no one on the company side.’ Jonathan’s shoulders went down slightly, and he exhaled deeply.
I can’t be paranoid in thinking that everyone in the company is in on this,
he thought.
As he looked into her eyes again, he decided to take the biggest chance he had ever taken in his life.
‘Sorry I was acting strangely,’ he said, thinking quickly. ‘A lot has happened over the last few days. Someone tried to kill me last night, so I’m understandably a little on edge.’
‘No!’ Julie exclaimed. ‘Kill you?’
‘Yes. Now, I may need your help. Julie, will you help me?’
‘Uh, sure,’ Julie responded, looking confused again.
During the ten-minute walk back to Julie’s flat, Jonathan attempted to tell her as much as he dared.
What he ended up doing was unburdening his soul in case he died and his entire life was in vain. He tried not to panic her by continually looking over his shoulder, but she seemed oblivious to any apparent danger as her warm brown eyes stayed fixed on him, wide with incredulity.
He would tell her something, she would exclaim ‘No! No!’ in her cute French voice, and he would fire back, ‘Yes! Yes!’
He managed to condense everything that had happened to him in the last few days since the report had been submitted. It was when they got to her front door and she inserted her key that her eyes opened even wider.
‘But Jonathan,’ she said, almost breathless. ‘If all this is true, then we are in great danger. Even now.’
‘Yes, Julie, yes. Before you turn that key, you still have a choice whether to help me or not. If you don’t – I understand. I’ll turn away right now, and disappear. All I ask is that you don’t speak of this to anyone until it has come out in the media.’
Julie hesitated, with her hand on the key in the door. She released the key and let her arm drop to her side.
She’s going to say no! he thought.
She turned to fully face him.
‘Come inside,’ she said, ‘and I’ll help you where I can for now.’
Jonathan breathed a sigh of relief as he followed her in.
Neither of them knew that as they had approached Julie’s door, they walked through a sensor beam hidden in a bush on the path to the door. Walking through the beam had triggered a signal on a laptop in a room in central Paris; the operator of the laptop was looking at multiple video feeds and continually switching to feeds with activity – like people walking through sensors.
Once it had become clear that Jonathan was not killed in the hotel explosion, the people charged with killing him had set up an operations room to find him and complete their task. Using the considerable resources at their disposable, they had managed to hack into many of the city’s CCTV systems to try to pick Jonathan up again. They were also counting on him potentially contacting someone he knew from the French office of his company. On the off-chance that this would happen, they had in the last twenty-four hours surreptitiously installed a sensor and small camera near the entrance of the home of all 120 company employees of the Paris office. The operator of the laptop turned on a small camera, no bigger than a lipstick tube, that was attached to the security light outside Julie’s flat. The picture was in black and white, and grainy, but the operator could easily see Julie and a man fitting Jonathan’s description.
The operator typed a text message containing a code and Julie’s address into a mobile phone, and hit the send button. The phone beeped almost immediately with a reply, and the screen flashed: 20 mins.
Julie’s flat was tiny, even by Parisian standards. There was a short corridor off the front door, which led into the main living area. The main area consisted of a small kitchen and lounge. French doors at the back of the property overlooked a tiny, unkempt garden. On the other side of the lounge were stairs, which went up to the single bedroom and bathroom. Julie directed Jonathan to the couch in the lounge.
‘I’ll make us some coffee,’ Julie said, filling a shiny silver kettle and switching it on to boil. ‘You must be hungry. Would you like some fruit?’
Jonathan was hungry. He had been eating mostly processed snacks recently. Fruit sounded great. He nodded and smiled.
Julie handed him an apple and a small knife on a plate as he sat on the couch.
It was a scene of normality, and Jonathan was savouring every moment of it. He felt he could almost relax, but dare not. Julie would ask him soon enough how she could help, or what the plan was.
The truth was, he didn’t know and didn’t have one.
‘It all sounds so crazy,’ Julie said as she made coffee. ‘Stuff like this actually happens.’
‘I know,’ he said. ‘It’s probably too dangerous asking you to help me. I’ll have a drink and go. I don’t want to make any trouble for you.’
Julie brought two steaming cups of coffee from the kitchen and sat beside him on the sofa.
‘Well, you’re not so far,’ she said with a smile. ‘We’re just having coffee.’
Jonathan smiled back and felt himself relax a little.
‘Tell you what,’ Julie said, ‘while we’re having this drink, let’s not talk about it, then afterwards we can figure out where you should go next. Did you know the bones of six million Parisians are stacked in the old quarry tunnels under the city?’
‘What?’ Jonathan asked, surprised. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘Just changing the subject,’ she said with a smile as she held her cup in both hands. ‘Better than talking about the usual tourist things like the Eiffel Tower – so boring.’
Jonathan laughed and asked further about the mysterious bones.
Over the next twenty minutes their conversation was wide-ranging: from the joys and perils of living in Paris and French cuisine to hobbies, holidays and home furnishings.
There were never any awkward silences and they were comfortable in each other’s company. Jonathan could feel himself really starting to like her.
‘Look,’ he said, turning serious again, ‘I really don’t want anything to happen to you. I somehow got myself into this mess, and I don’t want to drag you down with me.’
‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘If I do want to help you then it’s my decision. I’ve been thinking about it since we got here and I’m going to help you, and I’ll tell you why. Jonathan, my grandfather was in the resistance in the war. While he was very scared and had friends who were killed, always for the rest of his life he also said it was the time he felt most alive. He really enjoyed his retirement because he could look back and know, really know, that he had made a difference in this world. He’d stood up to the presence of evil and was part of overthrowing it. How many opportunities do we really get like that these days? To be honest, my life is boring. I hate it. I get up, do admin for a bloody oil company, and come home to cook dinner. I don’t believe this type of existence is what we’re here on this planet for.’ She grabbed his arm with excitement. ‘Of course I’ll help you!’ she exclaimed. ‘We may die, but we may also get to live, really live – more than anyone else in this time that we have. This is what life is about.’
Jonathan was stunned.
‘Wow, I never realized you were so philosophical,’ he said.
‘I am French,’ she said with a shrug as she stood up and headed for the kitchen. ‘I’ll make us another coffee, and then we decide what to do.’
Jonathan couldn’t stop smiling.
Across the road from the flat, an unmarked car pulled up, driven by a man in a black coat. He cut the engine and pulled a nine-millimetre Glock pistol from within his jacket. From underneath the driver’s seat, he pulled out a black zip-up bag. He took out a gun silencer and a door entry kit containing lock-picking tools. The man carried on watching the door as he screwed the silencer onto the Glock. Once it was fixed tightly, he put the gun into his jacket, smoothly got out of the car, and headed towards Julie’s front door.
As Jonathan went back to slicing an apple, he looked up to see how Julie was doing. His eye was caught by a disappearing shard of white from a closing door, followed by a growing black reflection in the silver kettle on the kitchen counter. 
It was someone coming up the hallway!
Jonathan was on his feet and lunging before he could even think about what he was doing.
A hand holding a gun was rising from behind the hallway wall, to point at Julie’s back in the kitchen. Jonathan still held his knife as he moved towards the disembodied hand. He thrust forward with his right arm, stabbing the knife into the back of the hand till it made contact with the hard surface of the gun handle.
There was a grunt from behind the wall as the gun dropped. A split second later, a left fist came flying out of the gloom to hit Jonathan squarely in the chest.
The air was knocked out of Jonathan’s lungs and he staggered backwards till the backs of his legs were up against the coffee table. The burly attacker was around the corner now, and advancing on Jonathan quickly. Jonathan feebly tried throwing a punch. The man parried with ease and counter-attacked by punching him in the stomach, then elbowing him in the face as he dropped forward.
Jonathan’s eyesight exploded in fireworks of multi-coloured light. The man took one step back and launched a full sidekick into Jonathan’s torso. The impact sent Jonathan flying over the coffee table and crashing into the television in the corner. As he sailed through the air he was vaguely aware of Julie screaming in the background.
The assassin bent over and grunted again as he jerked the knife out of his hand. He spun around toward the kitchen to throw the knife at Julie, but he froze halfway through his movement.
‘Stop!’ Julie screamed, pointing the gun that he had dropped straight at his chest.
The attacker’s lips parted in an evil sneer.
‘You have not killed before,’ he said in a thick Eastern European accent.
‘True,’ Julie said calmly. ‘But I have fired a gun before.’ She lowered the weapon and pulled the trigger – discharging a round into the assassin’s right leg.
The man cried out and hit the floor, whereupon Julie took a step forward and shot him in the left leg.
He cried out in pain again and writhed as he held his legs.
Jonathan was getting up onto his knees in the corner.
As Julie kept the gun trained on the assassin, Jonathan picked up a stone sculpture of what seemed to be two people hugging that was next to the television. He shuffled forward on his knees around the coffee table and hit the attacker over the head with it. The man grunted and turned to look at Jonathan – pure venom in his eyes.
Jonathan countered by belting him even harder with the stone sculpture on the temple at the side of his head, knocking him unconscious.
The assassin’s body collapsed in a crumpled heap.
Jonathan put his hands on his chest and face where he had been hit, and looked up at Julie in amazement as she lowered the gun.
‘You were incredible!’ he exclaimed. ‘How? How?’
‘It was premeditated,’ she shrugged, nonchalantly flicking on the safety switch of the weapon before placing it on the kitchen counter. 
She tossed her hair back with her right hand. ‘I wouldn’t kill him,’ she said, ‘but you always see those situations in the movies, where they don’t use the gun and then the villain gets the upper hand again. I’m always screaming at the screen ‘Just shoot him in the legs!’ It’s obvious – so that’s what I did.’
‘But where did you learn to shoot like that? Jonathan asked, still astounded by the entire scene. ‘I mean, you live in suburban Paris.’
‘Ah, yes. But my uncle, he doesn’t. He has a huge farm in central France, and an arsenal of weaponry. We spent some summers as kids, shooting cans off walls. It was great fun.’
‘Not to mention life-savingly handy!’ Jonathan affirmed.
‘You’re welcome.’ She gave a little curtsey.
Jonathan was still holding his head where he had been elbowed. As the adrenalin ebbed away, the volume of his pain was rapidly being turned up.
They both stood for a few seconds, contemplating the unconscious killer in the lounge.
‘We have to get out of here,’ Jonathan said.
‘Agreed, we leave in one minute – out of the rear door. My car is parked one street away from here. He probably has friends on the way.’
Jonathan used the edge of the kitchen counter for support as he stood up unsteadily. Julie came forward and supported his arms. He leant against her. The pain subsided slightly.
‘Julie, I have to get away from you,’ Jonathan said. ‘Look what happened, and you were only with me for fifteen minutes.’
‘And go where? My usual haunts? This goon here would’ve let someone know you were with me. They’ll be looking for me too with the same intensity. Probably easier if we run together.’
‘I’m sorry I got you into this. Really.’
‘Don’t give me that,’ she said as she released his arms. She picked up the gun and began wiping it down for fingerprints before putting it into her handbag. ‘I made the decision on my own. Right now we have to get out of here. Then get out of Paris. Just let me grab another bag, some toiletries, and we’re off.’
‘What do we do about this guy?’ Jonathan asked, as he nudged the unconscious man with his shoe.
Julie was moving round the room, quickly wiping down the gun and anything that Jonathan had touched.
‘We’ll be out in thirty seconds. I’ll call the police from the car pretending to be a neighbour, and say I heard gunshots from the apartment. They’ll pick him up for burglary, and whatever else they decide was going on from this scene.’
Jonathan moved to wait by the back door.
‘Any suggestions for where to go once we’re in the car?’ he asked.
Julie was halfway up the stairs. ‘Let’s decide once we’re driving,’ she yelled down over her shoulder.
Jonathan looked through the French doors onto the small patio. He was dumbfounded on two counts. Firstly, at the scale of what an amazing woman Julie was, and secondly, reflecting on how many resources his enemies had – if they were able to watch
every apartment of everyone he may have known in Paris.
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London
Deep within the confines of the MI6 building on the South Bank of the Thames, Harry Shaftsbury felt his bowels shift within the windowless, soundproofed meeting room. Across the expansive meeting table the cold tungsten eyes of the head of MI6, Sir William Gladstone, bored into him.
He was desperately trying to stop himself from twitching, but could just feel his left eyebrow starting to go. With the rest of his willpower he tried to prevent himself from sweating. No use.
‘So,’ Gladstone said flatly. ‘This contact is your roommate, eh?’ He raised a perfect eyebrow of suspicion. ‘Aren’t you just a bloody analyst? Sounds like a hell of a coincidence to me.’
Harry desperately grabbed the edge of his eye to abate the twitching.
‘Uh, yes, sir,’ Harry said awkwardly. ‘But … but the coincidence is not as great as you may think. Neither of us are at the stage in our careers where we can afford to live in central London on our salaries, as well as eat, sir.’
Gladstone cocked his head to one side as though listening for a far off sound.
‘Is that impudence I hear?’
‘Oh, no, sir,’ Harry said quickly.
‘Better not be. Or you’ll be analysing somewhere quite … nasty. We still have a few nasty places left on earth where we can send those who don’t cut the mustard.’
Around the table, the other men shifted uncomfortably. Three of the senior intelligence chiefs had come through their careers being pummelled with workplace political correctness and recurrent programmes on ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusiveness of working styles’, which reinforced the message that you must never yell at anyone or fire them for brazen ineptitude. Not Gladstone though: he was completely immune to political correctness. While he was in charge, he did things his way.
One of the intelligence chiefs was Harry’s boss, in whom Harry had initially confided about Jonathan. The current meeting had quickly been convened as a result, since it was their first break in the case.
After confiding in his boss that morning, before Harry knew it, he was before the head of the service, whose ruthless reputation preceded him.
Harry gave up on the eye and just closed it. He knew he had about five minutes till sweat patches would start showing on his arms.
‘So, say it’s a coincidence,’ Gladstone intoned. ‘Bloody good break for us, then. A man with credible information actually calls one of our analysts. Still, I’ve seen stranger things happen in this job, that’s for certain. We’re confident the source is credible?’
One of the other men leaned inwards. ‘Yes sir, we’ve checked the source out. He’s a consultant within the company. His record is perfect, never even had a parking ticket. So the hypothesis is that he’s seen something he shouldn’t have, and is marked for elimination.’
‘Good,’ said Gladstone in approval. ‘So we take the break. Purpose of this meeting is to ascertain if this Marshall character contacting us is credible, and if it has any bearing on our mole in the oil company. In summary, he does seem a credible source, and in no way affects the status of our existing operative. So now we have this new man as well as our mole in the company to move the case forward. You, analyst ...’ Gladstone directed his cool ire towards Harry again. ‘Did your man mention anyone else trying to get information out of the oil company, or word of anyone leaking company secrets?’
‘No sir, he didn’t. We have a mole in the oil company?’ As soon as Harry said it, he knew he had overstepped his mark.
His boss’s eyes widened.
Gladstone’s eyes narrowed, and he spoke in a voice of cold steel. ‘Of course we have a bloody mole in there. All the agencies do. No one trusts those oil company bastards as far as we can throw this building. The security of a country depends on the energy security of a country, and half of these damn oil firms are foreign-owned now. Anyway,’ he said, brushing his tie. ‘Scotland Yard received a call this morning from someone in the London office of the company. The caller claimed to have some information relating to the recent murder of one Calvin Mitchell, oil company chief executive. They didn’t leave a name, but apparently sounded scared as hell.’
‘So someone else is trying to get the information out as well?’ Ventured one of the men to the right.
‘Yesss,’ replied Gladstone, irritated by the obvious question. ‘Our man on the inside is trying to track them down from within – if you get my meaning. Now listen here, all of you. This information stays within these four walls. If we have any of those stupid teleconferences or ‘catch-up’ meetings with any other agencies – I want nothing mentioned. I don’t want any Johnny Foreigners catching wind of any of this, and that includes our American cousins. You, analyst ...’
Harry jerked up in his chair again. He could feel the stains under his arms on the march.
‘You are now seconded to this case,’ Gladstone said. ‘I want a full debrief written up of what you know about this room-mate character. Then liaise with the case agents in preparation for if he calls again. We need to get information out of our two sources as quickly as we can. The prime minister wants an update tomorrow, so I want one by the end of today.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Harry kept a straight face, but on the inside he was the most thrilled he had ever been.
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Paris
Julie’s car changed lanes with a jerk, narrowly missing a slower car that had been in front of them. Julie planted her foot on the accelerator and the car leapt forward again to continue its headlong flight down the motorway.
‘Slow down,’ Jonathan demanded, trying to stay calm. ‘I know we’re on the run, but we don’t want to blatantly look like it. Besides, your little engine sounds like it’s going to explode.’
Julie slowed the car down to something near the speed limit. 
‘She can take it,’ Julie replied, stroking the dashboard in front of her. They were hurtling down the southern highway out of Paris in Julie’s Peugeot 106 hatchback.
She’s clearly a skilled driver, thought Jonathan, but definitely going too fast.
Jonathan was more worried about alerting the police at this point, than about any pursuing killers.
He hunched back in his seat and tried to clear his head to think. It had been such a mad panic getting out of the apartment and into the car unseen. They had no plan other than to get onto the motorway without being killed.
Once they were on the motorway, he was forced to think of what to do next, and his thoughts could only get as far as getting off the motorway alive.
Jonathan’s fractured mind currently only stretched to the instinct that they both had to keep moving. He thought his pursuers would assume that Julie was now helping him, so they had to stay away from anything or anywhere familiar to her.
The only plan they had so far was to get out of Paris.
The buildings got smaller as they raced through the outskirts of the city.
Signs were starting to appear overhead showing distances to southern, eastern and western destinations.
‘What’s the plan, boss?’ Julie asked, as she changed lanes with a jerk of the wheel.
Jonathan was looking up at the next set of signs that they were approaching at speed.
‘Well, I’m thinking we could head south-west to Brittany or south to Cannes. I’m thinking that they will be thinking that once they know we’ve left Paris – so we will head south. Due to there being more options down there to slip out by ship.’
‘Slip out by ship?’ Julie laughed. ‘Ooh, like a spy movie! It’s all so … clandestine, right?’
‘Yup, that’s the word.’
Julie leaned towards him slightly, still looking at the road ahead.
‘Were you thinking what they were thinking that you were thinking that they think you were thinking that they were thinking?’ Julie asked with a cheeky grin.
Jonathan couldn’t help but smile. ‘Yes, it’s all a bit like that.’
It was great having her with him. Her sense of levity in high-pressure situations eased his stress levels, and made him think it would all be okay. It still weighed on him, though, that he was putting her in danger.
‘Look,’ he said, ‘you hardly know me; I’m amazed you’ve even helped me this far. I think you should drop me off at some place you’re okay to stop the car.’
‘Jonathan,’ she said, ‘we’ve been through this. They’re after me as well now. We probably have a better chance sticking together. Two heads are better than one, are they not?’
‘Well, yes.’
‘Good. And if I have to spell anything else out further for you, then I’m going to kick you out of this car at a hundred kilometres an hour.’
Jonathan was secretly relieved: she was right. He also liked her, and she wanted to stay. He was normally a shy imbecile around women, but he guessed from the last exchange that she liked him too.
‘Okay,’ he said, ‘let’s make it simpler. Do you have any connections or family in Brittany?’
‘No. Went there on a school trip once when I was twelve, but nothing that would show up on records.’
‘Good. Let’s head to Brittany.’
‘Vive le Bretagne!’ Julie cried, as she hammered down on the accelerator again with her foot.
Jonathan became reflective again.
Just heading there isn’t much of a plan,
he thought.
He decided that when they got there, he would call the Dutch Mentalist, as well as Harry Shaftsbury again. Julie was now involved, and he had an uneasy thought troubling him: if these guys knocked off powerful men like Calvin Mitchell and the vice president of Russia, they’d be thinking that little Johnny Marshall would be dead within twenty-four hours; so his strategy would be to keep moving and keep to thirty-second phone calls till he got to Brittany – or anywhere else that would buy him enough time to figure out his next set of moves.
He was too distracted right now by Julie’s driving to think things through coherently.
We’re getting away – that’s the main thing,
he thought. So onward to Brittany, and when we get there, I’ll make some calls and pray those guys have some answers!
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Moscow

Anatoly Kirkov, the recently appointed vice president of the Russian Federation, was gazing through the bulletproof glass of his armoured Mercedes with satisfaction. His chauffeured car was moving slowly through the chaotic Moscow evening traffic. The police escort ahead of them was doing a good job of clearing a path through the rusted and clapped-out Ladas. Parting the peasants, Kirkov thought, like Moses parting the Red Sea.
Kirkov was pleased because everything was going well for him.
A vibrating in his jacket pocket interrupted his pleasure. It was a text message on his phone. He reached in and unlocked the phone. The message said something about tulips being best when planted in winter.
His face quickly discoloured, from creamy pleasure to violet rage.
‘Amateurs!’ he screamed at the phone.
Kirkov looked at his watch.
‘Change of plan,’ he said to the driver. ‘Take me to Oblast on Nevsky Prospekt – the back entrance. Tell the police escort to go.’
The driver nodded in acknowledgment and reached for his walkie-talkie.
Ten minutes later the car pulled up in an alley in front of a door with no openings or handles on the outside.
Kirkov leapt out of the car and banged three times on the door. A slit opened near the top of the door and a pair of eyes widened when they saw who was standing outside. A few quick clunks ensued and the door opened inward.
A burly man with a shaved head and a suit ushered Kirkov in.
‘A real pleasure to see you again so soon, especially after your promotion,’ said the man.
Kirkov shot him a look which hinted that if he opened his mouth again, the next thing it took in would be coal dust down a Siberian mine. The man turned white and pointed down the corridor. Kirkov strode through and began passing rooms on the left and right that were filled with beautiful women in lacy lingerie, generally sitting on the laps of fat, middle-aged men.
His gaze did not deviate as he walked towards a door at the end of the corridor.
Once he got to the door, he placed his hand on the handle and jerked it open. A rush of hot steam enveloped him and he vanished into the doorway.
Inside was a very large banja complex, a spa where men were enjoying the traditional Russian sauna. Many were walking around in towels and holding venik, birch twigs tied together with which you whipped the skin of your neighbour, and yourself, to bring blood to the surface. The men looked at Kirkov strangely, for it was not customary to enter this place wearing clothes.
Even though most of the men were very powerful in government and the criminal underworld, they all looked away again when they saw Kirkov.
He headed for a private steam room at the very back. He knew who would be sitting here at this time of night: the head of the ‘Department of Vanishing Affairs’, a secret quasi-government unit resourced by funds that did not officially exist.
Kirkov jerked open another door and was enveloped in another cloud of even hotter steam. He knew he would begin to sweat severely in about thirty seconds.
That was all the time he needed.
In the far corner of the room sat a solitary man in a towel, with the top half of his torso and head barely visible through the steam. His features were not recognizable. It was as though he was a dark shadow. A deep, disembodied voice came out from the shadow through the mist.
‘You have heard the news, then.’
‘Yes,’ Kirkov said with a slight hiss. ‘I order you to release the Tatar’
‘Are you sure?’ the deep voice asked. ‘Marshall is just an office worker. We will have him soon. If we release the Tatar, once it is done you cannot just pull him back – you know the carnage that can happen.’
‘Section Eight had their chance,’ Kirkov shot back. ‘Send him in. In fact, transfer five million to his Swiss account right now, to show that we are serious. In the meantime I am going to get one of my people to leak some information from Demetchev’s department. Throw everyone off the scent until this is tidied up. I order you – release him.’
His message delivered, Kirkov turned and disappeared from the mist in the room like a wraith whose time in the mortal world was up.
Overnight, seemingly confidential information of a highly classified nature was emailed from a web- based email account to a Bulgarian newspaper. It was leaked to the Bulgarian media because the Russian media was still tightly controlled by the Russian government, and therefore lacked credibility as a source of information leaks.
Ten hours later, the Bulgarian newspaper hit the stands and refreshed their website. Ten hours and thirty minutes later, the story was being slammed down on the desks of managers of all the major intelligence agencies of the world, even before the Western media could print it.
All the capital cities of consequence were ablaze.
The leaked information and documents appeared to originate from within the Russian intelligence service.
They suggested, implied and concluded that the major suspect in the assassinations in Moscow of Calvin Mitchell, former oil company CEO, and Viktor Maslov, the former vice president of the Russian Federation, was a retired KGB officer. The suspect was an acquaintance of a disgraced oil oligarch, who had been hounded out of Russia and was now living in exile in London.
The lawyer for the oligarch, who was British and an expert in setting up hollow corporations to hide assets, had been conveniently killed in a helicopter accident the previous week.
The lawyer had claimed the day before the helicopter flight that if he died within the next two weeks, ‘it wasn’t an accident’.
Rumour was that the lawyer was cracking under pressure and thinking about going public by revealing some sordid dealings that involved the oligarch and the assassinated Russian VP and Oil CEO. 
This seemed to implicate the oligarch in the murders: an oligarch whom Russia was currently trying to extradite, but having some difficulty due to his having switched to an Israeli passport.
In the offices of Russian intelligence, Demetchev was understandably furious: the information appearing in the newspaper looked bad for the department, as though it was leaking classified information, which reflected poorly on him.
Even if the story was untrue, there were elements in it that were not. Elements of it, and a few choice details, were classified, giving the story some credibility and also showing that Demetchev had a leak in his unit.
He was screaming full-throttle at his people when the call came through that the president had summoned him.
His head sank as he reached for his coat.
Forty minutes later, in the plush surroundings of the presidential office, the president was venting his ire at Demetchev.
‘This is unacceptable,’ bellowed the president. ‘You are supposed to be the best we have, and you have leaks in your own department!’
This is Russia,
thought Demetchev, there are always leaks of information, and pockets for bribes.
He dared not say it though. Kirkov was in the room again. Standing behind and to the left of the president. Every once in a while, Demetchev thought he saw the ghost of a smile cross Kirkov’s face, like he was enjoying watching Demetchev being chewed up and spat out by the president.
The truth was, Kirkov was fully enjoying the scene. He knew exactly where the leak had come from because he had arranged it. Furthermore, he knew Demetchev would never suspect, let alone find, the source.
Kirkov loved modern Russia.
‘Anatoly.’ The president turned on him. ‘I thought you were working with him on this, taking charge. What do you know of this?’
Demetchev breathed a sigh of relief in the background as the blowtorch was directed away from him for a moment.
‘Nothing of the leak. This is an unacceptable surprise to me too,’ Kirkov said.
‘Hurumph!’ snorted the president, back in the direction of Demetchev.
Bastard,
Demetchev thought. He’s more slippery than a greased pig.
‘I want a complete purge of your department,’ said the president, banging the table with one hand for effect, and jabbing his finger towards Demetchev with the other.
‘But ... but sir. We’ll lose too much intelligence capability. We’ll have to start all over again. That takes time. This will set us back months.’
‘You’ll do it, and produce results on this case,’ the president shot back. ‘Otherwise, it’s your head. Now get out of my office.’
Demetchev turned to leave with a heavy heart. Behind him, Kirkov was smiling; it was exactly what he wanted.
It could not have gone better if he had written the script himself.
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Paris, Brittany
Jonathan eyed the greasy counter of the store with suspicion. There was an array of euro coins spread out over it. He eyed the unkempt Frenchman behind the counter with suspicion.
All he wanted was change for the phone.
They were halfway to Brittany when the day began drawing to a close. It was time to stop for a break, and Jonathan had been unable to contain himself any longer in wanting to get answers.
There was a public phone outside, and he was having another cultural tussle in trying to get change to use the phone. The problem had arisen when Jonathan had to apparently clear the till of coins in order to make calls overseas.
The Frenchman was gesticulating wildly and swearing incoherently about the inconvenience. Jonathan eventually settled the matter by stuffing a note for twenty euros into his top pocket and scooping all the change off the counter and into a plastic bag.
He looked at the car outside as they crossed the parking area to the plastic phone box. Julie was already back in the car and raring to go. His admiration and feelings for her were growing by the hour as he got to know her better. She always seemed unflappable in the face of danger. By contrast, he still spent his time oscillating between anger and stark fear.
Once in the phone box, he started feeding the coins in.
The first person on his call list was the Dutch Mentalist: he would still be in the office. Jonathan got the number out of the SIM card reader and punched the digits in.
‘Yesh?’ answered the deep Dutch voice.
‘It’s Jonathan. What have you found out? Who did the report go to?’
Jonathan had decided to dispense with formality. He no longer cared that this man was technically his boss’s boss. His boss was dead, and this boss could well have been in on it. Jonathan kept looking at his watch as he spoke, so as not to go over the trace limit.
‘Jonathan! Where are you?’ asked the Mentalist.
‘What did you find?’ Jonathan asked, annoyed.
‘Nothing yet. Nobody knows who Falcus took the report to. It wasn’t an official project.’
‘What?’
‘Yes, nothing was logged,’ the Mentalist continued, ‘It was something Falcus did for someone else – off the books.’
Jonathan was stunned. Though he knew he shouldn’t be – damn Falcus!
‘And you have nothing else to tell me?’ Jonathan asked.
‘I think you should come back and talk this through with ...’
Jonathan hung up. The Mentalist was frustrating him and clearly had nothing else to offer.
He’s still living in his happy little Dutch land where everything is in pure two-tone black and white, thought Jonathan. That doesn’t help me when I’m wading knee-deep in brown. I’ve got Julie to think about as well now. I need to find out what’s going on and get us out of this goddamn mess, pronto!
He began feeding more coins into the phone.
It was time to call Conor.
The phone rang.
‘Wassup?’ came the deep American voice.
‘It’s me,’ said Jonathan. ‘Have you heard or seen anything?’
‘Well, I tell you buddy, I don’t know what you stirred up, but it ain’t good. I asked a few questions to some senior clients of mine and only got dumb stares or concerned glares. Think I may be putting myself on some secret blacklist here. Not that I care, I’m getting sick of whining Limeys anyway. But most of the day I was in meetings, so I’ll ask around some more tomorrow.’
‘Well, be careful,’ Jonathan said. ‘Someone tried to kill me again today. People have been killed. The hit list may be real. If it’s getting too hot, take care of yourself first – and keep your head down.’
‘Will do.’
‘Okay. I have to go,’ Jonathan said, checking his watch to make sure he did not go over his thirty-second time limit. ‘Take care, and I’ll call again soon.’ He hung up.
He fed the last of the coins in. This was the final call for the day.
‘Hello?’ answered a tentative voice.
‘Harry, it’s me. What’ve you found out?’
‘Jonathan. So glad you called, are you okay?’ Harry Shaftesbury asked.
‘So glad you called’? thought Jonathan.
‘Harry … are there other people listening to this call?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Uh … no, no, not all,’ Harry said.
In a semi-lit room in MI6, five agents with earpieces were gesticulating wildly at Harry to keep the conversation going.
‘Look, Jonathan,’ Harry said, ‘I’ve informed my superiors of your situation, and yes – your situation is grave. They think it would be best if we can arrange some meeting point and a time when you could “come in”, as it were. We can protect you.’
‘Have you found anything else out?’ Jonathan asked impatiently.
‘Um. Well, yes, it appears the incidents were connected.’
‘No shit.’
‘We have some strong leads. We need proof by way of some company files, or something of that ilk. Do you have anything?’
‘Maybe, maybe not. Am I worth any less to my government if not?’ Jonathan asked.
‘No, no, no, of course not,’ said Harry, clearly flustered. ‘We want you to come in, all the same.’
   ‘Well, nothing personal, old roomie, but I’m not going to trust people who can’t even be honest enough to tell me they’re obviously listening in on the call. I will call back, so give me some indication you know who’s trying to kill me and that none of them are related to your organisation, and I’ll think about it.’
Jonathan hung up.
In a semi-lit room in MI6, five agents raised their arms and dropped their jaws in disbelief. Harry felt his heart sink.
As Jonathan trudged back to the car, he kicked out in frustration at the loose gravel under his feet, sending up a small cloud of dust.
He decided the best option now would be to drive for a while longer until they found a random bed-and-breakfast or cheap motel for the night. Tomorrow would be another day of them hopefully being alive, and someone finding something out.
The calls would be made again tomorrow: it was the deadline for finding anything out.
His mood lifted as he approached the car and saw Julie smiling at him through the windscreen.
He had to get the answers tomorrow, for Julie’s sake above everything else – he wanted to stay alive, but felt he had got her into this mess as well. He had to get her out of it and towards the happy life she deserved, even if it cost him his life.
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Houston
Roscoe Ickes leant back in his cream leather chair and put his boots on his huge desk in Houston to read the main pages of USA Today. He was confronted by the headline: NO SUSPECTS IN OIL CEO AND RUSSIAN VICE PRESIDENT ASSASSINATIONS. 
Ickes slowly started turning a light shade of red, which intensified in colour until he stood up and tore the newspaper in half.
‘Kazanzski!’ Ickes barked at the door.
Kazanski came scurrying in from an adjoining room.
‘Yes sir!’ Kazanski, an ex-marine, barked back.
Ickes threw his power tie over his shoulder and stared Kazanski down.
‘I put resources on to find out who killed Calvin Mitchell over there in Europe. And I know from friends in intelligence and the State Department that things are going down.’ He pointed his fat Mont Blanc power pen accusingly at Kazanski. ‘Did you send some wet-behind-the-ears MBA to do this, to save cost?’ Ickes continued. ‘Cause either way I ain’t heard nuthin’ and I ain’t happy!’
He banged his fat hand on the table for effect.
‘Sir, no Sir,’ replied Kazanzski. ‘My man is very capable, but leads are proving a bit thin on the ground at this stage, sir. The only thing we know for sure is that everyone is trying to track down an employee from Calvin Mitchell’s organisation. Seems he has the answers.’
‘Pah!’ Ickes spat. ‘Not good enough. You know this guy’s name that they’re all looking for?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good. Pull your college boy back, fire him and then release The Cajun
on this guy.’
‘Sir!’
‘I want that mean son of a bitch in Europe by company jet by tomorrow! Or it’s your ass out the door.’
The fat hand hit the table again.
‘Sir, yes sir!’ Kazanzski barked, already heading for the door.
Forty minutes later an express motorcycle courier kicked up a cloud of dust as he hit the brakes on his motorbike. The bike skidded to a halt outside a large wooden colonial property on the outskirts of New Orleans.
Without turning the engine off or removing his helmet, the courier got off his bike, walked up to the front door slipped a manila envelope through the letter box.
He pressed the doorbell button, then ran back to jump on the bike. His left foot stomped the bike into gear, and another cloud of dust sprayed up as he gunned the engine and the bike hurtled back towards the main road at speed.
The courier was a man local to these parts who was not going to hang around at this location for a second longer than he needed to.
Inside, a giant of a man in a tan trench coat opened the envelope to pull out a list of addresses and a picture of Jonathan Marshall.
No-one knew where The Cajun had come from. There were many stories and few certainties.
The one certainty was that he was the greatest tracker alive.
And he was being dispatched to Europe to find Jonathan Marshall.
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Paris
In a dank, dimly-lit basement in Paris, a burly Russian in a black leather jacket sat hunched over a laptop. Three other men faced him across a wide table. They also had their heads locked on to computer screens.
From this tiny room, with the laptops and a series of radiophones, the Russian in the leather jacket was running the entire hit operation in Paris.
The man was aware that he was behind the game, now that the prey had clearly fled the city.
The man still hoped something would turn up very soon, as he knew his employers back in Moscow would be less than pleased about the events of the last few days.
There was a clunk as a metal door was unlocked and creaked inward. The man in the leather jacket looked up.
‘What is it?’ he yelled at the door. The instructions had been specific – no disturbances. Another man in a leather jacket appeared at the door as it opened.
‘We are being relieved,’ the man at the door said.
The surprise was clear on the faces of all the men in the room.
‘Oh, really?’ said the man in the centre. ‘And who the hell would be replacing us?’ he added, putting his hands on his hips.
‘The man from the south,’ the man at the door replied.
‘You are joking me!’ The first man spat on the floor and cocked his head up. ‘That guy doesn’t exist.’
With a yelp, the man at the door was suddenly jerked backwards into the darkness. A crunching sound was heard, followed by a thud.
The Tatar entered the room.
They could not see his face properly – it was as though a cloud of darkness surrounded his features.
‘I bring a message from our employer.’ A deep and gravelly voice emanated from the darkness. ‘Failure is unacceptable.’
The Tatar reached out with his right hand and grabbed the top of the head of the man in the centre of the room. The head was jerked left and right, and a loud crack was heard as the neck snapped.
Before they could even reach for nearby guns, a swirl of movement exploded from the doorway that was impossible to focus the eye on. Each man was hit in various soft spots of the body so that they all fell to the floor – one after the other – dead.
The Tatar moved around the room swiftly, grabbing all the maps, laptops and documents used in the operation ... before disappearing out of the door again like a wraith.
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Brittany
As the rocky coastline of north Brittany slowly migrated across his car window, Jonathan was thinking of how great he felt.
This was because he had slept well the previous night for the first time since his personal nightmare had begun.
The only thing to destabilize the evening had been his initial trepidation in wondering if something would happen with Julie. They had ordered a twin room but he had decided not to make a move, since they had both been through a lot in a short space of time, he would not try anything on the first night with someone he liked this much, and he was sure Julie was far too classy to come on to him in a two-star motel.
Once it was clear nothing would happen that night, utter exhaustion had ensured his best night of sleep in years.
He had woken thinking of the dead men.
The body count is three so far, that I knew of,
he thought, as the French countryside raced past.
Calvin Mitchell, apparently a complete prick in person, the Russian vice president and Falcus. How much had they known about the risks of what they were getting involved in? They probably all knew that their lives were at risk in some way or other.
The thing that really annoyed him about all this was that he was unaware of the risk.
He knew he was working in an industry dominated by politics and subterfuge. But there was no disclaimer or waiver he had to sign on the first day, stating that he might be hunted down like a dog if a powerful ‘stakeholder’ did not agree with the work he did.
I’m just a lowly pawn in the game, he thought, but now everyone is trying to take me out as though I’m some kind of kingmaker.
Given the second attempt on his life yesterday, he had decided that his focus now would be on staying alive. Though he had started to wonder if he could turn this around and use what he knew to gain some kind of amnesty from the monsters chasing him.
The problem was that he still did not have it all clear in his own mind at the moment.
His plan for today was to leave the hotel really early, which they had done by checking out at five in the morning, then drive to the next significant thing he saw on the map. That was the ancient medieval city of Mont Saint Michel. Once there, he would call Conor and Harry again, hoping they would have some news or insight he could use to get him and Julie out of this alive.
‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ asked Julie, shattering his sober thoughts.
‘Uh, what’s that?’ he asked, realizing that he had been absently staring at the dashboard while getting lost in his thoughts.
‘The texture of the faux-leather dashboard, of course.’
Jonathan turned to look at her. ‘Really?’ he asked, confused.
‘Of course not, silly. Look out of the window.’ Julie pointed past his face, and he followed the direction of her hand. He had to do a double-take to believe what he was seeing.
Out of the hazy morning air, it looked as though a stone fortress with an abbey suspended above it was floating on the ocean.
He had heard about this place but never seen it. While the tide was in, it played tricks with your mind. As his eyes adjusted he could see it was a walled village, with the abbey as centrepiece, clinging precariously to a clump of rock roughly one kilometre across which jutted out of the sea. The rock was connected to the mainland by a permanent causeway, and everything else around it seemed to have been smoothed away through the ages by the ceaseless movement of water and wind.
‘Yes, beautiful,’ was all Jonathan could say.
He was truly amazed at the sight.
‘It was a single block of granite in the bay. During the ice age, it resisted erosion from the glaciers better than the surrounding rocks. An abbey was established on it, and grew from there.’ Julie smiled when she saw his quizzical face.
‘School trip, remember? That’s how I know a fair amount about it. It’s always packed with tourists and there are lots of security guards about, because it’s a world heritage site. So it should be safe for us to get lost in the crowd – and you to make your calls for a while.’
‘Sounds good.’ Jonathan smiled back. ‘And we get to see some real history at the same time, almost like being on holiday.’
Forty minutes later they had parked up in the visitor car park and were crossing the causeway on foot. The spires rose majestically above them and the sea surrounded them on nearly all sides.
‘It’s quite remarkable,’ replied Jonathan, looking up at the scale of the surrounding wall. ‘It’s too bad we don’t build things like this today. Glass and metal towers hardly compete.’
As they went through the massive wooden doors to the entrance, Jonathan noted how right Julie had been about the tourists. The place was packed. As soon as they were through the doors, it was like being at an outdoor music concert or sporting event.
Julie turned and grabbed his hand, which was a pleasant surprise. It was their first physical contact, and despite their predicament, Jonathan was thrilled at the touch. Her skin was warm and incredibly smooth. It was all he could do to stop himself from stroking the softness on the back of her hand with his thumb.
‘Follow me,’ she said. ‘All the roads in the lower village wind upward and around the mount, heading for the abbey. There are more tourist shops higher up. One of them will have a payphone.’
She started pulling him through the throng. One of them had to take the lead to cut through the crowd. This may have been the only reason she had taken his hand. He hoped not, but for now he didn’t care.
It was progress, and he would take it in no matter what the circumstances. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as they began the uphill struggle to find a payphone.
Outside the walls of the stone citadel, the tyres of an unmarked black Audi crunched the gravel as it came to a stop in the car park. The car’s white reversing lights flicked on and the car moved backwards to pull up next to an old two-door Peugeot 106.
The door of the black Audi clicked open and a dark boot emerged to be placed on the gravel. The full shadowy force of the Tatar emerged into the hazy light.
As the sun reflected off the nearby water his features were more discernible. It was not a handsome face. It was the face of a seasoned killer, scarred by battle.
His hair was shoulder-length, dirty brown-black, and tucked behind his ears. He wore a long leather trench coat, which he quickly checked with his hands to ensure that multiple hidden weapons were properly adjusted.
The large man stepped forward to look into the windows of the Peugeot in front of him.
They had left nothing in the car.
He reached out with a huge hand and felt the bonnet of the car for heat. It had stopped about half an hour ago.
The Tatar was not underestimating his prey; he was checking every detail he could. For him to be here, these people were not stupid: they had survived two assassination attempts already. He would soon change that.
The large frame straightened up and he looked over the car roof at Mont Saint Michel, glittering on the water in front of him. He cared not for beauty or history. He cared about killing. It’s what he was paid for, and business was good.
He had driven all night from Paris and had just missed them by an hour at their hotel this morning.
It doesn’t matter, he thought, as he started to walk towards the causeway. They will still die the same day.
They were in the circular monument right in front of him. Only one way out.
They will not escape this time.
The phone made a clunking noise as the coins dropped through to the collection box and the call connected. While Jonathan waited for Conor Wright to pick up, he looked over his shoulder to see the re-assuring figure of Julie sitting on a medieval wall, licking an ice cream and looking out over the sea.
He turned back as Conor answered with a hushed, ‘Yeah?’
‘It’s me,’ said Jonathan. ‘Any news?’
‘Well, old buddy,’ – Conor was still speaking in hushed tones, probably so that no one else in the office could hear the conversation – ‘there are all sorts of feelers out, looking and asking questions about you from a lot of different areas. Guys in the office I’ve never seen before; black suits from upstairs. I asked one question about your project, which brought a barrage of questions from what were described as ‘auditors’. The Dutch Mentalist was called up and came back downstairs looking pale. No one has ever seen that before. Suggest you don’t contact him again.’ Conor’s voice was quiet.
‘Shit, you sound uncharacteristically serious,’ Jonathan said, trying to make light of the situation. If Conor was freaked out – things were really serious.
‘Hell, yeah,’ Conor continued. ‘I think anyone you ask to help you in here is putting themselves in jeopardy.’
‘Look,’ Jonathan said, ‘I don’t know what’s going on either, and the last thing I want to do is drag more friends into danger. But I need answers, and if I can’t go internal within the company ... then I’m fast running out of options.’
There was a deep sigh down the phone from Conor. Jonathan could feel panic welling up in his stomach. With the Mentalist removed from the resource list, he was down to Conor and Harry. Harry he still didn’t trust. If he lost Conor, he literally had no idea what he would do next.
‘I need to call you back,’ Jonathan said, checking his watch. He hung up and put the call through again as fast as he could, though his mind was a blank of confusion.
‘Right,’ Conor said as soon as he answered the phone. ‘Had a thought: there may be two people who can help. External people.’
Jonathan perked up and quickly re-engaged his brain. ‘Really?’
‘Yeah. You ever heard of two men called “The Dichotomy”?’
‘No.’
‘I came to know of them working on a project in the Algerian compound. It’s a symbiotic relationship – a classic living together of two dissimilar organisms for the purpose of monetary mutualism. One is as an Arab. The other is an Israeli. Basically, through each other, each side does business with the other’s people. The Israeli is the contact for the Arab to do well out of the Likud party, while the Arab is the contact for the Israeli for the important Hactum tribes and, of course, the house of Saud.’
‘Seriously?’
‘Yes, they’re just ahead of the rest of their region in moving past religion to get things done. They’re incredibly well-connected in the oil industry. There isn’t much that goes down without these two having either a finger in it or at least an idea of it. Whatever’s going down with you is related to what you uncovered. What you don’t know is who’s behind it. These two could help, if you offer to trade them some information on what you found. They could possibly shed some insight into who might be behind it. Heard the other day from another project that they’re currently in Madrid. They’ll be easy to find. They always take two rooms in the top floor of the best hotel. That’s about all I can suggest to help you for now. Look I’m going to have to go. Let me know how you get on.’
The line clicked dead.
Jonathan replaced the receiver.
‘Great,’ he said to the payphone, before turning back to Julie on the wall.
Her hair was fluttering in the onshore breeze, and Jonathan took a moment to realize that she looked quite lovely in the morning sunshine. The sea glittered out behind her, and when she smiled, a feeling always welled up inside him that everything was going to be okay.
‘Good news?’ she asked as she hopped off the wall and skipped towards him.
‘Uh, kind of. Nothing new. Got a lead towards some people who may be able to help. We have to go to Madrid.’
‘Madrid? Okay, I’m fine with that. Madrid is nice this time of year.’
She hooked her arm through his and started pulling him up the path.
‘Come on, we’ve got time to see the abbey before we go,’ Julie said.
‘Um, I’m not sure if we have the time. I’m not comfortable staying in one place for more than an hour.’
‘Aaah.’ Julie smiled again, and playfully poked him in the ribs. ‘But this is a big place, and since we’re in France – we always have time.’
The pace quickened as she pulled at his arm with gusto, and they headed upwards on the winding cobblestone path.
Not sure if the people chasing us are French though,
Jonathan thought to himself.
The dark figure in a black trench coat had been eyeing the crowd for forty minutes by the stone entrance to the complex, searching for his prey, all to no avail.
From the time their car had arrived to the time he had arrived and set up station by the one route in and out, it had been over an hour. That meant they were not simply popping in for breakfast and quickly driving on. They were stupidly having a look around, like every other tourist.
He cast his hawk-eyes over the rising paths, walls and buildings, all the way up to the abbey at the summit. Two people could easily spend all day in here.
The best killers in the world were naturally instilled with the patience of mountains. It was a basic hallmark of a great hunter. He could easily wait here all day and night for his prey to appear.
His employer, however, wanted an update at midday.
Departing from protocol, he decided to go after them. If they had gone up to the abbey and he moved now, either he would see them on a path a few levels ahead if they were still going up, or they would walk smack into death coming down.
If the worst happened and they somehow got by him, it was not the end of the world. Even if they drove off, he could soon pick up the trail again. He levered himself off the wall he was leaning against and descended into the moving crowd.
No one touched him as he moved through the tourist mass. Mothers instinctively pulled young children closer as he went by.
He checked his weapons under the black coat and picked up his pace.
The large hands were itching to kill someone.
Jonathan felt no more relaxed after a walk through the cool and peaceful air of the abbey. His mind was still on the phone calls and their next move. Still, it was a nice distraction that had given him time to think about the trip to Madrid while also spending time with Julie. He appreciated her efforts to try to bring his state of mind to a calmer place.
‘I’m glad we did that. Thank you for pulling me up here,’ he said, as they started the curving walk back down to the bottom.
‘Of course,’ Julie replied with a glint in her eyes. ‘We French may not have the best GDP growth rates, but when you see such places as this and combine it with a nice lifestyle – who cares? Who wants to be like the Americans, always so busy working they don’t even have time to learn to dress themselves; wearing only white sneakers and high socks with shorts – urgh, such awfulness.’
‘Yes, I’m beginning to see your point,’ Jonathan said with a smile.
They followed the winding downward path for a while. Eventually a slight detour opened up off one of the stairwells to a small path that opened out onto a stone viewing balcony.
They walked to the edge of the balcony wall and looked down to see the tourist pilgrims wending their way up and down on the main path below.
Julie turned and pulled a small, compact mirror out of her bag to begin touching up her make-up. Jonathan looked out over the sea again, and was taken with a moment of inspiration.
This is it! he thought. When she puts that mirror away, I’m going to take her hand in mine. If that goes well, I’m going for the kiss!
Twenty metres beneath them, on the winding path below, two darkened eyes of coal narrowed in on the two people on the viewing platform.
This was his chance for a clean kill – both of them at once.
He had them!
The Tatar reached into the left side of his overcoat with his right hand and tightly gripped the butt of his modified sawn-off double-barrel shotgun.
The weapon of choice for killing or disabling prey at this distance.
Julie closed the compact mirror and smiled at Jonathan as her hand went to put it back in her bag. Jonathan started leaning forward for the kiss, and it was at this point that things started to happen in car-crash slow motion.
Julie had not quite put the mirror inside the opening of her bag, and it flipped over the edge of the bag and began tumbling towards the ground. Both he and Julie saw it starting to fall at the same time. They both instinctively dived towards the ground after the mirror, trying to catch it before it shattered into a thousand shards on the cold stone.
It was then that the wall behind them exploded.
Jonathan felt his cheek being cut by flying mortar, and a larger piece of stone hit him directly on the side of the head. He felt his hair start to matt with blood. Julie had a cut on her forearm. Luckily they were near the ground and facing away from the wall as some debris hit the top of the wall and the rest flew over their bent bodies. They were peppered with tiny stones, but nothing had penetrated their clothes.
They both collapsed against the inside of the wall.
‘Shit!’ Jonathan exclaimed in panic. ‘Assassins!’
‘This way!’ Julie yelled, starting to turn.
They crouched low and ran alongside the wall till it completed the square and returned to a walled path going upwards again.
The Tatar was bounding up the stairs a few levels below while reloading the shotgun and pulling an Uzi from the other side of his trench coat.
He could not believe the luck of these people!
He was sure they hadn’t seen him. How had they managed to duck at the very moment he had fired? He had seen nothing like it in his twenty years of professional slaughter.
There were people screaming and running everywhere before him. All the streets were narrow and packed with tourists, which hindered his progress up the steps.
By now security guards had been called, and the first one appeared at the bottom of the steps as the Tatar reached the top of them.
He spun round and discharged one barrel of the shotgun down the steps into the guard’s chest. He spun back and saw that the targets had disappeared from the path above.
There were traces of blood where the first shot had hit.
Tracking them will be easy,
he thought.
He set off at a run towards the path streaked with blood.
Jonathan and Julie were running for their lives on a path leading upwards.
Jonathan stole a glance behind to see if anyone was behind them yet. He prayed they weren’t because if he could see someone else, then someone else could see him – someone else happy to destroy a world heritage site in order to kill him.
As he looked back, he saw a streak of blood on the wall behind them where Julie’s arm had grazed it. They continued running until they came to a fork where steps led downwards off their current path, while the other path continued on an upward trajectory.
Jonathan was desperately trying to think how to get away. He was suddenly struck with an idea, and pulled Julie to a stop at the fork.
‘Run down the steps,’ he panted breathlessly. ‘And don’t put any blood on the walls. I’ll meet you at the bottom. Go!’ he added, giving her a gentle push.
He continued to run up the path for about fifteen metres, smearing two patches of blood on the wall, which he wiped from the side of his head. He hoped it made it look like they were going in that direction.
He turned to run back the way he had come.
It was going to be tight getting back down and past the killer.
With lengthened downhill strides he pelted back down the path and swung onto the stairs, taking them three at a time, all the while trying to be careful not to leave any more blood anywhere.
As he reached the bottom of the stairs and turned the corner, he ran straight into the arms of Julie. She had been waiting for him.
Another gunshot was heard higher up on the hill above them. Fearful, they instinctively hugged together tightly. 
‘He’s still not that close,’ Jonathan said. ‘He must be shooting at people getting in his way.’
‘We have to get out of here!’ Julie looked panicked. Her soft brown eyes were wide with terror, and Jonathan could feel an unusual strength through her fingernails into his forearms, where she was gripping him tightly.
Her panic focused his mind.
‘Listen to me, Julie,’ he said with conviction. ‘He’s looking for two of us and he’s seen the clothes we’re wearing. We’ll split up here ...’
Her nails dug deeper into his skin.
‘... just for a moment. Go and grab a hat or jacket from a shop or someone lying on the floor, so you look different from a distance. Then walk down at the same pace as the crowd. When you get to the bottom, go straight out the front door and meet me at the end of the causeway. Do you understand?’
Julie nodded mutely and Jonathan slowly turned her around. He leaned forward till he could smell her hair.
‘Go!’ he whispered urgently in her ear, before giving her another soft push.
She staggered a few steps and then set off purposefully, not looking back.
Good girl,
Jonathan thought. Hopefully this will get us out of here alive.
He started walking to the other side of the path from Julie so that he could keep her in sight as she made her way through the crowd. As he did so, he unbuttoned and stripped off his light summer shirt. Underneath he had the typical English white T-shirt to keep him warm. The summer shirt he dumped into a nearby rubbish bin as he started walking down.
It was still chaos on the path before him.
As the first shot had been heard at the bottom of the citadel, people had begun fleeing upwards. Then a later shot was heard higher up, so those higher up had begun to flee downwards.
The result was that the path, which was only ten feet wide, had become clogged with people trying to flee in both directions. They had not accounted for mass evacuations in the design of fortress citadels in the thirteenth century. The only semblance of order among the melee was that the people trying to get down were mostly on the left side of the path, while the people going up were mostly commandeering the right. Jonathan had made his way to the left and was now starting to move down with the human tide. As he did so he reached over to an American tourist heading up on the right-hand side, and whipped the Houston Astros
baseball cap off his head.
‘Hey!’ yelled the man as he attempted to turn to retrieve his sportswear. They were already separated to a depth of four or five people from the opposite flow of the human current. Jonathan shrank down and then pulled the cap on to his head.
Ahead, he could see Julie grab a large, round straw hat and a tourist T-shirt from a shop she was passing on the far left of the path. She pulled the T-shirt on over her existing shirt and covered her auburn hair with the hat.
It was a good move. From a higher vantage point, from where the killer would be looking, he would not be able to discern Julie at all.
Semi-automatic gunfire was heard coming from halfway up the hill above them, followed by an explosion. Women on the packed path screamed, and everybody started pushing.
The urge to get out was greater than ever.
Ahead he could see the path begin its final curve back towards the entrance courtyard. Julie’s large straw hat was bouncing along noticeably in the distance.
It’s going to be close, thought Jonathan. If he comes back down now he could still spot us.
Higher up the hill, the Tatar was furious. The blood trail on the wall had run out and there was no sign of the targets. He could have outrun them to this distance. They had fooled him with one of the oldest tricks in the book. They had gone down the steps at the fork.
He set off running back down the hill and encountered small-arms fire from the two police officers stationed at the site, who were coming up the hill.
He could see there were also security guards behind the police officers.
It would have been easy to kill the targets higher up, lose the trench coat and weapons, and then calmly walk out as with the rest of the visitors.
But now he had to fight his way out.
So be it,
he thought.
He let rip with the automatic Uzi in his right hand and hurled a hand grenade with his left.
It was at the point of the explosion that everyone on all the paths thought it better to go back down and towards the main entrance. This led to a few seconds of even more intense panic and yet more screaming, before everybody began moving in the same direction.
This is great,
Jonathan thought. We’re moving faster.
He could see the entrance courtyard ahead, with Julie at the edge of it. 
The only problem was that the courtyard was rammed full of people, due to a bottleneck of several thousand tourists trying to get through a stone entrance designed for only a few.
The scariness of the moment seemed to concentrate Jonathan’s thoughts into a pool of lucidity.
Disaster! We’ll never get through in time. The killer must be on his way back down now. Even if he reaches the higher path, the one with a view, he could pick us off from there – if he still recognizes us. Or he may just start mowing everyone down in the hope of killing us, and clearing a path for his escape.
Suddenly Julie’s head disappeared downwards. Jonathan’s heart jumped in his chest.
Had she been shot? He hadn’t heard a shot close enough at the same time. Was she okay?
No. Clever girl – she was obviously thinking of the same thing as me.
The only way for them to get out through the stuck mass of humanity at the bottom was to go down on their hands and knees and crawl amongst people’s legs.
It was the last place where there was space to move.
Jonathan dived to the ground and began to crawl. He held back yelps of pain as people occasionally stood on his hands or his calf muscles.
It didn’t matter, though; he was making progress.
He could see a brighter shade of white as the entrance drew closer through the shortening forest of human legs.
The Tatar emerged onto the balcony that overlooked the entrance courtyard.
He carried a smoking pistol in each hand.
He jumped up onto the wall and stood on the edge of it, surveying the compressed crowd below.
His dark eyes began scanning for anyone of similar height or hair colour to the targets. He raised both guns and began spitting alternate single shots that surgically took down anyone who looked similar to the targets.
Wild screams erupted: it was as though someone had electrified a bed of already writhing eels.
Jonathan was close to the entrance but was getting kicked wildly as people panicked and tried to move anywhere in their trapped desperation.
He could hear the metronomic crack crack of gunshots.
Was the psycho firing randomly into the crowd? He was trying to flush them out!
His left hand was at the entrance where the bottleneck of people trying to squeeze through the small entrance arch had built up.
He hoped Julie was already out.
The additional gunshots were making a bad situation worse. There was nothing for it now: he could no longer get through on hands and knees, and if he stood up straight he was liable to have his head blown clean off.
He raised himself to a crouching position and thought back to his teenage years of having to play rugby at an all-boys school. He had always been tall for his height, which meant they had stuck him in the scrum. Now, unbelievably, the training would pay off. From a crouched position, he launched himself towards the hips of the people in front of him, his arms snaking out wide to encompass the two people in front of them. He executed a series of short but powerful heaving motions, which helped to force the bunched people through the gap more rapidly. The adrenaline surged and his lunges became more powerful as he saw the light on the other side.
The gap was immediately closed behind him, so hopefully the killer could still not see him. With one huge effort he pushed through, and the two rows of people in front of him all spilled and fell onto the causeway bricks outside the exit.
Jonathan fell on the two people he had been heaving against. They both looked thoroughly confused at what had just happened, but also realized that they were outside.
One of them turned to speak to Jonathan, but he did not hear as he was already getting up to start running.
His only thought was to get away from the entrance as fast as possible.
With the firing into the crowd, people would start running back up the paths again, and this would help to clear the courtyard.
Then the killer would not only block off the only way out, but also be able to see who was running outside the complex.
He had to get to Julie before this happened.
The adrenaline was still pumping as he sprinted for his life over the length of the causeway. Once he got halfway, his desperately searching eyes picked her out.
She had made it.
Her dark hair was billowing in the breeze, and she had tears in her eyes as she looked towards him. His legs should have been tired by now, but he seemed to complete the second half of the journey over the causeway quicker than the first.
He weaved his way through other running people who had also made it out. Looking ahead to the car park, he could see that it was pandemonium – a traffic snarl-up of too many cars trying to get out at once. They wouldn’t be able to get their car out quickly, even if they managed to get back to it uninjured.
Julie’s eyes grew wide with alarm when she saw that Jonathan wasn’t slowing down as he came racing towards her.
‘Follow me!’ he yelled, grabbing her hand as he ran. Julie was jerked forward and stumbled slightly, before breaking into a run to keep up with him. They headed away from the main car park at a forty-five-degree angle.
‘But the car is that way!’ Julie yelled over the wind.
‘We’ll never get out in the car. I’ve got a better idea – just follow!’ Jonathan shouted over his shoulder.
Julie looked ahead to see what they were running towards.
A congregation of white Lego-like structures lay ahead.
The bus park.
She saw his plan. The buses had their own very large exit, and some of them wouldn’t leave without their full tour party on board. But most of the tour parties were being shot at, back in the citadel. The majority of buses were moving, starting to leave, impelled by the urgency of the passengers or drivers already on them who by this time knew about the shootings. The buses were still getting out of the exit as there were fewer of them, by contrast with the car park, which was log-jammed at its exit by too many cars trying to get out at once.
The escapees could either jump on a bus getting ready to leave, or – worst-case scenario – commandeer one themselves.
Once they were in the bus park Jonathan made straight for a large white coach, which had an open side door in the middle where a cluster of elderly people were remonstrating with a young man in a company uniform.
They slowed to a breathless walk as they came up behind the group, and casually stood behind them while trying to edge towards the open door.
It was apparent from the conversations they could hear that the young man was the driver who had a civil war on his hands between two factions of his elderly American passengers.
‘We just need to get on the bus and go,’ a terrified old lady was saying to the driver. ‘We could hear gunshots – we need to get out of here.’
‘Not so fast, honey, we’ve paid for a full day trip here – we’ll need some kind of refund,’ another insisted in a shrill voice.
The driver held up his hands, trying to quell the voices. ‘I do think it’s best if we all get on the bus and go now,’ he said.
Jonathan and Julie had edged their way right to the door of the bus, and the old people were so preoccupied that nobody even noticed them. They slipped inside and Jonathan motioned Julie towards the toilet door next to them in the stairwell. It was one of those capacious toilets that have become standard in modern luxury buses. It had ‘Not in use’ written on a piece of paper and taped to the door. Julie nodded and gave the thumbs-up: it was the perfect hiding place to give them some time to recover, and they didn’t want anyone to know they were on the bus until it was a long way from its present location.
As they were squeezing into the toilet cubicle, they could hear the bus driver losing his patience and yelling at the passengers outside: ‘ Fine! You’ll all get a half-day credit. Now get on the bus, because it’s leaving in thirty seconds, whether you’re on it or not!’
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Crammed inside the toilet with the door shut and locked behind them, there was barely space for Jonathan and Julie to stand together. Their faces were very close to one another.
The bus lurched forward as it started its journey. Jonathan fell backwards onto the closed toilet seat. Julie fell forward and placed her arms above his head to steady herself.                                               
‘I can’t stand any more, sorry,’ Julie said after a few seconds, and turned to sit on his lap, her legs at right angles across his. Neither knew where to put their hands. Jonathan splayed his out wide against the sides to steady himself against the rocking of the bus. Julie did the same. Their fingertips were touching.
The swaying of the bus kept bringing their faces close together. Both their hearts were still pounding and running hot with adrenaline after their close escape. Their eyes locked together, and neither of them could avoid it or bear it any longer. Their lips locked passionately, and their arms came off the walls to embrace each other. The intimate meeting of their mouths and hands was an incredible release for both of them.
They kissed and caressed for what seemed an age.
The passage of time seemed to have slowed, and neither knew how long they had been intertwined. Eventually, their mouths separated and they just held each other tightly, seeking comfort in the madness.
After an hour or so the bus slowed to a halt.
They opened the toilet door and stepped out. Their limbs were stiff and sore from being in the same position for too long, but they were both sad to be leaving their little plastic cocoon of togetherness and apparent safety.
As they closed the toilet door behind them, in time to see the hydraulics of the main outside door engage, and daylight creep in, they saw an old lady looking at them from the top of the stairs where the seats were.
Jonathan pulled Julie closer to him as together they faced the stern-looking geriatric.                                           
‘Gosh,’ Jonathan said loudly. ‘We appear to have gotten on to the wrong bus, honey! I apologise.’ He tilted his head in acknowledgment, then turned and bolted outside with Julie in tow. Once they slowed to a casual walk, they could see that the bus had stopped in a pretty little coastal resort. A promenade snaked away from them to separate the ocean from the land. The town’s main road was behind the promenade, and there were clusters of typical small shops selling food and assorted tourist trinkets. Julie spied a patisserie and led Jonathan there by hand.  With fresh bread and cheese in bags under their arms, they walked up the promenade till they found a wooden bench to sit on, where they could eat and figure out what to do next.
‘How do you think that crazy man found us?’ Julie asked, as she broke her bread into little pieces and matched them up with similar-sized pieces of cheese.
‘I was just thinking about that,’ Jonathan replied, his mouth half full.
He was really hungry, ripping off hunks of bread and cheese alternately and shovelling them into his mouth. He hoped his feeding method was not offending Julie’s French sensibilities.
‘The only thing I can think of is that they put a tracker on your car,’ he said.
‘Really?’ Julie’s eyes widened.
‘Yes, we know these guys have some serious resources. They probably put one on the car of every employee who works for the organisation in Paris. Just in case I contacted one of them. It worked, too.’
‘Wow ...’ was all Julie could say. She chewed slowly and thoughtfully as she looked out over the sparkling azure water.
‘It also confirms that they’re being helped by someone, or a few people, high up in the organisation. At least high enough up to get an employee list of everyone working in Paris.’
‘So leaving my little car behind was the best thing then.’
‘Indeed,’ Jonathan said. ‘That was a close escape back there.’
Julie placed her food down on the bench beside her, and turned to face him fully.
‘So?’ she asked, her eyes sparkling. ‘What’s our next move?’
‘Well,’ Jonathan said, rapidly chewing and swallowing at the same time so that he could speak clearly. ‘I have to get to Madrid to see two strange people who may be able to help me. You are going to get on a bus and go somewhere quiet in France where you’ve never been before. I know we’ve been through this before, but that was too damn close back there – I don’t want to put you in any more danger.’
‘I don’t think so,’ Julie asserted, her eyes flaring. ‘You aren’t the boss of me. I decide where I go and what I do. I want to help.’
‘But –’
‘I’m determined in this,’ continued Julie. ‘We’re together in this. They’ll probably pick me up by myself, and take me God knows where. I have the same chance running with you, so I’d rather take that option. Plus, I can be a big help; like asking questions in hotels and on phones. I mean, come on Jonathan, I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re clearly English Rosbif from one thousand yards! Even in Spain I’ll get better service than you!’ She burst out laughing and tossed her hair back. As she did so, Jonathan couldn’t help but smile. He knew it was true.
‘I know that makes sense,’ he said, still wanting to persevere with the logical intention of getting her out of harm’s way. ‘But I still think ...’
‘No! None of your English “buts”, I’m coming with you.’
Jonathan turned to face her fully as well.
‘Julie, listen, they’re mainly looking for me. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.’
‘Aww, how sweet. Is that really why you want me to leave?’
Jonathan could feel himself blushing. He felt like a gawky fifteen-year-old on his first date.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You knew all along, you just wanted to make me say it, didn’t you?’
‘Oui,’ she said, smiling, before leaning in and giving him a long, lingering kiss. ‘And you can say what you like,’ she whispered when their lips parted, ‘I’m still coming with you.’
‘Okay, okay. We still stick together,’ he said.
‘A partnership,’ she replied, smiling.
‘Yup, partners in survival and finding the truth. But I think it would help if you changed your appearance somewhat. And also, here –’ he reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a wad of folded banknotes. ‘Here’s half the cash I have. If we see anyone like that guy from earlier, or anyone else acting suspiciously towards us, you must run as fast as you can. Take a train to a part of France you’ve never been to before, and stay out of contact till this is all over and in the media. Okay?’
‘Okay,’ she agreed as he handed over the money. ‘If it makes you happy.’
‘Good. It does make me happy. You promise, now.’
Julie held up her hand. ‘I, Julie Allanguillarme, do promise to run away if we see another assassin.’
Jonathan was glad she had said her surname. He had trouble remembering it, as it was one of those French surnames an Englishman should not even attempt to pronounce.
They both smiled, and he took her hand out of the sky and held it in his. She turned and shuffled a bit closer to him on the bench. They both looked out over the glittering sea together, holding hands.
After a time, Julie placed her head on his shoulder. For a small moment in time, Jonathan felt at peace.

He savoured the moment.
‘Do you think we should go to the media?’ Julie asked softly.
Disturbed from his reverie, he thought about it for a while.
‘Uh, no. For a couple of reasons. One, I completely distrust them – always twisting stories just to get a headline. Secondly, we have absolutely zero proof of anything right now. Even if we were protected and hidden, it’s our word and some circumstantial evidence against one of the most powerful and cash-rich organisations in the world. They’d have a hundred lawyers dispatched within the hour.’
‘Mmm, okay.’ Julie shrugged her shoulders lightly, accepting the explanation.
‘The more pressing question is how are we going to get to Madrid?’
He straightened his back slightly to look up and down the promenade, in search of inspiration or ideas. Further down the promenade on their left, he could see a bunch of teenagers huddled in a circle in front of a car parked right up to the wall of the seafront.
‘C’mon,’ Jonathan said, patting Julie’s hand and starting to lift her up. ‘I’ve got an idea.’
They walked over to the car to see that it was a beaten-up old Renault Five. As they got closer, Jonathan could smell through the air that the kids were smoking marijuana.
‘That’s an interesting flower,’ he said, sniffing the air.
Julie giggled.
They turned to the group of kids, who were all dressed in tracksuits, caps and hoods. They were all clearly high, sitting on the sand, doing sweet nothing in the middle of the afternoon.
The car could not be worth more than a couple of hundred euros. He walked to the edge of the seafront wall and in broken, high-school French, asked who owned the car. He was hoping this exchange would be completed quickly. One particularly stoned and snickering kid, bedecked in a white tracksuit from neck to ankle, half raised his hand.
Jonathan waved four hundred euros at him, and pointed from the car to himself. The kid’s eyes widened, as if trying to stay in proportion with his massively dilated pupils. That was a lot of money in this town. Jonathan said ‘Key’, and the kid groggily stood up and handed it over. He handed over the money and the kid half sat, half fell back onto the sand, while waving the wad of cash in the air as though he had just clinched the greatest financial deal of the decade.
Donald Trump, eat your heart out,
Jonathan thought as he waved Julie over and they jumped in the car. He turned the key and it spluttered and jerked twice before finally coughing into life.
‘How’s this thing even legal?’ Jonathan asked as he reversed it out onto the road.
‘This car is a French icon!’ exclaimed Julie.
‘It certainly is,’ laughed Jonathan, as he directed the car onto the main road out of town. ‘And it only gets better as we now head to Spain.’
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California
Deep within a large, dark forest in northern California, a hundred out-of-shape men, very powerful and very drunk, were running around campfires like college kids.
It was the annual meeting of the ‘Elite Burning Crew’. Once a year, at an appointed time, a very secretive club all met to build their network, get thoroughly hammered on alcohol, and eventually burn a huge straw effigy – usually of the leading Democrat of the time.
You had to be invited into the society – and for that, you had to be born and raised in the right places. With the decline over time of the Freemasons and the Illuminati, this was the only unofficial club left. 
Around one particular blazing fire in a very specific clearing, seven robed figures were discussing what would happen in major world affairs.
Roscoe Ickes was sitting on a rock, looking deeply into a crystal tumbler of Hennessy cognac.
Chris Calhoun, head of the CIA, was standing next to him and using Ickes’s shoulder as a support pole.
The other men present were Randy Schweinburger, US Secretary of State, Bob Wecksler, head of the New York Stock Exchange, Dick Newman, the US president’s former college room-mate and head of a manufacturing consortium, and Chuck Shloer, CEO of one of the planet’s largest software companies. Chuck was also head of the ‘Creative Industries Body’, which oversaw the export of American culture to the rest of the world in the form of films, television and software games.
Calhoun watched Randy Schweinburger start to dance around the fire and play tag with Bob Wecksler. Dick Newman and Chuck Shloer, two more captains of American industry, soon joined in the frivolity.
Chris Calhoun’s jacket beeped and he fished out his mobile phone. He punched in a code and his brow furrowed as he read the message on the screen:
22:00 Update: No new developments in Europe on Mitchell case – Intel drying up from oil companies.
‘Hey, guys!’ Calhoun yelled as he put the phone away. ‘We need to talk.’
‘About what?’ asked Bob Wecksler. ‘The rumours in the brotherhood about who’s going to be the next president?’
‘No,’ Calhoun said, ‘about this European situation. A lot of weird stuff has been happening over there since someone knocked off Calvin Mitchell. We’re getting frozen out a bit on what’s going down from the new guy – this Warren Tarrant.’
‘Where’s he from, anyhow?’ Randy Schweinburger asked, slightly slurring his words.
‘Some kinda European, think he’s a Limey,’ Roscoe Ickes said. ‘Not an American, that’s for sure.’
‘Damn Europeans!’ exclaimed Dick Newman, as he violently hurled a bottle he was holding into the far-off trees. A short, sharp yelp was heard from the direction the bottle had flown in. ‘Sorry, buddy,’ Newman yelled into the sky.
Newman staggered up to the other men, as they all came together in a group.
‘I’m still pissed off those damn Europeans left me out of the Algeria deal back in the nineties. That’s gratitude for you,’ Newman said, almost yelling. ‘The US armed forces not only saves their stupid old buildings for future generations of tourists, but also rebuilds a load more of ’em through the Marshall Plan, and they later freeze us out.’
Secretary of State Schweinburger sighed nostalgically. ‘Yes. We did damn well out of that war.’ His eyes misted up, ‘Ah, the days when we could do very well out of the rest of the world, with no questions asked. Gosh, I miss those days.’
‘Exactly,’ exclaimed Newman, snapping everyone back to the present. ‘Look at the attitude and freezing-out we get now. Ungrateful Limeys. The French are worse, the Spanish a disaster, and all the rest fall under the heading of stubborn Germanics. The whole place is a basket-case.’
‘All right,’ Calhoun said, with firmness in his voice. ‘Getting back to the current situation. The president has asked me to put men on this Mitchell thing, and this Tarrant guy. Good thing too, there are bombs going off all over the place relating to this company.’
Ickes jerked into life. ‘I put one of my boys onto it, too.’
‘Not that psycho from New Orleans?’ Calhoun asked.
Ickes gave a double thumbs-up.  
‘Dammit, Roscoe!’ all the men chorused.
‘I told him to be real quiet-like,’ Ickes said.
‘He doesn’t know the meaning of the word,’ Calhoun yelled. ‘I can’t have him running around under the feet of seasoned field agents.’
Newman burst out laughing.
‘What’s so funny, Dick?’ Calhoun asked.
‘You don’t think the manufacturing interests of America wouldn’t be looking into this too?’ Newman replied. ‘We need our cheap oil to keep flowing, baby.’
‘Same goes for the members of the stock exchange,’ chimed in Wecksler. ‘We have a fiduciary duty to ensure that the status quo of profits is maintained.’
   ‘Oh no,’ Calhoun said. ‘So you’re all telling me that you’ve all released your own men to get into this thing.’
‘Hell, yeah!’ they all chorused, nodding.
‘Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap!’
Calhoun’s scream echoed through the surrounding forest.
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Moscow
Anatoly Kirkov, the Russian vice president, was cutting his daily swathe through the mid-afternoon Moscow traffic in his departmental limousine.
As he sat in the back and watched the workers flit by his window, looking cold and dirty, he was on the phone assuring one of his secretive and powerful backers that everything was coming back on plan.
‘I assure you,’ Kirkov said into the phone, as he leaned forward and took a drink out of the mini-bar. ‘The heat is dying down. Demetchev has been slapped down and put back in his box. He’s lost half his staff. Yes, yes, I agree, timing couldn’t have been better. He was starting to sniff into some uncomfortable areas.’
He took a sip of mineral water and leant back in his seat.
‘So the heat is going away and the president still suspects nothing – all he cares about is the image of the country on the international stage. The man’s obsessed by this, so he’s easy to manipulate. I’ll supply another update at the end of the week, okay, excellent. Goodbye.’ Kirkov closed the phone and took a thoughtful sip of his drink as he looked out of the window.
Things would be so easy once the bloody office worker is out of the way, he thought. He still found it hard to believe that some desk jockey analyst was running around out there as a dangerous loose end.
Kirkov hated loose ends.
He liked their lifespans to rival those of butterflies.
Kirkov was furious when he had first heard that Jonathan Marshall had somehow given the Tatar the slip in France. The Tatar’s handler had tried to explain that this was due to a weird collection of circumstances that were beyond his control. Once Kirkov had calmed down he realized there was no one else to send – the Tatar was the ultimate killer; this was the first time he had failed to kill on his first attempt, but he had never failed to complete a mission. Kirkov had instructed the handler that he wanted a phone call within twenty-four hours to say that the job had been completed. The response was swift – the Tatar would have them soon.
Kirkov sunk back slightly into his chair.
He felt confident.
The backers were assured that everything was under control. By and large, things were. He smiled and clicked a button to activate the intercom through to the driver.
‘Take me to my favourite place in the suburbs,’ he said into the intercom speaker by his side.
In the suburbs he would spend the afternoon in a house of pleasure, receiving multiple ‘relaxations’.
Everything is going to work out,
he thought. I am going to be rich beyond my wildest dreams!
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Madrid
The glaring Spanish sun forced Jonathan’s eyes to squint though the windscreen of the car as the concrete highway flew by in a constant stream of grey.
They were on the outskirts of Madrid, and he started directing the car towards the signs for the city centre. Jonathan had been to the city a few times before, mostly on a variety of business trips as well as one dodgy stag weekend, so he roughly knew the layout of the place.
Once off the highway, he navigated the clapped-out Renault towards the Escobar district – a place where the hotels were of sufficiently low quality that they did not ask for identification if enough cash was proffered to the landlord.
They would be off the Interpol and intelligence grids, and untraceable – unless the people trying to track them already had operatives working the area looking for them. Jonathan was hoping that was not yet the case, but he refused to discount anything after recent events.
Nobody other than Conor Wright knew they were in Spain, much less in Madrid. The parties doing the hunting might surmise that after the Mont Saint Michel disaster, they would have made a break for the French countryside in an effort to drop from sight. He doubted they would expect them to go to another European capital, where intelligence networks were strong.
The other thing Jonathan felt he and Julie had to do, before heading out into the public again, was to change their appearance. He pulled into the first chemist-looking store that he saw – a shop with bright green neon cross above the door that signified a dispensary.
Dashing down the aisles after leaving Julie in the car, he grabbed packets of dye to turn both men’s and women’s hair from brown to black. Scanning the incoherent wording on the back of the boxes, he realized that he had reached the limit of his knowledge of spy operations, gleaned from a lifetime of novels and films. The best guess according to his limited man-logic was that going dark was better, as going blond would make him, in particular, too noticeable.
Besides, he thought as he made his way to the till, then I would have blond hair and black eyebrows, and that stands out a mile.
He also grabbed some scarves for Julie from a rack near the counter.
Back in the car, Julie was pleased with the scarves but much less so with the hair-dye.
‘What the hell is this?’ she said, turning the box round in her hands.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘be in disguise and all that – so no one will recognize us.’
Julie shook her head. ‘You poor, ignorant man,’
she said in a voice of feigned disappointment. She reached over and started stroking his hair. ‘I’ll help you … and I’ll change you.’ She had a face of pity. ‘But this ...’ She held the hair dye in front of his face. ‘This won’t work, and it’s not going to happen.’ She tossed the box of dye into the back seat and folded her arms while looking forward. ‘Now drive on, my good man.’ She was smiling.
‘Well, okay, then,’ he said, as he nosed the car back into the traffic, ‘Go, team!’
After cruising the back streets of Escobar for a while, they drove past a terraced building with a white flashing ‘Hotel’ sign, above the name ‘El Rancho’.
What attracted Jonathan was the driveway down the side of the building, which meant it had off-street parking.
‘This looks like the kind of place that charges by the hour,’ Julie said, as Jonathan slowed the car to a stop in the car park. Jonathan had to admit that it did look a bit vile from the outside – and that was probably the best part of it.
Jonathan reasoned that they weren’t on a romantic weekend break, but a mission to stay alive and find out the truth behind what was happening to them. If the mission was successful it did not matter so much if Julie was upset right now. It was getting dark, and he had driven pretty much all day. He felt shattered, and just wanted to climb into a bed of any description.
The landlord, as expected, was accommodating when extra euros were thrust at him. He assured them that he had never seen them, and they did not have to sign the register or show any documentation.
I’ll make it up to her later,
Jonathan decided as they surveyed the room they had already paid for.
He could also tell from the look of disgust on her face in reception that nothing was going to happen between them tonight. He knew women were seldom in the mood for love when there were cockroaches present. So he’d ordered two twin beds to avoid the embarrassment when they got into the room.
Jonathan was so tired that he crawled straight into one of the beds.
‘Try to get some sleep,’ he mumbled at Julie as he pulled the covers up. ‘Tomorrow is going to be a big day … need to find these guys … need to talk to them.’ He could feel sleep coming fast.
‘Oh, no you don’t,’ Julie said as she climbed into his bed. ‘There’s safety in numbers here in the fight between us and the cockroaches.’
They held each other tightly for a few minutes before both drifting off to sleep in each other’s arms.
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Siberia

Five hundred million years ago, Siberia in northern Russia was a very different place. For one thing, it was not part of the land mass of modern Russia at all – it was a shallow sea.
Conditions for life on earth were very different at that time. Most living creatures were basic forms of life that existed in the oceans.
The shallow seas were especially full of organic life. As these primitive life-forms died, they sank to the bottom of the sea floor to form an organic-rich, shale-like layer.
Millennia passed, and layer upon layer of sediment covered the organic-based shale. The earth’s crust continued to move, and in specific areas the tectonic forces applied millions of years of pressure and heat to the buried layer of deceased microscopic animal and plant matter. When this pressure-cooking effect reached a temperature of around sixty degrees centigrade, the previously organic matter began transforming into liquid hydrocarbons – crude oil and natural gas.
Once the hydrocarbons formed, gravity pulled them from the place of their origin, through porous rock in the earth’s crust beneath, to eventually trap them in pockets between impenetrable rock in the layers of earth beneath. 
The millions of years of sea-level changes that occurred across northern Russia ensured that the part of the sea floor that eventually rose up to become Siberia was riddled with oil reservoirs.
The oil sat there, quite peacefully, until the dawn of the hydrocarbon age of man in the late nineteenth century.
Once many cultures had, with alarming speed, become totally dependent on oil to enable their lifestyles, a contrast developed between Europe and the Middle East.
Western Europe was chock-full of countries rich in technology but poor in oil.
The twentieth century had been about achieving a balance between large markets of demand for oil products (Europe), and a large pool of supply (the Middle East).
Differences of culture and religion had meant the relationship was always going to be rocky at best, with only the bridge of commerce sustaining the fragile relationship.
At the end of that century, however, things began to change. Western countries were growing tired of their energy security being constantly held hostage by that decade’s flavour of dictator or religious fundamentalist. At the same time an old partner of Europe had resurfaced and been accepted back into the international community, and appeared ready to do business again – Russia, the country with the second largest oil reserves after Saudi Arabia.
The problem, which was eternal in the oil game, was getting the oil easily and cheaply from the source of supply to the source of demand. From the wastelands of Siberia, where the bulk of Russia’s reserves resided, the oil needed to take a long trip west.
The current method is to ship it by means of the ‘oil superhighway’ – an endless fleet of tankers taking it through the narrow Bosphorus Strait of Istanbul and into the Mediterranean. There is a limit, though, to how many tankers could fit through this small channel, and every year a few supertankers inevitably drifted slightly and ploughed into some millionaire’s villa on the waterfront.
To make the transit of oil quicker and more profitable, a massive pipeline was needed that ran east to west, capable of pumping westward the equivalent of a tanker an hour.
The oil would begin its journey from Siberia and head west across the northern parts of Russia before dipping down and entering Eastern Europe in Latvia. It would continue south-west, then south-south-west, going through Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine, Romania, Bulgaria and Macedonia, before finally reaching the Mediterranean coast in Albania. From there the load could be split into tankers and sent to ports all around Europe and beyond. Tapping-off points could be set up in Belarus to plug it straight into existing European pipelines and take it directly west to Germany, the fourth largest economy in the world. The same thing could be done in Romania to take it to Italy.
Powerful men had been plotting this scenario for decades.
In one of the meeting rooms of the Kremlin in the early 1980s a powerful, clandestine and vociferously greedy group had formed, to make the oil transit vision a reality. With the fall of the communist USSR being inevitable, their main intention was to make a lot of money during the period of transition.
The problem they faced was property rights. The way for them to create a dynasty for themselves was to actually own the land that the pipeline sat on. They could sort the pipeline out easily enough going through Russia, but not all the way through the countries of Eastern Europe.
They recognized that Russia would only be able to push so far in the climate of instability that would characterize the late 80s and early 90s. The countries that they drew the line through on a large map in the Kremlin still technically held their own borders and owned the property within their countries – even under the old USSR structure which was already crumbling around them. The group had initially looked to acquire the land under the guise of Soviet government departments, but they were stymied by a myriad of bureaucratic responses from the opposing governments, who were getting ever bolder as the USSR weakened. The opposing governments knew they just had to hold off long enough till the whole corrupt communist system collapsed and they would break away to independence.
The clandestine group, far from being discouraged, saw how this could work in their favour. It would have been a losing bet to force it on the countries, only to have the infrastructure nationalized the moment they became fully independent.
They foresaw that many of the lands the pipeline would go through would try to go the way of Europe, even eventually joining the European Union. For this to be the case, if they followed democratic systems, the countries would have to allow the purchase of property by individuals, and even investing companies – domestic and foreign.
The group set about preparing to transfer vast swathes of state assets to themselves as Russia changed: oil companies, manufacturing and mining interests. This would provide them with the necessary resources and funds. Once this was in place, they set about speeding up the fall of the USSR so that they could begin what was to become the greatest land and asset grab in the history of the world that did not involve the art of war or a treaty signed by a representative of the British Empire.
As the Eastern European countries became fledgling democracies, vast swathes of land began to be purchased by a web of investing companies, which could not be traced back to anyone in Russia. There was still enough corruption in the new governments to gain planning permission for the type of construction required by waving a few thousand dollars at the right people who held power.
Troublesome government employees who objected were simply removed in the night, never to be seen again.
The final piece of the puzzle was to gain a reliable partner in the West who had access to distribution systems for the oil and oil products in the Western countries.
An existing Western oil major, who already owned the infrastructure required, fitted the bill perfectly. Once this partnership was established, construction of the pipeline could begin.
Making billions was quite simple, really. With the right partners and the right amount of greed, anything was possible. The clandestine Russian group was in the final phase of implementing their plan. Nothing and no one had been allowed to inhibit their progress so far, and they were so close now: it didn’t matter who had to be killed, whether it was the CEO of the largest oil company in the world or the vice president of Russia. Nothing would stand in the way of them reaching their objective.
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Madrid
The morning sun broke over Madrid, turning the whole city a kind of paella yellow.
Jonathan and Julie both admired the golden light out of the café window. They had checked out of the hotel early and walked to a local breakfast spot for a quick coffee and whatever was closest to some form of pastry.
Jonathan took her hand in his and pulled her attention back to the present moment.
‘Big day,’ he said, smiling. ‘Big day, I’m excited.’
For the first time since his torrid ordeal had begun, he felt in control of what was happening to him. He had woken up early, regretfully left Julie to sleep a while longer, and sat down at the hotel desk to sketch out a plan on paper.
During his planning for the day, he had intuitively fallen back on his consultant training and begun to approach the day as though it was a consulting project plan. He started with the fundamental questions that the project needed to answer: Who was trying to kill him? Why? This was followed by questions to build a plan: Who could help uncover the fundamental question? The Dichotomy – the Arab and the Israeli. Why would they help? To gain insider information on the largest oil company in the world. How would this mutually beneficial exchange take place? He would have to personally get in front of them and quickly demonstrate that he was a trustworthy source and had something they would want.
With all this clear and organized in his mind, he was able to sketch out an action plan to achieve his targets.
Through taking action he felt a part of the course of events, which was infinitely better than sitting still, just waiting for a bullet to enter his body somewhere.
Leaving the restaurant, they got directions to a nearby internet café, and walked there to look up the best and most luxurious hotels in Madrid. The search was easy, and he narrowed it down to three hotels of five-star quality in the central district. They printed the pages and took a bus to the city centre.
They had decided to leave the clapped-out old Renault Five at the back of the hotel. It had French licence plates, but apart from that they were wary of the thing breaking down or being involved in an accident, which could draw unwanted official attention to them, so they opted for public transport instead.
As they sat close together on a forward-facing seat, the suburbs began to give way to taller buildings and offices.
Jonathan explained his plan.
‘I was thinking about this early this morning,’ he started. ‘The difficult part when we get to the first hotel is how to ask for what we’re looking for. I mean, asking about Arabs and Jewish-looking gentlemen at reception wouldn’t go down well.’
‘Agreed,’ Julie replied, nodding her head. ‘So what are you thinking?’
‘Well,’ Jonathan continued, with a glint in his eye. ‘Who knows everything that’s going on in a hotel, and who sees everybody go in and out? The porter. We’ll stop in the shopping district, and get you a load of big fashion bags and a pair of sunglasses. The plan is that you go into the hotel looking weighed down by the bags, and cast a plaintive look at the concierge desk. A pretty lady like you: sure enough, the porter will come out to help with the bags. I’ll call ahead at the hotel and ask to be put through to room four zero two, or something. Just so we can establish such a room number exists. Otherwise, again, it’ll look suspicious.’
Julie nodded again. ‘Sounds okay so far,’ she said.
‘Right, you go up to the room with the porter, but as you get to the room door, you say you’ll take the stuff from there.’
‘I could also pretend to take a call on a mobile phone, if we get one.’ Julie suggested.
‘Great idea,’ Jonathan said. ‘Then give him a huge tip and ask if he knows of any Arab men staying in the penthouse. Then go back to talking on the phone while pretending to search through your purse for the room key.’
‘That bit could be a little risky, but it might work: porters don’t usually challenge people who look like guests in these kind of places,’ Julie said.
‘Exactly. He’ll leave, and when he does, you go down the stairs and out any back way you can find – some kind of fire exit that’s not alarmed. Maybe even through the kitchen.’
‘I’m sure I can sort something out,’ Julie said.
‘Good. I’ll go in and sit in the lobby with a newspaper five minutes before you walk in. This way, I can watch you go up in the elevator while checking for anything suspicious.’
She took his hands in hers.
‘Jonathan,’ she smiled. ‘That’s so sweet.’
He smiled back. ‘It’s nothing. I just want you to be as safe as possible in all this – ooh! We need to get off the bus here.’ He was looking out of the window. ‘It’s the shopping district.’
An hour later they were ready for the mission.
Julie was kitted out in a long cream overcoat and laden with designer bags. The pièce de résistance was her oversize Hollywood sunglasses. With her hair flowing over her shoulders, she really did look movie-star material.
They had a final coffee in the café across the plaza from the hotel, to steel themselves.
‘Right,’ Jonathan said firmly, tucking a folded newspaper under his arm while swigging the last of an espresso. ‘I’m going in. Wait five minutes and enter the lobby. Then just go through the plan. Okay.’
‘Okay, chief,’ Julie said, with a mock salute.  Jonathan smiled. He picked up her hand, kissed it, then spun on his heel to head towards the hotel.
Julie put on her sunglasses and watched him walk across the square. She tilted the glasses forward to get a better view of him walking away, and tracked him as he walked into the shade of the street on the opposite side of the square, and into the hotel.
Julie knew she should feel nervous about what they were about to do, but strangely, she felt excited. There was always the threat that they could die, yes, but for her, this was still infinitely better than sitting in the office of an oil company.
She glanced at her watch: there were three minutes before she had to start walking. To pass the time she dwelled on the vicissitudes of fate. Little twists and turns that had brought her to this point. The biggest had been the decision to go clothes shopping that day in Paris. It was one of those weird incidents where you bump into someone from work in a public place – and it had just happened to be Jonathan, whom she had always liked and who had desperately needed her help.
She had been more than happy to oblige, and still was. To her, this was a great adventure, like the games she used to play with her brothers growing up in the countryside. They used to invent quests and raid imaginary forts. This present quest to save their lives and expose the truth of what was happening to Jonathan was certainly laced with danger, but because it harked back to her rough-and-tumble childhood, it actually felt more positive than negative.
The clock on the wall over the counter caught her attention. The five minutes was up. It was time to go.
Julie exited the café and walked across the square, her air of determination showing she intended to make this work. Her eyes focused ahead on the hotel entrance and the task at hand. Her mind was rushing through what she had to do and all the different scenarios she could encounter once she crossed the marble threshold. As she approached the shadow cast by the hotel over the edge of the square and the surrounding road, her thoughts were jolted by the vision of Jonathan walking briskly toward her.
This wasn’t how the plan was supposed to go,
Julie thought.
Her steps faltered as confusion set in. Jonathan’s face looked tight as he came close to her, and directed her away from the hotel by hooking his arm through hers.
‘Change of plan,’ he said, looking forward as they walked away from the hotel.
‘Why?’ she asked, still confused. It had all been so well rehearsed in the morning.
‘This is definitely the place,’ he said, ‘I walked in and was about to sit in the lobby when I saw a man in a business suit walking out of the lift, holding hands with an Arab wearing the full flowing robes. Within a minute, I saw three or four Arabs dotted around the floor, all in the robes – it’s the place.’
Julie turned to look at him, ‘So what do we do now?’
Jonathan slowly turned their walking route back toward the hotel.
‘You go in and follow the next Arab guy going into the lift. Go to his floor, and walk past him when he stops at the door, then come back out of the hotel like we discussed before. Let me know which room he goes into. Okay?’
‘Sounds less risky than before, if anything,’ she replied.
‘Good, best of luck. I’ll wait for you back at the café. Go!’
With that, he gently broke the link of their arms and started heading back across the square. Julie continued to clatter forward over the cobblestones in her high heels, to disappear into the darkness of the hotel entrance.
Once inside the hotel lobby, Julie stopped to coolly slip her sunglasses off and re-adjust the bags she was carrying. She surveyed the scene. Her entrance had not gone unnoticed, and she counted at least ten men who had stopped in mid-conversation to look at her. She didn’t immediately see any Arabs.
Trying to stay unfazed, she figured that the best thing to do was to walk a lap of the place, like she used to do with her girlfriends when they first arrived at a nightclub.
She started walking in a circle around the lobby, and just got past reception when an Arab dressed in full Arab dress walked out of the bar in front of her and started walking towards the lifts. Julie quickened her pace to get closer to him, then slowed once he reached the wall and pressed the button to call the lift.
She ambled up beside him nonchalantly while pretending to look through one of her shopping bags. The silver doors slid open and the Arab motioned for her to enter first. She flashed a smile and tilted her head in acknowledgement as they both entered the lift. As the doors closed the Arab turned to fully face her.
‘Good morning, madam,’ he said in a deep, accented voice.
Julie smiled blankly as she tried not to panic – this was definitely not part of the plan. She was trapped in the rising lift. If something were to go wrong ... there was no escape.
‘If you are in the hotel later,’ the Arab continued, without smiling. ‘My employer is having a party in room six zero two, the penthouse. Please knock four times. He is very wealthy. You will not be disappointed.’ He ended with a ceremonial bow.
Julie was stunned: she was being propositioned in the lift!
‘Uh, thank you,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I will certainly consider it.’
The Arab made another bow as the lift came to a stop on the sixth floor and the doors opened. They both exited and Julie paused long enough once she had walked out to see in which direction the Arab was heading, and then turned to head in the opposite direction down the corridor. As she walked away and realized the worst moment of danger was over, she felt another surge of adrenaline and turned back to call after the Arab: ‘Room six zero two, knock four times, did you say?’ He bowed again in acknowledgement.
‘All right. I like a good party. I’ll see you later.’ She winked and flicked her hair coquettishly as she spun on her heel to walk away.
When she was sure she was out of sight of the Arab, she hurriedly started looking for the stairs to take her one floor down, where she could then take the lift back to the lobby. The plan had worked – not quite as they had thought, but she had the result she wanted. Now she just needed to get out of the hotel and back to Jonathan.
Jonathan was fretting in the café across the road. He had nervously ordered a tea, and was now continually looking around the café and then back to the hotel across the square. He surveyed the other diners and drinkers. Were any of them watching him? To his surprise, he caught himself starting to bite his index fingernail. This was not something he had done in years. He was really worried about Julie. She was only doing this because of him. Now he had intentionally put her in harm’s way. He wanted to sprint across the plaza into the hotel foyer and scream at her to get out of the hotel.
A waitress disturbed his thoughts by clattering a burnished pot of tea and ceramic mug onto the table in front of him. He thanked her and turned to look across the square again. Julie was halfway across it, walking towards him. His heart soared and then plummeted. She was okay – but was back far too quickly. What had happened? He couldn’t wait for her to close the agonizing distance between them.
Leaving a few euros on the table to cover the tea, he hurried outside and towards her. As she approached she smiled that beautiful smile of hers that made the Spanish day even brighter. His heart soared again. It meant she was okay.
‘What happened?’ he asked, as they came together.
Julie quickly relayed the story of how she was propositioned in the lift and given the room number they needed.
‘Bloody hell!’ was all he could say after taking it all in.
All his complex scenario-planning from the morning had nearly been undone by the targets coming to them through lust.
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Half an hour and a pot of tea later, the plan had been reformulated.
They left the café and crossed the sun-baked plaza once more towards the hotel.
Julie entered first and Jonathan followed her at about ten paces behind. Julie coolly walked across the ornate lobby to the bronze lifts in the far wall. She pressed the button to go up and once the lift arrived and Julie entered, Jonathan briskly walked towards it to just make it through the doors before they began closing.
They got out on the sixth floor and headed toward room six zero two, again with a space between them. Once Julie arrived at the door, she took a deep breath and knocked four times, then started smiling. There was a moment when nothing happened, when someone in the room was clearly looking through the peephole. Loud yelling in Arabic was heard through the door, followed by the metallic clinking of locks being undone from the inside.
This was the crucial part of the plan: once the locks were heard they would no longer be looking through the peephole. Julie bolted right toward the fire escape to go down and wait in the lobby, while Jonathan, who had been pressed against the wall on the same side as the door, rushed up to stand in her place.
The door opened to reveal the largest Arab Jonathan had ever seen. Before he could open his mouth to utter a syllable, a nine-millimetre Parabellum pistol was hovering two inches from his face.
Jonathan had expected something like this, and knew he had to be bold.
‘I need to speak to your bosses,’ he said in a deeper voice than usual, in the hope it carried some semblance of authority.
The huge hairy hand in front of him cocked the hammer on the weapon.
‘I bring them valuable information about an oil deal that’s going to happen.’
The Arab’s eyes narrowed, and Jonathan thought he was going to finish the job that all those assassins in France had started.
More Arabic yelling emanated from within. The guard never took his eyes off Jonathan, just tilted his head slightly and yelled back. A single word came from within. The guard stepped back and two other Arabs in white robes materialized from nowhere to thoroughly pat him down for weapons. They nodded to the larger man, who motioned for Jonathan to step in but also glanced quickly down at the gun to reinforce the message that any wrong moves would result in a troublesome hole being added to his body. 
Jonathan tentatively stepped over the threshold to into the plush hotel room.
The first thing that struck him was that all the way around half of the outer walls, with a space of approximately one metre between them, stood Arab guards dressed wholly in sheets of white, with large scimitar swords stuck through red sashes around their waists. All their dark eyes followed Jonathan’s every movement in unison. Covering the other half of the room were well built men in grey suits and soldiers haircuts. They too tracked his every move.
In the centre of the room was gold coloured couch with two men sitting on it. One was tall Arab with in a smart crème suit and light brown brogues. He tilted his head forward to look Jonathan up and down over an alpine noise and a neatly trimmed goatee beard. The other seated man was smaller, was dressed in a black suit and had a yarmulke on his head. He tilted his head to the side inquisitively to inspect Jonathan through rimless glasses and keen analytical eyes.
Jonathan had to assume he was looking at The Dichotomy.
Trying to get over the bizarreness of the room, he waited for them to acknowledge him.
‘Sit,’ the Arab commanded, motioning to a chair that was being placed in front of them. ‘You have five minutes with your proposal. If we do not like, you will be removed.’
Jonathan swallowed hard and sat on the chair.
‘Right,’ he began, in what he hoped was a strong tone. ‘I work for one of the largest international oil companies in the world. All right, the largest. Recently I stumbled across a plot, of which I do not yet have all the details, but I believe some of your contacts could complete the picture. I also believe that two gentlemen such as yourselves could profit handsomely from it.’ He spoke almost in one breath as nerves got to him. He ended the sentence with a large intake of air, trying to gauge their reaction as he paused.
The Arab’s left eyebrow arched two millimetres..
The colour drained from Jonathan’s face.
‘You may continue,’ the small Jewish man said. ‘We are intrigued.’
‘Right, ah, here it is then … ’ Jonathan said hesitantly.
He had no choice but to continue and hope the story impressed, so that he could hopefully leave with some help – or at least with his life.
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The ‘El Rancho’ hotel in Madrid had two stars on its sign, both forged. Its manager was studying the topless shots in yesterday’s tabloid newspaper when a shadow fell across his grimy desk. As his dirty hair started to move from the lifting of his head, he suddenly found his air supply cut off as a behemoth of a hand came from nowhere to crush his throat in a vice-like grip.
The man was lifted clean out of his seat to find himself dangling in the air and looking into the face of a huge man the like of which he had never seen and would never see again.
He gasped for air as he scratched ineffectually against the arms of his assailant. The Cajun was at least seven foot tall fully erect, and seemed almost half as broad again. He held the squirming Spaniard with ease.
The Cajun brought the man close to his face and the manager, through his rapidly dimming vision, still managed to notice the huge scar that traversed the massive face, that his attacker’s skin looked like leather, the eyes slightly reptilian.
The Cajun sniffed the man and his face screwed up in disgust. The other huge hand appeared from nowhere and was held just in front of his victim’s eyes. Protruding from each knuckle looked like a blade at least an inch long, from a knuckle duster buried in the thick flesh.
‘The French and Englishhhhh,’ The Cajun hissed in the Spaniard’s face. ‘Owners of Renault car outside. Where now?’ The hand on the throat was released slightly and the man gasped for air.
The other hand of The Cajun brought the blades closer to the eyes.
The eyes bulged.
‘G-g-gone,’ the hapless man eventually got out. ‘Checked out … this … morning.’
The hand around the throat constricted once more, even tighter this time.
The eyes bulged almost to the point of bursting.
‘What room?’ The Cajun hissed, before releasing his prey slightly once more so that the man could speak.
‘Six … teen.’
The Cajun’s arm holding the man swung slightly before the hotel manager was hurled clean across the counter and into the opposing wall. He smashed into a picture, glass shattering everywhere before falling onto and through a small coffee table below. The Spaniard was knocked clean out.
The Cajun sniffed the air again before making his way to the room Jonathan and Julie had stayed in the night before. The car in the back had already been checked through. He would find what he needed in the hotel room to continue the search. He had been a day behind them in France and was half a day behind them now. With a scent as fresh as this ... he would find them in hours.
He would catch his prey. He always did.
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The Dichotomy were silent as they looked at each other on the gold couch.
Jonathan had told them everything that had happened, and given them all the information he knew. He still felt that these people, even if they were slightly insane, offered the best chance of helping him to stay alive and find out why assassins were trying to kill him.
The two men in front of Jonathan were united in a silent bond that was greater than culture or religion: they could sense the presence of vast amounts of money to be made.                      
‘Yes,’ stated the small Jewish man. ‘Very interesting. We have been tracking various events since the murders in Russia. Now the connections are becoming clearer. What is, of course, missing from your story is some form of substantiation.’
‘I don’t have anything solid,’ Jonathan replied. ‘I don’t have my laptop with the original analysis, as it was blown up in Paris. The rest of the files are sitting on company servers. If I log onto the system they will immediately know where I am. There are severely paranoid people out there without much of a conscience. The only proof I have now is a trail of bodies, bullets and explosions that has followed me and others who also witnessed those.’
This wasn’t entirely true. Jonathan, like all good consultants, sent backups of his files to anonymous internet email accounts. But this was the last ace up his sleeve, which he wasn’t prepared to play unless he absolutely had to.
‘Jarg,’ spat the Arab. ‘That stuff follows us all the time. The question now, of course, is how we can profit from this. The Russians can be tricky. Nothing is what it seems in that country, but these people are the future as far as oil and gas goes. We need to get engaged. Take a drink my friend.’ He directed his words at Jonathan while motioning to the nearby tea set. ‘Let’s order up some room service, and talk at more length about the nature of things.’
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Within the curved columned building that was the headquarters of the largest oil company in the world, half of the office space on the twelfth floor was taken up by a department simply described as ‘Portfolio’.
Jobs in this department were never advertised. Nobody ever saw requests for data coming out of the department, yet somehow any analysis that emerged from within its closeted walls contained all the latest company and industry information.
The work done by the department was top secret within the organisation, yet the outcomes of its analysis were the catalyst for many of the projects that rippled out around the world, affecting more than two hundred thousand employees directly, and millions of people indirectly, through what Portfolio spreadsheets told them was a good idea.
The people who worked in that section of the twelfth floor undertook all the divesting, market entry, merger and acquisition work that kept many people around the globe busy.
If anything big and scary was going down within the galaxy of the organisation, someone in the Portfolio room knew about it.
A few floors below, Jorge Armando was banging away on his computer keyboard within the organisation’s internal consultancy. Jorge was a slick- haired, goateed Colombian who generally yelled and butchered the English language as a matter of course. He always had Know Your Enemy by Rage Against The Machine playing on his laptop as he worked on projects. In ‘coaching’ by senior management he had been advised that this was an odd thing to be doing while working for the largest oil company in the world. Since they did not actually tell him to stop doing it, however, and since many of his un-British tendencies resulted from the revolutionary tendencies in his Latino blood, he persisted.
He was, after all, a very good internal consultant.
He was also a mole for MI6.
The unknown fact about Jorge was that he had a British father who had remained patriotic to Britain even after living in Colombia for the remainder of his life. His British patriotism remained, even after changing his name to match his wife’s noble family name, and raising his family in Colombia. His father had instilled in the young Jorge a sense of the inherent greatness of Britain, and the conviction that Her Majesty’s Government needed to be served and defended by every member of future generations of their family.
Through his contacts in the British civil service, his father had also been able to get Jorge selected as a youth recruit into the network of British intelligence services that still covered the globe. Jorge’s graduation from university with a Masters degree in economics coincided nicely with a recruitment drive in MI6 to bring in more agents who were loyal to Britain but did not look or sound remotely British.
Five years later, he was one of their best moles among those stationed within the global multinationals. Ironically, his ‘foreignness’ as a Colombian actually made it easier for him to be recruited through the usual channels into the British-based oil company. It helped them fulfil their workplace diversity quota.
Jorge had been surreptitiously monitoring the Portfolio department for weeks now. While the people in the office around him thought he was working on spreadsheets, he had hacked into the building’s closed-circuit camera system, and was monitoring suspects who appeared in little video screens on his laptop.
He was sure that the second lead MI6 had on the Dalton case, apart from Jonathan Marshall, the other person from within the organisation trying to contact the intelligence services with claims of information, was someone in that room on the twelfth floor.
In the last week he had quietly put his efforts into trying to find out who the people in the Portfolio department were. There were also agents planted outside the building at all hours to monitor people going in and out – looking for anything or anyone strange.
Jorge had narrowed the list of names to ten possibilities. Two of these were internal consultants within the department he worked in who had been seconded to projects within Portfolio. On his laptop screen, he chose two security cameras to watch these suspects all day.
As he furiously banged away on his laptop to the screaming sounds of Know Your Enemy,
he was thinking that one of the names on his list knew what this was all about. He was thinking that one of them had better crack soon – before many more people died.
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Warren Tarrant poured himself a soda water, reclining in his plush leather chair inside the latest of the company’s corporate Lear jets parked on the runway at London’s City Airport. A black limousine with tinted windows pulled up alongside the sleek white jet.
A well-built man with short cropped hair in a black suit and tie got out of the driver’s door to walk briskly toward the waiting steps that led to the interior of the aircraft. The man took the steps two at a time with ease, revealing his dedication to his fitness and strength training. As he disappeared into the dimly lit interior, the plane door shut behind him. Inside the aircraft, once his eyes had adjusted to the light, the man walked straight towards Warren Tarrant and sat in a plush cream leather seat directly opposite him.
‘The plane was swept for bugs an hour ago. It’s clean,’ asserted the man in the suit. He had a monotone voice that carried a tone of military instruction.
‘Good. Thanks, Derek,’ Tarrant replied, with an approving nod.
The man in the black suit was Derek Munro, not a limo driver at all but the head of the company’s secret security, as was his father before him.
His father had been involved in all the good times of the last century, getting the company in and out of Iran, the Suez incident, the Mexican nationalization, and the Bolivian revolution. He had regaled his young son with swashbuckling tales of entries and exits from countries, removal of troublesome politicians and installation of all sorts of prominent figures. So the son had dutifully done his time in the army and in private security firms before joining his dad’s firm. The swashbuckling days that had tacit government approval were sadly long over. The present action was all about how covert you could be in the interests of business. Only the highest decision- makers knew of the existence of Derek and his cadre of black-suited men.
Derek had become slightly tense since sitting down. It was immediately apparent that Tarrant was perturbed about something.
This was not a good sign.
Tarrant was very perturbed.
Things were not turning out as they were supposed to for him. He had two loose cannons of knowledge running around on the continent talking to God knows who, there were a few botched assassination attempts that had left a mess in a few cities, and to top it all off, his partner in the east was suddenly acting very strangely.
If the truth ever came out, he knew he could kiss his grand ambitions goodbye. The idea behind all this was to become ridiculously wealthy and powerful. That was his destiny. If the deal did not come off, then he would only be modestly wealthy and powerful. Sure, that would sting, but it would definitely be better than going to prison and thereafter having to slum it with the common man again.
Yet the real motivation for Warren Tarrant was power. For him, the whole kick out of this was power.
It was all going so smoothly, but after the last few days he suddenly felt uneasy about everything. It was as though his grip of control on the situation was loosening.
He needed backup plans in case the whole thing threatened to become public.
Plausible deniability was what he needed, and as little evidence as possible connecting any of the messy events to him.
‘Thanks for coming so quickly, Derek,’ Tarrant began, as he fished a manila folder out of his leather briefcase.
‘Of course, sir,’ Munro replied. ‘Always ready to serve the organisation.’
Tarrant smiled. ‘Yes, your father would be proud.’
Munro granted himself an inner smile. That was what made his sometimes nefarious deeds worthwhile.
‘Here’s the situation,’ continued Tarrant. ‘Someone wrote a report that could have some negative implications for the organisation and some of our partners. It may potentially be leaked. A minor information spill is occurring. I’d like you to clean it up.’ Tarrant reached into the folder and pulled out a couple of pictures, which he slid across the small glass drinks table.
Munro picked them up and studied the faces of a man and a woman.
‘Last seen in France,’ Tarrant continued. ‘They are traitorous employees of the organisation. Their full details are in this file. Mission one is to have them permanently “outsourced”.’
‘Understood,’ Munro confirmed.
‘Good,’ Tarrant said. ‘I would have asked you to do this sooner, but I left it up to a business partner to sort out and he’s let me down – so it’s now a matter of urgency. I also want you to put watches on the entire Portfolio team on the twelfth floor of head office. If any of them starts acting in even a remotely strange manner – I want to know about it. Any more potential leaks about a large project we’re working on will come from them. For mission two, I’d like you to set up an operation to also permanently outsource this individual.’
Tarrant slipped another photo across the table. ‘I want you to get your men mobilized as soon as possible.’
Munro’s eyes widened involuntarily as he looked at the picture on the table. He let out a long, slow whistle.
After a few moments’ silence, he looked up. ‘Is this who I think it is?’
‘It is. Your father would be proud,’ Tarrant said, with a face of stone.
Derek Munro looked down at the photo again.
He was holding a picture of the new vice president of the Russian Federation.
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Jonathans meeting with The Dichotomy had been going for some time now. They could not seem to get enough detail on everything he described. When he had run out of things to say, they had lapsed into silence again as the two men seemed to commune once more on key points.
The Arab eventually split the silence. ‘The interesting part is that you are not trying to profit from all this.’
Jonathan’s throat and eyes felt dry from being under a quasi-interrogation for so long. He cleared his throat before he started speaking. ‘My motivation is that the sooner I can get the truth out there, and the more people know it, the sooner it eliminates the motivation to kill just me. The focus will go elsewhere.’
‘Indeed,’ the Jewish partner reflected, before his eyes eventually shifted to the Arab. ‘Most of our business has always been in the Middle East, but we’re looking to expand. Some of our Chinese partners are looking for the same thing. This could be the way to do it. But there are some pieces missing. We can put together a deal in Russia, but we need to first find out the entire story, and then pull in someone who has connections in that part of the world.’
He went silent as he looked to the Arab for a response.
Eventually the Arab turned to make eye contact with him. ‘Not him,’ he said with surprise. ‘You cannot be serious. Besides, he does not like us.’
‘He will like us if we bring him this deal.’
The Arab went silent again, considering. ‘Yes, for you are right. He is the only one who can stitch it all together – like a fine tapestry.’
‘You must leave tonight,’ the Jewish partner said to Jonathan. ‘I give you my best man, Avi the Giant, to protect you.’
‘And I,’ the Arab said grandly. ‘Give you Hakkan, with his Desert Falcon to guide you.’
One of the largest of the white-garbed Arab guards stepped forward from the wall.
Next to him was a hooded bird of prey on a stand. The man took a leather glove that came up to the elbow, and pushed his left hand into it before holding it in front of the bird. The winged carnivore obediently stepped up and gripped the glove when it was brought near. The guard bowed, ready to serve.
While Jonathan was still digesting this sight, he became distracted and turned. A large shadow was cast over him as a giant of a man in a grey suit materialized behind him.
Jonathan almost gasped aloud.
It was the largest Jewish man he had ever seen. Avi must have been at least seven and a half feet tall, and filled out his oversized suit well with a bulk of muscle.
The Dichotomy clapped their hands get everyone’s attention. ‘This thing will all be resolved for better or worse in a couple of days. You must go now.’ The Arab said.
Both the guards started moving toward the hotel room door and motioned for Jonathan to join them.
Julie is not going to believe this, Jonathan thought, as he got up to walk out.
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Deep within the headquarters of MI6, a meeting was being held to update William Gladstone on the progress of the case.
Once again, Harry Shaftsbury sat quivering before the head of the secret service and a few of his pinstriped, black-suited deputies.
The only difference between this meeting and the last one that Harry attended, was the disembodied voice of someone with a Spanish accent called ‘Jorge’ occasionally floating over the proceedings from a speakerphone.
One of the senior agents on the case had just finished a PowerPoint presentation showing the latest mind maps of scenario-planning for what could happen in the next few days. Gladstone leered at the screen over his china teacup. He hated all this modern rubbish of presenting everything on ‘slides’. He sometimes felt some of these modern agents couldn’t take a crap unless a bullet point flying in from the left of the screen said it was okay.    
‘Jorge!’ Gladstone yelled at the black speakerphone in the centre of the table. ‘Are you any closer to tracking down the information source within the Portfolio department?’
‘Weesa gotta few leeeds,’ came back the thick voice. ‘But I’m a gonna needa few more deays.’
Gladstone’s brow crinkled.
‘You, Barry,’ he spat, focusing his ire on Shaftsbury, who visibly jumped in his seat. ‘This acquaintance of yours causing havoc on the continent, he hasn’t contacted you again?’
‘N-no, sir,’ Harry replied.
The Gladstone brow crinkled into a mini-ravine. The china teacup was placed on the boardroom table.
‘Let me tell you what will really happen in the next few days, gentlemen, without the backup of eighty “slides”. This thing is really going to explode. Either this Marshall chap will be dead, or he’ll turn up somewhere unexpected and go public with what he knows, and all the intelligence agencies of the Western world will be caught with their trousers down. Either way, all our masters in government will not be pleased. I am currently not pleased.’ He paused and looked round the room for effect. ‘Now you agents spend less time on laptops and more time in the field. Find this troublesome little bugger! Jorge!’
‘Yes, boss,’ came the accented voice.
‘Find that second information source in the Portfolio department within twenty-four hours, and grab him. I want that source in an interrogation room in the basement of this building by tomorrow night. All of you go. Now!’
Harry did not need to be told twice.
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On a rooftop diagonally opposite the plush Madrid hotel in which Jonathan and Julie’s lives had just taken another bizarre twist, their fates were being redesigned yet again.
The Tatar was just finishing setting up his sniper rifle and adjusting the scope to zoom in on the entrance to the hotel.
This will be easy,
he thought to himself, as he allowed himself a rare smile while clicking the safety catch to the ‘off’ position.
Thinking himself on the brink of failure for the first time in his professional career in France, he could hardly believe his luck that the woman had made a rookie mistake by keeping her cellular phone. She had obviously thought it was kept safe by not being switched on.
She was wrong.
Even turned off, the battery still emitted a very faint, low-level signal to keep the memory of the phone going. You could track this signal if you had the right technology. The Tatar had access to the right technology.
The phone was in the hotel in front of him. That meant they would come out of the front door at some stage.
When they did, they would die.
This had become personal now for the Tatar, since they had evaded him back in France.
It would be easy this time.
He was contemplating whether to first wound each of them with a stomach shot, and maybe watch them writhe on the pavement for thirty seconds before finally sending bullets through their skulls.
He put his eye to the scope and focused the cross hairs on the main doors to the hotel as a large Mercedes with black tinted windows pulled up to the entrance.
So easy …
Julie’s eyes widened in horror as she saw Jonathan walking across the lobby, sandwiched between a scary-looking Arab with a murderous goatee hanging off a pointed face and bird of prey on his arm, and a creature looking like Lurch from the Addams Family.
She scrambled around in the lobby chair she was in for something she could use as a weapon: a pen, an ashtray – anything. She quickly stood up and reached across to pick up a nearby small table lamp to use as a club.
‘It’s okay, Julie,’ Jonathan said, as they approached her. ‘They’re here to help
us.’
Julie’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the two men and the bird. She hefted the lamp up to her shoulder as though it was baseball bat, and looked back at Jonathan.
Jonathan was smiling, and his body posture was relaxed. She had known him long enough to recognize a genuine smile. She lowered the lamp slightly.
‘Help us how?’ she asked. ‘Drawing attention to us by walking around with wildlife?’
Jonathan looked around: the bird was causing quite a few people to look at them.
‘No, the meeting went well upstairs: we have to go and meet a middleman who can piece the whole thing together for us. These two gentlemen are going to take us there and act as our bodyguards.’
‘And where’s this middleman?’ Julie asked, still holding the lamp and eyeing up the two strangers with distrust.
‘They can’t tell me his name or where we’re going yet.’
‘But Jonathan, that’s crazy.’
‘After what I’ve just seen and been through upstairs, it actually seems quite normal. I’ll explain the whole meeting in the car. These guys are okay – trust me.’
Julie’s physique relaxed and she put the lamp back down. Jonathan was impressed yet again at her ability to seemingly take strange new events in her stride.
Avi the giant leaned forward. ‘Come, we must go,’ he said in a deep baritone that befitted his impressive physique as he made moves to herd them towards the main door. ‘We have a Mercedes waiting outside.’
As they walked out of the main doors of the hotel, the Tatar blinked twice through the small viewing screen of his sniper scope to ensure the best view of the target.
All he had needed to identify Jonathan was a glimpse of the top of his hair. The problem was that the target was being obscured by a huge man, who was at least seven feet tall.
The woman was there as well, but obscured by a man dressed in an Arab robes with a big bird on his arm!
It was all bizarre and unexpected, but would not ultimately matter for the task at hand. The Tatar could not get a clear shot – the two men were shielding the targets.
The Tatar recognized that they now had bodyguards.
Did they know he was here? Both the targets heads were bobbing erratically behind the two strange men as they moved towards the car.
One of the back doors of the car opened.
The Tatar needed to make his move now, or the targets would get into the car while still being covered by the men.
He shifted the cross hairs of the rifle squarely into the centre of the huge man’s chest and squeezed the trigger.
The huge man twitched forward. 
The man in white yelled something and lifted his arm up. The bird flew off.
The Tatar fired again and the big man twitched again before reaching back with his arms and grabbing the front of Jonathan’s shirt and Julie’s right arm. The giant man fell forward towards the car, pulling them with him. The man in white went down towards the car at the same time.
There was no clear shot throughout the movement.
The Tatar spat and swore. Now he did not have a shot at all. They were all crouched behind the car.
Fine, he thought, no more keeping it clean. You can all burn in hell!
He stood up, pulled the long silencer off the rifle and switched it to fully automatic mode before levelling the gun at the car, then let rip by jamming his finger on the trigger.
The black Mercedes started rocking as it became riddled with the silver pockmarks of countless bullet holes.
As she huddled against the car, Julie’s screams could be heard over the cacophony of bullets tearing into metal and shattering glass.
Jonathan realized that Avi had been shot only when the bullets started to hail down on the Mercedes.
Avi seemed completely out of it, and the Arab could not be seen.
Jonathan moved over to his left on all fours to cover Julie. They both cowered down against the pavement by the centre of the car as fragments of metal and glass rained down from above.
The noise was incredible: a staccato of ding, ding, ding seemed to pierce Jonathan’s skull as the bullets continued to pour into the car at an unbelievable rate.
He wondered if the car would eventually explode.
Avi released a low moan and rolled slightly to his side. The jacket of the big man fell open to reveal the black butt of a handgun sticking out of a waist holster. Amidst the noise and shrapnel pandemonium, Jonathan felt he had a decision to make. If they just lay there, the assassin may make the car explode or do something else, like put down his rifle and throw grenades or pick up some kind of shoulder-supported missile.
This is probably incredibly stupid – but I’m going to do it anyway,
he thought.
He reached over and unclipped the gun, pulling it out of the holster towards him. He had never held a gun before, and it was much heavier than he had expected. He eventually located the safety catch and shifted it to the off position.
I need to draw fire away from Julie.
On his hands and knees, he crawled past the car, towards the front and over Avi.
After taking three deep breaths, he quickly lifted his arm up and over the bonnet to fire. A searing pain tore through his triceps muscle before there was even time to look where he was going to fire.
He yelped, and his arm shot back down behind the car.
The Tatar paused for a second to see if the idiot would stick another body part above the car.
Hopefully his head this time.
The car remained still. It seemed the Tatar was not going to get any more gifts on this one.
He unclipped the magazine from the gun and replaced it with a different one from inside his jacket pocket. The new magazine had red tape around it.
Petrol did not explode in a tank when you shot it, but the Tatar had special rounds that sparked off metal and would thus ignite flammable substances housed in metal tanks. He clipped these special rounds into the rifle and moved to aim towards the back of the car.
He started firing again, this time in a concentrated line towards the fuel tank. The tank was positioned on the far side from him and at the bottom of the vehicle, but he knew that with enough concentrated fire, the bullets would soon get through.
The process was interrupted by a loud, inhuman screech from above that pierced even the repetitive noise of the automatic rifle.
The Tatar looked up to the sky in bewilderment, too late to see the desert falcon coming out of the sun to latch its talons onto his head and snap it backwards – just in time for the Arab to emerge from the sunroof opening of the car below and fire a nine-millimetre bullet into his skull.
The Arab saw the head go back and a spray of blood poured from it as the bullet shot through the skull. The bird released the head as the weight of the Tatar’s body fell onto the rooftop.
‘It is okay. The scene is clear.’
The shadow of the Arab covered Julie as she knelt in shock on the pavement against the shattered car.
She looked slowly, just in time to see the falcon re-alighting on the broad arm of the Arab, who was still standing through the sunroof.
‘You can get up now,’ the Arab said calmly. ‘The killer is dead. He was alone. There is no one else around.’
Julie looked down again to see Avi the giant slowly propping himself onto one elbow and loosening his shirt, to reveal a bulletproof Kevlar vest that held the indentations of two high-calibre slugs in the chest. The blows from the high-velocity bullets had clearly knocked the wind out of him badly.
Just beyond Avi she saw Jonathan, and let out a sharp shriek of alarm.
‘You’re bleeding!’ she cried.
His injury pulled her out of her own reverie somewhat, and she rushed over to him. The blood was coming from the top of his right arm.
‘It’s all right,’ Jonathan said, as she fussed over him. ‘It’s just a flesh wound.’ He had no idea what that meant medically, but it was what they always said in films.
He knew it wasn’t a proper bullet wound, however. The shot had just clipped the edge of his arm. He had staunched the blood flow immediately, and it was already starting to congeal.
‘I’ll be fine, don’t worry,’ he said, smiling.
His heart glowed from the concern on her face.
Within five minutes, they had been whisked away from the scene in different blacked-out Mercedes, after Avi had made a call from his mobile phone for another car to be brought up from the hotel car park.
Police sirens could be heard getting very close as they pulled away.
Inside the car, the Arab was driving with the desert falcon on his arm and keeping the car just below the speed limit to avoid any further unwanted attention. Julie was in the passenger seat, and Avi was patching up Jonathan’s arm in the back with a medical kit he had grabbed out of the boot.          
‘Is it bad?’ Jonathan asked.
He winced while Avi taped sterile gauze around his arm.
‘It will require three stitches. I can do this on the plane. You will be fine,’ Avi replied.
‘Oh … okay,’ Jonathan said.
At the thought of being stitched on a plane, his feelings were less than joyful. But it was obvious that nice clean hospitals were out of the question.
Still, he believed he was being pretty damn tough – for an office worker.
‘What is that in front of us?’ the Arab asked aloud. Everybody in the car looked up and was taken aback by what they saw.
In the middle of the road was a huge man in a tan trench coat. He had a sallow face and two dark circles for eyes, which were focused directly on Jonathan in the car.
The Cajun had tracked down his prey.
‘Very strange,’ the Arab said. ‘If he does not move – we go straight through him.’ The car lurched forward as he planted his foot on the accelerator.
As they approached the Cajun at speed, he raised his two hands in front of him and slowly clenched them into fists to reveal modified gloves that showed inch long silver spikes coming out of each knuckle. At the last moment, the Cajun launched himself upward with a speed and agility that far belied his size. He cleared the bonnet of the car as it went under him, and disappeared over the windscreen. A large thud was heard in the car as his heavy bulk landed on the roof. With an almighty bang four holes appeared in the centre of a large dent that was caved into the roof. New holes started appearing around the first set, and the occupants of the car watched with incredulity: spikes were repeatedly punched through the steel roof as the Cajun started tearing it open, like a can opener slicing through tin, to get to Jonathan.
‘Get him off there,’ the Arab said as he started swerving the car left and right.
Avi slid the window down and pulled his gun out. He would not risk firing from inside the car. It would be too close to people’s heads to discharge a firearm – the danger of blowing out their hearing and sense of balance was too great. He grabbed the edge of the roof and heaved himself half out of the car to swing his free arm and confront the new threat on the roof.
As the gun came round the Cajun reacted with lighting speed and kicked out to connect with Avi’s hand. The gun went flying and clattering down the street behind them. The Cajun continued to kick out at Avi, who reacted by parrying and punching back as best he could with one free arm.
Inside the car, the Arab swore in his native tongue. Swerving the car was not having the desired effect of shifting the Cajun. ‘Here, you drive,’ he said to Julie, as he grabbed her arm by the wrist and placed her hand on the steering wheel. He shouted an Arabic word and the desert falcon obediently hopped off his arm and into the back seat, perching next to Jonathan.
‘What?’ Julie said in surprise, but the Arab already had his window down and launched himself half out the car. Julie quickly leant across to the other side of the car to get the best grip on the steering wheel, so that she could to hold the car as steady as possible.
On the roof, the Cajun now had to contend with two powerful men striking him from either side. He was forced to release the grip he had on the roof with his spiked gloves hooked into the metal below. He flipped onto his back, which was his best chance of defending against a double attack.
Passers-by had to do double-takes as they saw a speeding Mercedes go by with three huge men fighting on the roof – one man struggling to stay on the roof and two stretching half out of the car.
The car was decelerating rapidly since the Arab had taken his foot off the accelerator to join the fight on the roof. Jonathan was the first to notice this in the back of the car. He’d been a passenger up to this point, unable to see how he could help Julie steer and wary of intervening outside the car while he was still bleeding after his last attempt at confronting assassins.
‘Julie,’ he said urgently as he leant forward. ‘The car’s going to stop soon. Then that maniac can get off the roof.’
‘Okay,’ Julie replied. ‘But I can’t reach the pedals and steer. I’m wearing a tight dress, for God’s sake – if I try to shift over to the driver’s side, I’ll probably crash the car.’
‘There’s no time, either,’ Jonathan said as he stretched forward from the back of the car. ‘I’ll take the wheel, and you lean down and press the accelerator with your hand.’
‘Got it,’ she said.
Jonathan leaned forward into the front of the car and took the wheel. Julie moved over the centre console as much as her dress would allow, and dropped her head and arm into the driver’s footwell. She reached forward and jammed her hand onto the accelerator pedal.
The car lurched forward and swerved. Amongst the flailing of fists and legs on the roof, the Cajun slid towards the boot of the car and pivoted slightly as the car zigzagged beneath him. His legs swung involuntarily towards Avi, who used the opportunity to grab a boot. He pulled as hard as he could to accelerate the momentum, and the Cajun slid towards the back of the roof.
The Cajun was too late flinging his arms down to get another grip, and sailed off the back of the car in a confusion of billowing trench coat, hitting the road and tumbling to a stop in a heap.
Avi and the Arab were straight back into the car, the Arab pushing Jonathan and Julie back as he regained control of the vehicle.
They Arab immediately checked the mirror, the others all turned to look through the back window.
The Cajun was already up on his feet, fists clenched. He spat venom in the direction of the receding car.
‘Ah, new problem,’ the Arab said, looking ahead.
All the others turned to face forward and saw that the traffic in front of them had come to a complete standstill. The Arab braked as he ran out of road.
The Cajun saw this too, and the occupants of the car turned around again to see him break into a loping run towards them. Unless they moved very soon, he would be with them again.
‘Open the glove compartment,’ Avi said to Julie. ‘Pass me what’s in there.’
Julie hurriedly clicked open the glove compartment and gasped at what she saw, but quickly recovered and handed over to Avi a revolver and a hand grenade.
‘Get ready,’ Avi said to the Arab as he pulled the pin on the grenade and heaved himself back out of the rear window.
Once outside, Avi took his time to line up the incoming Cajun with his throwing arm. Once satisfied with his targeting, he lobbed the grenade and pulled himself back inside the car. The Arab immediately twisted the steering wheel and gunned the engine so that the car took off like an electrified beast. The Mercedes mounted the pavement and went headlong through the tables of an outside café yet to open. Beyond the scattered tables people scrambled for safety as the Arab ploughed the car down the walkway, bypassing the queued traffic with his hand on the horn to give pedestrians half a chance to save themselves.
An explosion was heard behind them as they reached the corner of the block. The Arab turned right and re-joined a road with flowing traffic.
‘Will that stop him?’ Jonathan asked.
‘Can’t say – we didn’t see the result. It’ll slow him down, at least. He won’t catch us now, not running. Now we really have to get out of Spain – quickly.’
‘Julie,’ Jonathan said, ‘this whole thing has become much too dangerous. That’s four times in almost as many days that I’ve nearly got you killed. Now I’ve got extra help, professional help from our friends here, I want you to go somewhere safe and stay there till all this is over.’
Julie looked suitably shocked and outraged.
‘No! I won’t – we’re in this together,’ she said indignantly.
‘I know. But I can’t stop thinking about two things here. One is that I’m not sure how much more help you can give now we’ve got assistance – you’ll only be endangering yourself. And I really couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.’ Jonathan was trying to get her to safety by a two-tactic method – appealing to her on the rational and the emotional level.
‘Your boyfriend is right,’ Avi said unexpectedly. ‘I don’t think you can help us anymore in the place we’re going. It would be best for your safety if you left and went into hiding. I won’t let you on the plane.’
Julie’s eyes moistened.
‘I don’t want anything to happen to you either,’ she said to Jonathan.
He smiled, and their hands reached for each other across the car. ‘Hopefully we can resolve this in a couple of days. Then I can join you somewhere for an impromptu holiday. Can you think of anywhere you can go? Where you haven’t been before, and nobody knows you?’
Julie nodded as she wiped her eye. She leant into him and whispered something in his ear, then kissed him on the cheek. He smiled, and for a moment they seemed totally alone.
She whispered into his ear again.
‘Uh, good point,’ he said, as the reverie was broken. Jonathan looked at Avi. ‘She needs cash.’
‘Okay,’ Avi said. ‘We’ll go to our bank, then the main train station to put Julie on a train. Then the private airfield. I want us out of this country in one hour.’
The Arab hit the accelerator again and the car took off in the traffic.
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Moscow

Derek Munro strolled into the arrivals hall of Moscow’s Sheremetyevo airport carrying only a small overnight bag.
Munro was in Moscow to meet the vice president of Russia. He was pretending to be an envoy from Warrant Tarrant, who would be granted an audience with the VP.
They were then to have a private talk over issues that concerned the two partners.
Munro was then to report back directly to Tarrant. The brief was that if the VP was acting strangely in any way, or Munro picked up any bad karma from him towards Tarrant, then Munro was to disappear off the grid and stay in Russia until the VP had been assassinated.
The Russian driver who picked him up barely spoke any English, or pretended not to. Munro gave up after a while and instead looked at the kitsch hoardings and cheap advertisements that lined the road all the way into the city.
Eventually the car pulled up in the city centre outside the Metropole hotel. 
‘Right opposite the Bolshoi,’ Munro said to the window, taking in the famous ballet theatre across the road as the car slid to a halt.
His father had told him about the Metropole. Scrolling through the celebrity guest book while checking in, he saw the names of venerated celebrities who had all stayed at the place and marvelled at its Art Nouveau style.
His father had also told that in the ‘old days’, which is how Russians now referred to the communist period, every room in the place was bugged with surveillance equipment.
The old head office for the KGB was just up the road in Lubyanka Square. The Kremlin itself was less than a mile down the road in the other direction.
Once he had his room key, he took a second to appreciate the quality décor that surrounded him.
Clearly built with extreme opulence in mind, the building obviously still had scars from falling into the hands of the soviets before being refurbished for the purpose of parting foreigners from their foreign exchange.
The lobby was a riot of stained glass, mosaics and gold chandeliers. Lamps on gilded stalks were interspersed along the walls, which cast shadows on the marble floors from gorgeous women who entertained day or night for a fee, and passing surly staff trained in the Soviet service tradition of not smiling under any circumstances.
Having looked around the lobby, he went straight to his room.
The room was not on the same scale of décor as the public areas. It was small and decked out with thin linen and worn towels, signifying the typical Moscow three-star experience at five-star prices that Munro had heard about.
After dumping his bag, he stretched out on the bed to wait for the phone to ring.
He would not go out.
‘Not here to bloody sightsee,’ he said to the faded stucco ceiling.
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London
Within the marbled foyer of the head office of the largest oil company in the world, a nondescript man in a black suit, carrying a briefcase, strode purposefully towards the large glass security doors.
The man looked like just another consultant as he held a contractor pass up to the infrared reader on the wall. He heard a beep and then watched the bullet-proof glass open with a hiss, allowing him to enter the interior of the offices.
The pass was a forgery.
It was a testament to the organisation he worked for that he could walk into any high-security office in the world, within twenty-four hours of deciding to do so.
It was just another weekday morning in these offices, and he seemed to be just another ordinary body in a river of bodies streaming into the building and heading for the lifts.
But there was nothing ordinary about this man.
Once encased in a silver elevator, he looked indistinguishable from the other employees around him – and that was the point. The best spies in the world were not those James Bond types who came flying out of the top floor with the treasure as the building and the bad guys exploded behind them. The best spies were grey people that no one remembered passing in the hallway. They were people who could go into the villain’s lair every week and gain access to the treasure without anyone noticing them. 
The man was one of the best field operatives MI6 had, sent into the building by William Gladstone himself in an attempt to draw the events of the Dalton case out into the open.
The man got out on the seventh floor, where there was a thriving café full of people having impromptu meetings and breakfast briefings over coffee. He walked straight to a table where Jorge Armando was already waiting for him with two steaming coffees. 
Hola! Good morning to you,’ Jorge said as he stood up and greeted the man with a smile and a handshake, as he would any other business colleague within the organisation.
Both men sat down and started pulling out files to pore over on the table.
It looked like one of any number of ordinary meetings taking place in the café, and to a certain extent it was: the only difference was that it was an ordinary meeting among two MI6 agents in the field.
They were meeting to kick off a new phase of operations in the case. They were going to try and flush out the nervous contact who had called the MI6 confidential information line and who Jorge had identified as working in the Portfolio department.
Their objective was twofold: firstly, to flush out the person into the open, and secondly, to have them in an interrogation room by the end of the night.
Jorge moved his coffee aside and laid out a list between the two men.
‘I have a list of six people I have limited it down to,’ Jorge enunciated with his thick Colombian accent. ‘Two of them are from internal consulting organisation, like a-me.’ He finished with a loud sniffing inwards through both nostrils, and flared his eyes.
‘The reason I have called you in today is because all six have come into the building for work,’ Jorge continued. ‘One of the internal consultant guys in my organisation has been working on a “Portfolio project” upstairs. Not has been seen much lately of this guy and when he has been seen, he acting very strangely, no?  Everyone assume he is just suffering from the “two-year burnout”. He is the prime suspect, okay?’
‘Good,’ the other man replied as he took a sip of his coffee. ‘The objective for today is that we try to corner everyone on the list and ask them some strategic questions about this Portfolio project. Given this person sounded highly strung on the phone, we should be able to tell from the body language if we have hit anything close to a nerve with them. We will split the list into two and reconvene here at sixteen hundred hours with the results.’
‘Agreed.’ Jorge nodded.
The meeting was over.
Both men gathered up their files and shook hands before departing in different directions.
Just another business meeting.
The two men met again at sixteen hundred hours for coffee at a different table in the café to share their results.
Jorge went first.
‘I got one guy by the canteen, another by the coffee stall on the first floor, another in the gym. No joy on any of them being our boy.’
‘Fine,’ the other MI6 agent said. ‘I got one outside the main entrance on a cigarette break and the rest working on laptops in empty meetings rooms on the thirteenth floor. I think we found him in the second to last one I spoke to. I brought up the questions of him working in Portfolio and he vehemently denied it, but I could see he was about to crack up. The man was nervous as hell, and wouldn’t even admit to knowing his own name.’
Jorge’s eyes widened.
‘Is it the man I said it was?’ he asked.
‘Indeed it was,’ replied the other spy, with all the excitement his British reserve and training would allow. ‘Let’s put eyes on him for the rest of the day. I feel he will bolt tonight, and we will pick him up when he does. Gladstone wants him in the basement tonight – he’ll have him.’
For the second time that day, papers were shuffled to signal the end of the meeting.
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Moscow
It was mid-morning in Moscow, and Derek Munro was lying fully clothed on his hotel bed. He had been ready to go since before dawn, and was still waiting for the call.
Eventually the phone rang, piercing the interminable silence and vast emptiness of the white ceiling he was staring at. He picked up the receiver and was told to get into a black GAZ Volga limousine waiting outside the entrance. 
Two minutes later, Munro exited the hotel and started walking towards the car, which was parked illegally directly outside. As they approached the rear door with a view to getting in, the Volga unexpectedly pulled off in a hurry, and an unmarked black van immediately replaced it that had driven up from behind.
The side door of the van slid open and before he could move, Munro was wrestled from behind into its black interior. Even before the door was slid shut, a small black sack was put over his head and his hands were quickly bound.
Munro did not react or try to fight back. 
He was not worried that they would do anything to him. It was probably just security goons trying to make a case for earning their keep. Either that, or they were sending an early message to his boss. It was too early, though, to worry about personal safety yet.
They left him to bounce on the corrugated metal floor of the van for about forty minutes. Even with his training, and despite being in peak physical condition, he struggled to endure the continual pain, until finally the van came to an abrupt halt.
Amidst the jabbering of Russian tongues, he was unceremoniously hoisted out of the van by what, he felt, must have been two huge men with meaty hands under his arms. After being carried a short distance so that his feet were just clearing the ground, he heard the clanging sound of metal on metal and then felt the sensation of going up in a lift. After he was dragged for another short distance, the bag was pulled off his head and the bonds cut off his hands at the same time.
He was outside, standing on a massive concrete floor with no walls round it. It was about ten floors up on what was obviously the top storey of a construction site. There were many other buildings being built all around, and cranes littered the skyline. It must be some new business park that was going up.
The vice president of the Russian Federation was standing before Munro in a blue suit with faint white stripes, his arms behind his back. Two huge men in black suits flanked him.
They sure go for effect in Russia, Munro thought.

He still believed he had no real reason to fear for his safety – yet.

His kidnap was just an opening round in the negotiation process, he thought.

‘Greetings. Welcome to Russia,’ said the vice president with a smile. He started to walk away from the two minders. He half-turned back to Munro and motioned for him to follow. ‘Walk with me, as the Americans say,’ he said, with another disarming politician’s smile.
Munro joined him and they started doing a slow tour of the perimeter of the building.
‘Do you like my suit?’ asked the vice president, fondling his lapels with obvious pride.
‘Yes, very nice,’ Munro replied.
‘It’s from Oswald Boateng, a famous tailor of Savile Row in London, don’t you know,’ the vice-President said in a mock posh English accent.
‘You stiff British people wear these to make money. These pinstriped suits, it is your uniform. Look beyond the horizon: what do you see?’ His arms took in the expanse of the building work around him.
‘A bunch of cranes?’ Munro said.
‘Exactly!’ the vice president replied with delight. ‘Exactly. Russia is rising again to reclaim her rightful place as a world power. The rebirth is everywhere.’ 
There was a pause that Munro guessed was, once more, a much-cherished effect.
‘Now,’ the vice president continued. ‘The deal with your employer is a large part of this. A very important opportunity for Russia to monetize her wealth of resources. Now is not the time to be questioning alliances. Let me ask you, my friend, what is the current state of mind of my business partner?’
‘He is wondering what yours is,’ Munro asked in return.
‘Ah,’ the vice president considered, as they reached the end of the floating platform of concrete and did a right turn to continue the circuit around the edge of the rooftop. ‘If he could not pick this up from the conversations on the phone, let me say my resolve is as firm as ever, my purpose … unwavering. Now is the time we look to our allies to stay strong at our side.’
‘Oh, he’s still in the deal ...’
‘Good,’ interrupted the vice-president.
‘He is just feeling there is some exposure of this trouble in France, and other potential leaks need to be cleaned up,’ Munro continued. ‘It could mean the end of his leadership of his organisation.’
‘Mm,’ considered the Russian, as they approached the centre of their rooftop walking track. ‘I understand. Such a large pension is obviously a consideration for any man.’
This isn’t going well,
Munro thought. He thinks Tarrant is getting cold feet. Looks like I have to switch to brief number two.
‘That’s not quite what I meant ...’  he said, making one last attempt to get the conversation back on track.
‘My friend,’ the vice president interrupted, clapping a hand on Munro’s shoulder. ‘I’m glad you have come here with this message. I too have a message for Warren Tarrant.’
With that, he released his hand and scratched the top of his head.
Munro sensed movement behind him and spun his head around – too late. One of the men in black suits was already in the air, coming at him from behind with a flying sidekick, right leg outstretched and left leg tucked neatly underneath his body.
His attacker’s foot made contact just below Munro’s left shoulder blade and the transfer of force enabled the man in the black suit to land where Munro had been standing only a second before.
All his years of training were useless as Derek Munro went flying over the edge of the concrete into open air ... and then flailing ten storeys down to the car park below.




40

Madrid
It had been a busy day at Madrid international airport. Many of the top operatives from the world’s most prominent espionage agencies, as well as some of the elite contracted assassins, passed through the arrivals hall.
All these people had been banging around in France to no avail and much frustration over the past week. Knowing it was pointless as all the trails had gone cold there, but having to play the waiting game.
That was over now.
The targets had popped up on the grid again.
A wire money transfer of fifty thousand euros had gone into the woman’s account this morning from a Swiss bank account. The money had gone out again almost immediately in the form of a cash withdrawal.
The targets would be long gone from the bank, but it meant they had probably stayed in a hotel in Madrid – it would be found. In this game, clues often led to other clues.
That the targets had popped up again was good news for all involved. That someone with a Swiss bank account was funding them was bad news. They did not give these accounts to average people who walked in off the street.
Neither the man nor the woman had the assets required to open one of these accounts. That meant someone with resources and influence was helping them. This was intriguing to those at MI6, CIA and Interpol. It was downright concerning to the employers of the privately hired hit men on their tail.
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London

Darkness had fallen on London. A particular consultant, who worked in the Portfolio department, exited from the head office of the largest oil company in the world and strode into the muggy London night.
In his extreme fatigue, the consultant failed to see two dark figures detach themselves from the shadows of the building behind him and start trailing him as he walked.
The shadows were secret agents who were part of the larger operation to pick up and bring in this particular consultant, identified by Jorge Armando and his colleague earlier in the day.
It was the job of the two shadows to trail the consultant and confirm he had his laptop with him. One of the shadows had confirmed this as soon as the target was sighted.
The laptop was often the “smoking gun” in these affairs. If they could later coerce the consultant into co-operating, then a lot of the files they needed would already be on his machine, or sitting on a server which he could access remotely.
Often in cases involving multinationals the personnel were all very bright, but amazingly naive about personal and file security.
The shadows noted this about the current target from the way he moved. He thought he was just a consultant on a project in a big company – not really making the connection that what he worked on had global consequences for thousands of people. He was just sauntering down the street on a muggy night, carrying some dynamite information in his bag – but probably just thinking about getting laid.
The agents shadowed him into a tube station and on the journey into north London.
The consultant had no clue that he was being followed. Even if he had, there were people waiting at his house, so the shadows could simply vanish if they were spotted, and meet up again once he was picked up at his home.
‘Target entering apartment.’ The radio crackled in the lead agent’s ear. He made a hand signal, and he and his colleague melted into a wall as they watched the consultant they had been trailing from the company head office enter the front door of his brick terraced apartment. The lead agent lifted his wrist to his mouth to talk into his tiny microphone.
‘Hang back for ten. Let him settle. Three and four will go up. Five and six cover the front. Eight take the back.’
Further down the road, he watched three more shadows move closer into position as they readied themselves for the next order.
Exactly ten minutes later, the lead agent and his partner emerged from the shadows and walked down the road as though they were casually coming back from work.
They entered the door to the building with all the confidence of someone who lived there. It was a three-storey Victorian terrace where each floor had been converted into a two-bedroom apartment.
One of the men inserted what looked like a key into the door of the front entrance, and they were through. Up and down the rest of the street, it was an ordinary and uneventful night.
Once outside the consultant’s front door on the top floor of the building, the lead agent politely knocked three times. If questioned as to who they were, the men had local council badges and were enacting by-law 229 regarding inspection for adherence to ‘Transmissable Spongiform Encephalopathies Regulations’, which was one of just 266 ways local government officials were able to enter homes in England, with the resident having no power to stop them.
The agent was surprised, however, when he heard all the latches being undone in preparation for opening the door.
This was not a good sign, as it meant the consultant was expecting visitors.
The white door swung open with a creak and the agents were momentarily taken aback at the sight of a young Asian man wearing nothing but a fluffy blue towel wrapped around his waist. No one else had been seen entering or exiting the apartment since it had been placed under surveillance last night. The man must have been in the apartment the entire time.
‘Hi!’ the young man said eagerly. ‘You here for the gang bang?’
‘The ...’ Even with his years of training the lead agent was again taken aback.
‘Who the hell are you?’ the agent demanded, as he attempted to take control of the situation. 
‘How rude!’ the young man in the towel said, as he moved to close the door. He was stopped short by a finger-point chop to the throat that he did not see coming.
The man staggered backwards clutching his windpipe. The two agents coolly walked in. One grabbed the man from behind to muffle his mouth with a handkerchief. The other pulled out a gun and headed for the bedroom. He burst in on the consultant – who was naked and midway through getting into some sort of hanging leather harness system that was bolted onto the ceiling. There were all sorts of sexual paraphernalia adorning the walls. The consultant screamed and recoiled in horror, retreating into the corner.
‘Always the ones you least suspect, eh, Mr Jilbani?’ the agent said as he aimed the gun. The agent pulled the trigger, and Lambdon Jilbani screamed as his leg exploded in pain.
The agent gave him hard stare. ‘Relax, it’s just a tranquilizer dart. We need you alive.’
That was the last thing Lambdon Jilbani heard before blacking out and collapsing in a heap of buckles and straps.
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London
Lambdon Jilbani groggily wafted back into consciousness, becoming vaguely aware of his senses again. As his eyes unglued from chemical sleep and he tried to feel his hands, a wave of panic hit as, first, he remembered what had happened, and second, he found he was unable to move. He was strapped tightly into a chair.
As the mist cleared and his eyes focused again, he looked around wildly to see where he was. The room looked like it had stainless-steel walls on three sides, and the wall in front of him was not a wall at all, but a huge mirror.
It all came flooding back to him now.
He had been shot! Kidnapped! He was a captive of sick terrorists or the gay-hating religious far right!
It was all too much to bear. He started sweating profusely. He screamed while tilting and rocking the chair to left and right until it reached its tipping point. He went over to his right and hit the floor.
In the room behind the large mirror, the lead agent who had brought Lambdon in was standing with three colleagues, watching the event through the one-way glass.
The lead agent picked up the microphone in front of him to speak into it.
‘Mr Jilbani. We’re coming in to talk to you. Do not panic. I repeat, do not panic. We work for the government.’
Lambdon responded by panicking and screaming again.
‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ the agent said, as he put the microphone down. ‘This would have been so much easier if we’d found the laptop in the laptop bag, or the apartment. He probably left it in the office. Now we have to be all nice to him, and convince him to go back into the office and retrieve it.’ He snapped his fingers at the other agents. ‘You two, with me.’
A silver panel next to the large mirror opened, and three men in black suits stepped through the large black rectangle of the door frame.
Lambdon’s eyes bulged in horror. He screamed again, and fainted.
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Corsica

Jonathan Marshall stepped out of the private Lear jet into blindingly brilliant sunshine. The sky was achingly blue, and there wasn’t a cloud in sight. 
‘I could get quite used to this,’ he said as he descended the steps towards the black Mercedes waiting on the runway below. 
Then he thought of Falcus Loader, and his mood became more sombre. He decided he would perhaps be better off getting used to a quiet place in the country, with Julie, cementing entente cordiale by creating a brood of Anglo-French kids. There had been plenty of time to think on the plane, and he had decided he was not cut out for all this modern swashbuckling – or whatever he had been plunged into.
He still didn’t know who was trying to kill him and who to entirely trust. What was the point of leading the high-life if your life could be ended by a high-velocity bullet from a sniper’s rifle as you stepped out of a plane …
The sun was so bright he could hardly see. He turned, squinting uncomfortably, to see his massive Israeli bodyguard descending the steps, closely followed by the Arab with the desert falcon on his arm.
‘Where the hell are we?’ Jonathan asked.
Avi made a gesture in front of his face that looked something like a question mark. ‘Ah, we are in a special place – Corsica.’
‘Corsica?’
‘Yes, to see a very special man – come,’ Avi said, motioning to the black Mercedes. ‘We cannot keep him waiting.’
Jonathan decided not to ask. If this man was anything on the same strange scale as The Dichotomy, then he was in for a special treat he did not particularly savour.
He got into the car, reflecting on the unbalanced nature of the people running the planet today.
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London

Lambdon Jilbani stood in front of the sweeping headquarters of the largest oil company in the world.
Next to him stood the lead MI6 agent. The agent who had, in the last twenty-four hours, shot him, tied him to a chair, and threatened to end the world as he knew it, unless he helped to expose history’s potentially largest oligopoly in the making.
Lambdon had started to experience a slight panic attack as they approached the entrance. He had become a lot more co-operative with the agency when they had promised him amnesty for anything he had been willingly or unwittingly involved in. An amnesty including non-prosecution for any illicit files they might find on the hard drive of his laptop. All he had to do in return was lead the agent into the building and get his laptop with the project files on it.
After a few more deep breaths, and some elbow-leading by the agent, they started heading towards the door.
‘You’re sweating more than normal,’ The agent said in his controlled monotone. ‘You need to be relaxed here. Just another day in the office. Are we relaxed?’
Lambdon huffed and wiped his brow. ‘Relaxed, relaxed,’ he said.
‘Good.’
‘Hey,’ Lambdon said, ‘I don’t even know your name. What if I have to introduce you?’
‘My name’s Terry Kingsley,’ the agent said.
‘Is Terry Kingsley your real name?’
‘No. Keep walking.’
By this time they were at the reception desk, for Lambdon to sign the man in as a visitor. His hands were threatening to shake at any moment, as his entire nervous system screamed at an ever-increasing internal volume for him to run. The receptionist was looking at him, a cravat with the company colours cosseting her neck. ‘Are you all right, sir?’ she asked as her right eyebrow rose ever so slightly.
‘Um. Yes. Fine. Sorry. Big meeting today,’ Lambdon said.
‘Ah,’ was all she said as she looked at the visitor pass before sliding it across the desk.
Lambdon took it a little too quickly, and they turned together to head for the lifts. Once on the twelfth floor of the building, the rehearsed plan swung into action.
The agent hovered by the coffee machine in the hall, casually reading the Financial Times,
giving Lambdon a chance to go and fetch his laptop.
The door to the Portfolio office had a different card-entry system from everywhere else in the building. Lambdon, as he did every morning, pulled out another magnetic identification card and held it up to the card reader embedded in the door. Every day when he did this the device dutifully beeped and let him in.
Today it did not.
It did nothing.
Lambdon’s body initiated a full-sweat response.
They’re onto me! his mind screamed. They’ve frozen me out of the office. The whole thing has been shut down. Run!
‘Scuse us, guv.’ A rough voice came from behind.
‘Eep!’ Lambdon gave a little jump and turned round quickly.
He was shocked to be standing toe-to-toe not with the Grim Reaper but apparently with a team of in-house East End removals men complete with requisite mixtures of tattoos, ponytails and shaved heads.
‘We need to get in there,’ one of the removals team said.
‘Uh, sure,’ Lambdon said, stepping aside.
The head removals man pushed past him to beep the door with a card and start filing his men into the office.
‘I, uh, need to get my laptop. What are you people doing here?’ Lambdon could see through the door that the office was a crazy mess. Half of the rubbish was strewn over the floor, and the other half was all boxed up.
‘Office move,’ came the reply. ‘We have to box all this stuff up and take it to the basement.’
‘Oh, okay.’ Lambdon continued to stand still by the doorway to discern what stage of removal the office was at, and whether his laptop would still even be in there. He could see that the removals men were just carting away all the cabinets wholesale, without emptying their contents.
Standard practice in these office moves was that the owner of each lockable cabinet, or shelf in each cabinet, removed all their belongings before it was taken away. It seemed they were in such a hurry to clear the office that everything was being removed exactly as it was. The shock of realizing that the office had apparently been shut down overnight had not yet registered with Lambdon. His future security lay only in securing his laptop and handing it over to the intelligence services. His high-profile project in the Portfolio department, his job in general – none of that mattered any more. It all paled into insignificance with the threat of interminable detention, and the ruin of his reputation among his extended family if the nature of his sexuality was publicized.
With this driving force limiting his vision, he strode into the office, regardless of his personal safety.
‘I need to get my laptop. I have the key to my locker here.’ He had anticipated the looks of the removal men.
‘Yeah, guv,’ replied a ponytailed man next to his cabinet, who was throwing paper into a wheeled bin.
The removal men did not care.
Lambdon thought that if they wanted to get all the sensitive information out of the room it would have made more sense to put someone on the door whose motivation went beyond earning minimum wage in the morning, aiming to spend it on beer in the afternoon.
Lambdon unlocked his cabinet, grabbed his laptop and walked out.
As he exited the doors of Portfolio, he heard a voice clearly directed at him from nearby: ‘Hey! What are you doing in there?’
Lambdon quickly turned to his right to see a man in a black suit striding towards him down the hall with a can of drink in his hand, reaching for a two-way radio on his belt. As the man unclipped the radio and brought it to his mouth he was moving past the ‘rest station’ where the coffee machine was housed. A hand shot out from this area to chop into the throat of the black-suited man. The two-way radio fell to the floor and the man’s face contorted as his air supply was cut off.
Just as his legs buckled the hidden MI6 agent responsible for the throat-chop appeared and supported the man at the shoulders while half forcing him to walk, half dragging him towards a nearby fire exit stairwell on the opposite side of the corridor. The agent pushed the fire door open with his shoulder and threw the man down the concrete stairs. The whole incident was over in a few seconds, and no one else had appeared in the corridor.
The agent coolly turned around and moved to grab Lambdon by the arm to start walking him out.
‘Relaxed,’ he said.
‘Uh, okay, Terry,’ Lambdon said.
They walked straight back out of the building using their passes and straight into an unmarked car parked outside.
‘Well done,’ the agent said to Lambdon, once they were underway.
‘You ever get excited or fazed by anything, Terry?’ Lambdon asked as he clutched his laptop to his chest.
‘Oh, I’m very excited,’ the agent replied. ‘I can’t wait to get this thing back to base – see what’s in Pandora’s box.’
Lambdon hung his head and whimpered softly.
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Corsica
The brown hills of Corsica rolled luxuriously past Jonathan’s car window. He fell to contemplating what strange situation he would be walking into next, as well as the strong possibility that he might still die due to all this.
He had almost given up trying to pry out of Avi any details of the person they were going to meet. Avi always declined to let slip any information ‘until the time was right’. Given that they were now driving towards this person’s residence, Jonathan wondered when the ‘right time’ would be.
He hated being given information just before walking into a meeting. It happened quite often in the consulting world, particularly when consultants had been brought in purely to further the political ends of senior managers. This would typically manifest itself with the businessman telling the consultant, as they were going into the meeting, something to the effect that ‘The board will never agree to this anyway. The whole project was done just to discredit X.’
Jonathan could not shake off a nagging feeling that maybe he was being used in just such a way by The Dichotomy. The problem was that a victim of business politics had no way of knowing until the trap was effectively sprung.
Jonathan was troubled enough to turn away from the view of the picturesque brown hills to have one last crack at Avi before they arrived.
‘No need to ask again,’Avi said, pre-empting him. ‘It is time to tell you about the man we are going to meet. His real name is no longer known. He is only known as 3.64 Percent. Originally a Dutch speaking Belgian, he made his fortune and become a man with powerful connections through the exploits of his younger days in The Gabon.
He tied the Then-Dictator of The Gabon into an oil exploration contract when the Dictator desperately needed hard currency to stop his regime toppling. Oil was later struck in the country and our Belgian associate was contractually entitled to 3.64 Percent of it for as “long as there shall be supply”. He now lives his days out on the veranda of the finest hotel in Corsica, with his fingers in most of the dirty oil deals in the world.’
Forty minutes later all the men were standing on the wide marble veranda of the finest hotel in Corsica, in the presence of 3.64 Percent himself, who looked resplendent in a freshly pressed white suit.
3.64 Percent himself, did not appear to be in a good mood, as he sipped his lemon tea and noted that his view of the sea was being blocked by a an apparent collection of madmen standing on the veranda in front of him: a huge Jewish fellow, An Arab with a falcon on his arm and scimitar glinting in his sash, and an occidental who was dressed in a far too ‘casual’ fashion for his liking.
‘Vell,’ he said flatly in his thick Belgian-Dutch accent, as he looked over them with eyes as grey as stone. ‘You all have the expressions of someone who is looking for an answer … ’
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London

Within the secretive intestines of MI6, William Gladstone and the heads of three different departments, as well as the agent called Terry Kingsley, all sat in chairs around a conference table and whistled in amazement.
‘This is dynamite,’ one of the head agents said.
Lambdon Jilbani had slipped into ‘presentation mode’ for the last forty minutes and elaborated professionally as only highly paid consultants can.
He had detailed the top-secret financial model that made up the internal business case for the entire scheme of shipping oil from east to west in vast quantities. Lambdon had just finished presenting and was taking a sip of water while his audience absorbed the magnitude of it all. Although Lambdon could only know and present a financial model, the intelligence sources around the room pieced together the wider implications of shifting that amount of crude oil across many countries – and the political and property issues involved, even at this early stage. Those in the room were still unaware of the plan for the oil to pass entirely over land that was privately owned by the same consortium that would also own the pipeline. They also still did not know who were involved as stakeholders behind the whole scheme.
Yet all were taken aback by even the limited amount they knew so far.
‘All those people affected,’ one of the head agents said. ‘And the decision to do it is driven by a number on a spreadsheet.’
‘Essentially … yes,’ Lambdon said, as he placed his glass of water back on the table.
‘Tell me,’ asked another agent. ‘What happens when you’re doing this modelling, which is based on a hypothesis from one of the big guys wanting to make a name for himself, and the number comes out less than expected?’
‘Well, the inputs to the model are revisited: GDPs, income levels, sell-out prices, taken from different but equally reliable sources. The GDP forecast from the World Bank versus the International Monetary Fund can vary by as much as 1.8 per cent for a country, but on a project like this, that equates to a couple of billion dollars. Normally the model is reiterated until it comes to within five per cent variation from the initial hypothesis.’
‘Holy crap.’
‘Standard practice in every global multinational,’ Lambdon shrugged.
‘And this Jonathan Marshall person somehow found out about it?’ asked another of the agents.
‘He did more than that, chief,’ broke in the agent called Terry.
Terry had been fully briefed by Jorge on other workings within the company that fleshed out the storyline. Jorge could not be in the current meeting himself, as it would blow his cover – Lambdon might recognize him as a mole.
The agency would still needed the services of Jorge in relation to the company in future. Lambdon still had no idea how Terry had got onto him in the first place, and the agency was determined to keep it that way.
‘Normally these types of employees and consultants work under what is called “separation of duty”,’ Terry explained. ‘That means Mr Jilbani here was working on the financial model and various inputs given to him, and may have a vague idea about the overall objective of the project, but wouldn’t know other vital elements – only pieces of the puzzle.’
‘Correct,’ said Lambdon. ‘I’ve told you everything I know, which is mainly around running the economic model. As to who is involved in my company, or who the external partners would be, or who would make such a thing happen, I have no idea. What I have by itself on my computer remains a piece of theory. Just a model that someone has built on a spreadsheet.’
‘And this Marshall fellow?’ Gladstone asked, as he tapped the table impatiently.
‘It seems,’ Jerry continued, ‘that Mr Marshall, given a few pieces of the puzzle to cross-check as an outsider to the project, on his own initiative, put the pieces together and summarized the entire project as a hypothesis, and sent it by email to his boss, who sent it to a senior manager. The group running this at the top would have been alarmed that there was a leak, and immediately set wheels in motion to plug it. Either their own people got involved and started dying, or those of more shadowy business partners. Marshall’s boss, Falcus Loader, died soon after in an aviation accident. They missed Marshall in Paris and it started leaking all over the place. They won’t stop until Marshall, and anyone else who has wind of this, are erased – the stakes are too high.’
Gladstone leaned forward and levelled his cold, grey eyes at Jerry.
‘Do you have a copy of this summary? His hypothesis?’ he asked in a monotone.
‘No. Only he would know where to access it on the systems. It’s standard protocol among consultants to rename and hide files in obscure places in systems as a backup – as well as mail them to internet-based email accounts.’
‘Well, the solution remains obvious,’ Gladstone intoned hollowly across the table. ‘We need to find this Marshall chap and bring him in – PDQ!’
Lambdon lived in a world of acronyms, but had never heard that one before. He quickly surmised though, that it stood for ‘Pretty Damn Quick’.
‘Yes, sir,’ Terry replied, completely unfazed as though he was expecting this response. ‘Just one problem, sir, we haven’t heard from Marshall for the last forty-eight hours. He seems to have completely dropped off the grid.’
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Corsica

3.64 Percent listened to the entire story while sipping iced tea.
Not much had changed since Jonathan had told the story a day earlier in Madrid. There was a long pause after Jonathan finished speaking.
‘Well? Any, um, feedback?’ Jonathan asked eventually, after watching his audience circle the rim of his fine china teacup for over two minutes.
Avi’s eyes widened in alarm.
‘What did you say?’ demanded 3.64 Percent.
‘Please forgive your guest,’ Avi said, stepping in with a large, placating hand. ‘It was just a heart palpitation. This British man has endured an undue amount of stress.’
‘Mmm,’ 3.64 Percent intoned with a scowl on his face as he tapped the side of the china cup impatiently. ‘I am considering!’ he yelled at the sky in a loud voice.
Whoah! Jonathan thought. Here we go again. Another person who’s a major player in the most important industry in the world, and he’s clearly slightly unhinged!
The situation returned Jonathan to his thoughts in the car on the way to the hotel: essentially you had people making decisions in this industry that affected hundreds of thousands of people. After his misadventures of the last week, it had become apparent to Jonathan that the majority of these people seemed to fall into three camps: either not qualified to make the decisions, blinded by ambition and arrogance, or just plain old-fashioned crazy.
This is the situation we have,
he thought. With the most powerful people in the world running the most powerful industry in the world. Unbelievable.
Mr 3.64 Percent broke the short silence.
‘What’s in this for me?’ he asked churlishly, his face scrunching up within his ball-head, under the baking sun.
Luckily Jonathan had already thought of this eventuality.
‘Do you own shares in the company?’ he ventured bravely, with an attempted tone of authority in his voice.
‘Of course! I have many shares in all major oil enterprises in the world,’3.64 Percent retorted.
‘Good. Short-sell the lot of them. The stock will dive when this news gets out. You’ll make a fortune.’ Jonathan banged the table in front of him for effect.
  Mr 3.64 Percent smiled at the childish minds in front of him. He always considered it amazing that the world continued to move forward with so many tiny brains running all over the place. Due to the blessing of his own gargantuan cranium, money would never be a motivating factor, ever again, for the rest of his tea-sipping, sun-soaking days on earth. There was, however, something that did appeal to him in the situation that had been presented. One that had been immediately obvious and then grown in potential as Jonathan had related his tale.
For 3.64 Percent, this was the chance to screw over the Russians. That certainly appealed. The government there had shut down his initial foray into Russia, and although he had kept his contacts and bribes up there, he had nothing to show for it. It was the only other major piece of action in the world these days, and they kept it ridiculously close to their chests.
All his overtures over the years there had been spurned – he took this personally.
At a secondary level, he would also find it quite satisfying to screw over another international oil company. Since they had been on a respectability drive and tried to clean up their acts over the last few decades, they had also made it clear that they would have nothing to do with him in the future, either – despite him having brought a lot of wealth to their doors during the sixties and seventies. It was another insult, but not as bad as that of the Russians.
So yes, Jonathan’s proposal was appealing to the podgy, well-connected billionaire in the white suit.
He decided he would help.
He surveyed the motley crew of indigents before him as they sweated on his patio while waiting for him to declare their fates.
‘I know someone who would know who is behind this.’ He watched the tension in their faces turn to near-smiles as they realized he would help.
‘You have to go to Moscow,’3.64 Percent said.
The expressions of the audience turned to looks of quizzical confusion.
‘For this to come out into the open, you have to draw the prey.’ Little claw-hands made pulling movements towards his little fat body for elaboration.   
‘And Russia is only half the equation: the other half resides within your organisation.’ A little podgy hand jabbed towards Jonathan. ‘But if you can draw out the Russian bear, you will also draw out the spider from within.’ With that,3.64 Percent picked up a silver bell from one of five on the table beside him, and rang it.
A tall, dark man with slicked-back hair and obsidian eyes, dressed smartly in black trousers, polo-neck and jacket, emerged from a door nearby.
‘I give you my best man, Zlatan. He is of gypsy stock and the master of the crafty kill, as well as trickery with knives. I will organize Russian visas tonight, and you leave tomorrow,’ 3.64 Percent informed them.
Jonathan attempted to avoid assimilating the difficult new information about the crafty killing gypsy, and instead focus on logistics.
‘Russian visas overnight?’ he asked incredulously. ‘How can you get forgeries that quickly?’
Mr 3.64 Percent again gave his little red smug smile. ‘They will not be forgeries. You forget: you are going to Russia, my friend, where a judge can be bought for three kopeks. You leave tomorrow.’
Great, Jonathan thought. I’m going charging into Russia, probably to take on the Mafia and security services, with a giant Israeli, a fanatical Arab and now a bloodthirsty gypsy. I’ll be dead by tomorrow night!




48

Moscow
By the afternoon of the following day, Jonathan and his strange entourage were in Moscow’s Sheremetyevo airport, smiling politely at the impassive faces of Russian immigration control authorities.
Their passports had been taken off them the previous afternoon. They had been handed back in the morning as the group boarded a private plane at Corsica airport. Inside each passport, as promised, was a perfect, official, entry visa for Russia.
Even the desert falcon had an official pet passport with all the correct documentation. The visas were so perfect that the border control officials, one of the last great vestiges of the bureaucratic Soviet past, when confronted with the relative horror of allowing a gypsy, a Jew and an Arab into their relatively right-wing country, could do nothing but narrow their eyes and stamp the entry date on the visa with a visceral force of disgust.
Soon they were travelling in a rental car down the billboard-smitten main motorway into Moscow itself.
Zlatan had insisted on driving. No one argued with the Gypsy. Zlatan had yet to speak. He had spent his time on the plane sharpening a myriad of knives that seemed to be concealed all over his body. They had been given to a courier once they stepped off the plane and then handed back to at the rental car office. Once they passed the metal sculptures that marked the halt of the German army on Moscow in the Second World War, Zlatan finally broke his silence.
‘It is time to brief you on the person we are going to meet,’ he started. ‘This person is well known as a man no one can trust but everyone uses him, as his information and contacts are always good. He cannot be trusted because he will always go for the highest bidder. His only allegiance is to the filthy American dollar. The boss has agreed to pay him a handsome fee to set up a meeting with a representative of the vice president of Russia, formerly the energy minister, who is pulling all the energy strings in this country at the moment.’
‘This is good,’ Avi replied. ‘I have contacted my employer last night. Once we have the meeting with the high government official, he has an idea for drawing everyone out who has an interest in this.’
Jonathan turned to look at him in the back seat. ‘Mind telling us what it is?’ he asked.
‘All in good time,’ Avi said flatly.
An hour after leaving the airport, they pulled up outside a Starbucks in a leafy ‘new’ suburb that had been created for ‘new Russians’ whose money had often been acquired in shady circumstances.
‘Starbucks? What the hell are we doing at a Starbucks?’ Jonathan asked incredulously.
Zlatan sighed as he killed the motor. ‘Yes. This man we are to meet is crazy for, how you say? Americana. He probably has his Chevy Corvette parked around the back.’
Great! Jonathan thought. Another nutter to welcome to the circus.
Zlatan twisted around in the front seat to face them. ‘All of you stay here. The man knows whom I represent, and will only deal with me. Besides, a large party will only upset his bodyguards, who will be scattered throughout the shop. It will not take long.’ He started to climb out of the car.
‘Great,’ Jonathan said. ‘How long is “not long” in your culture?’
Zlatan was already outside the car, but his head popped back in momentarily.
‘This is nothing to do with my culture. I will be as long as it takes to perform a Swiss bank transfer. This is the culture of money.’ With that, he closed the door hard enough for the car to rock slightly on its springs.
Just over five minutes later, Zlatan emerged from the coffee shop, jumped back into the car and drove off.
‘It’s arranged,’ he said as they merged once more into the Moscow traffic. ‘The assistant to the vice  president will meet us in a public place tomorrow, a very public place, at twelve noon.’
‘Which is?’ Jonathan asked.
‘The small square before the entrance to Red Square, Ploschad Revolyutsii.’
‘Hang on a minute,’ Jonathan said, leaning forward in his seat. ‘Why would the assistant to the Vice President agree to meet some random bodies he doesn’t know, even in a public place? I mean, we could be anybody.’
Zlatan smiled at the road ahead of him. ‘Ah, you are new to how the real oil game works. We are not random people. The man in Starbucks knows who I, as well as your colleagues in the back, work for. We have come bearing information on this secret pipeline that could affect the partnerships behind it. This is enough to draw out any of the local partners to investigate it further. The key to this game is information. You got into trouble because you knew information you were not supposed to. The vice president of Russia will always send one of his senior men to investigate anyone sent by the man in Starbucks who claims to have information on people or deals that could affect them.’  
‘He’s right,’ cut in Avi. ‘This is quite normal. But what will happen tomorrow will not be a normal meeting and exchange of mutually beneficial information.’
Jonathan reminded himself to just give in again and go with the flow. Zlatan was right. He had no real understanding of how the industry worked behind the curtain, while his comrades seemed quite relaxed with the way things were going.
He decided that he should react as he would to situations on a plane – only panic when the cabin staff is seen to be panicking.
‘How long before we get to the hotel?’ Avi asked.
‘About forty minutes,’ Zlatan replied.
‘Good,’ Avi said. ‘I have formed the basis of a plan. That will give us enough time to discuss and agree arrangements during the journey. Here is what I propose … ’
Exactly forty minutes later, as they pulled up outside the Hotel Karnegie, they had their plan. Each one of them left the car with a smile on their face.




49

Moscow
Thirty minutes later the entire detail of men were back in the car and on their way to another hotel.
The first part of their newly formulated plan was complete.
Zlatan had pre-booked a room in the Hotel
Karnegie
under a valid but untraceable name. After checking in, they all went for a drink at the sumptuous marble bar. Once everyone had finished their drink, Jonathan paid for the drinks on his personal credit card and then reassembled his global roaming cellular phone, before turning it on. It beeped and flashed up on the screen that he had forty new messages.
He switched it off and disassembled it once more.
‘Now,’ Avi said as he took the phone off Jonathan. ‘We shall see how many people are interested in you, and what they are willing to do. This gives them all a day to get to Moscow and set up.’
En route to their true hotel, they stopped the car and parked illegally at the edge of Ploschad Revolyutsii square.
Avi repeated the process of turning Jonathan’s cellular phone on and off once more.
This would ensure that whoever was interested in Jonathan would also converge on the square. They would watch known areas he had been to – hoping he would go there again.
‘There,’ Avi said. ‘The scene is set. All that remains is for us to get a good night’s sleep. We have to get up early tomorrow. A lot is going to happen.’
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Moscow

From atop the Okhotnyj Ryad shopping centre, hidden by a dormant neon sign, Jonathan and his entourage, apart from Zlatan who was not with them, focused their binoculars on the people coming and going through Ploschad
Revolyutsii Square.
It was ten minutes to midday, and everything seemed normal. The square was bustling with tourists partaking in the usual tourist activities in the area: taking snaps of the National Historical Museum and the statue of World War Two Red Army commander Georgi K. Zhukov, looking around for how to get into Red Square, and joining the queue to see the embalmed body of Lenin.
Shoppers went into and out of the entrance to the shopping mall that Jonathan and his companions stood on top of. Everything appeared as it would do on a normal day.
Zlatan emerged from a stairwell behind them and jogged to join the group at the edge of the square. Once crouched down with the others, he picked up a set of binoculars to survey the scene.
Avi leant over to Zlatan. ‘How did it go planting the final piece?’ he asked.
‘No problem,’ Zlatan replied. ‘It’s in the phone box at the far end of the square.’
‘Good.’ Avi pulled back and relayed the message to the others around him.
From the sky above came two short, sharp shrieks as the desert falcon made a low pass near them. The Arab quickly shifted his binoculars left and away from the square to the large road of Teartal’nyj Proezd that led down the hill and into the square from nearby Lubyanka Square, where the former offices of the KGB were.
‘Icchchcssss!’ hissed the Arab.
All the others looked up and swivelled their line of sight to see what he was looking at.
‘What the hell is that?’ Jonathan asked worriedly.
A sea of red had filled the road and was advancing down towards Ploschad Revolyutsii.   
‘It’s a communist march!’ Zlatan exclaimed.
As the red wave approached, Jonathan began to discern that the constant waving of huge USSR flags caused the incoming red wave effect. Beneath the flags he could start to make out people. Many of them were old and dressed in the old communist uniform of grey anorak and some variation of flat cap.
‘It is okay, it is okay,’ Zlatan said. ‘It is mostly old people wishing they could turn back time to when they had some security and a pension. They often get these marches.’
‘It’s even better for us,’ Avi said. ‘It’s heading for our square. A demonstration provides lots of cover and confusion should anything go wrong.’
They all watched as the red wave surged and broke into the square in front of them. It spread out in a fan movement and eventually coalesced into a rough square shape of waving and milling people. A group of about five men were trying to construct a makeshift stage near the plinth of the statue of Zhukov. The party broadcasts began through hand-held megaphones from people near the front. Somewhere near the back a brass band struck up with stirring communist themes.
‘Great,’ Jonathan said. ‘We have music and everything.’
‘It’s five minutes to twelve,’ Avi said, ‘everyone look to the public phone. Jonathan, have the satellite phone ready.’
Jonathan felt in his jacket pocket for the tenth time to check that the new phone Avi had given him was there and switched on.
It was turning into quite a scene in the square below. Many of the marchers were now dancing as they were caught between political broadcasts and music. Tourists and shoppers had started to mingle among the crowd, some snapping away on cameras in amazement that they were caught up in an event and ideology many of them had thought was consigned to the history books. A carnival atmosphere was apparent.
‘There,’ Avi said suddenly. ‘Grey trench coat, black hair. Approaching the phone from the north.’
All eyes zoomed in on the man, who was walking near the edge of the crowd but seemed to have a purpose in his stride. It was two minutes to midday and he was heading straight for the phone booth.
‘That’s him all right,’ Zlatan said as the man stepped up to the phone in the booth.
They watched him begin rummaging through the directory chained to the base of the receiver, as per the instructions passed via Starbucks Man. He eventually pulled out Jonathan’s cellular phone and battery, which had been buried in a recess within the large phone directory that Zlatan had placed there fifteen minutes before.
The man could be seen putting the battery into the phone and looking to see how to turn it on. Jonathan immediately pulled the small, untraceable satellite phone out of his pocket and started dialling his own cell number into it. He fought hard to stop his hands shaking.
This was the most critical part of the plan.
His focus was on inputting one number at a time to get it exactly right. Once the full number was displayed on the screen as ready to call, his index finger hovered over the ‘dial’ button. A bead of sweat slid down his forehead, but he dared not look up or even move until given the signal.
‘Now,’ Avi said with urgency. ‘He’s turned the phone on. Do it!’
The instructions given to the man at the public phone were to unearth the cellular phone within the directory and simply turn it on. As soon as he did so, the phone began to ring with an unlisted number flashing on the call identification screen.
The man in the grey coat looked around the square and surrounding protesters, before pressing the ‘receive’ button on the phone to take the call.
‘Yes,’ the man said in English.
Jonathan immediately said the name of the organisation he worked for, followed by ‘Putting you through’, before placing the phone on two-way mute to simulate the man being put on hold.
All the watching eyes atop the shopping mall noted that the man did not flinch at the mention of the name of the oil company. Once Jonathan had picked up the man again through his own set of binoculars, he took the phone off mute.
‘Hello,’ he said in a deeper and more authoritative voice than his first. Luckily the noise from the square would help drown out any inconsistencies in his voice. The man at the public phone would have to shout to be heard.
‘This is how you contact us?’ the man in the phone booth yelled over the noise of the music and megaphones. ‘My boss is extremely upset about the man you sent. This is not the behaviour of an international businessman, especially the head of major oil company!’               Jonathan covered the mouthpiece and mouthed ‘Bingo’ silently to the men around him. The strangely accented words of 3.64 Percent echoed in his mind: ‘You musht draw out zshe shpider!’
The spider had been drawn. He now knew exactly who was behind it all from within the oil company.
None of the men understood his reference to the peculiar English game of Bingo – he could tell by the quizzical looks on their faces. So he went for something more international and gave the thumbs-up sign with his free hand. They smiled.
‘We send you a message when we kill Munro,’ the man at the public phone continued yelling, not giving the person he thought was on the other end of the line the chance to speak. ‘We kill everyone associated with this deal and make the pipeline never happen. You think I am afraid out here? We have men everywhere. You cannot touch us!’
At this point the man had been speaking for exactly forty-five seconds, which was the exact time it took triangulation software to track the signal of a cellular phone number to the exact spot where it was being used.
Thus it was at this moment that all hell broke loose from every direction. The man in the grey coat jerked to his right and then his left as he was hit by sniper fire from two different angles. He pirouetted like an epileptic marionette, but still somehow managed to stay on his feet.
Assassins and guns started appearing randomly from all over the square. Two protesters in flat caps emerged from the crowd of marchers, pulling shotguns from under their coats.
A homeless man at the far wall closest to the phone booth rose to reveal an Uzi.
Two black Mercedes trucks ploughed into the square from the main road, sending communist marchers bouncing off the front of the vehicles.
Men in black balaclavas began to be disgorged from the trucks, all armed with automatic weapons.
The homeless man and the pair with shotguns opened up at each other, with the man in the grey trench coat caught in a triangle of fire in the middle. The men in balaclavas opened up from afar.
The entire crowd on the square looked as though it had had ten thousand volts put through it as the combined gunfire drowned out, and then stopped, the music and broadcasts.
People scattered everywhere, hitting the floor, climbing over each other.
Within seconds it was a scene of complete pandemonium. The man in the grey coat jerked again from another bullet impact and hit the ground – dead.
It was now a battle among various assassins and government agents to get to the body that they thought was Jonathan Marshall’s, and pick up identification to claim their prize.
The man dressed in homeless rags went down, not before taking out one of the men with a shotgun.
The other man with a shotgun turned to the approaching gang dressed in black, but was hopelessly outgunned and was also cut down.
Some of the men in black also went down due to sniper fire still coming from at least two different locations.
The square was becoming a little bit clearer, as the marchers had a bit more time to spill out of it into the surrounding streets.
From the east of the square, an unmarked Transit van pulled up and the side door slid open. A tall man in an ankle-length black leather coat emerged from the dark rectangle of the door. One half of his head was covered in long slicked-back hair, and the other half by what appeared to be a shiny, curved metal plate, riveted into his skull.
The Arab on the roof suddenly became very agitated and his eyes went wide behind the lenses of his binoculars. He said something quickly in Arabic.
Avi shifted his binoculars. ‘Unbelievable,’ he said as he looked at the man in the trench coat.
‘What is it?’ Jonathan asked worriedly, as he too followed their line of sight with his own lenses.
‘That assassin from Madrid. The Arab saw him before he shot him on the roof. Looks like he survived a bullet to the skull.’
‘Holy crap!’ Jonathan exclaimed in disbelief.
Zlatan had also by now focused on the new entrant to the scene. ‘The Tatar!’ he said breathlessly. ‘It must be! Hardly anyone who sees him lives. We need to get going soon.’
‘You don’t have to tell me twice,’ Jonathan replied. ‘I’m ready now!’
At that moment, the sound of gunfire was temporarily drowned out by the noise of a horrendously loud motorbike that came flying over some low steps from the road and into the square. A huge bear of a man with a tan trench coat flying off his broad shoulders leapt off the bike.
The bike’s trajectory continued forward but at an increasingly lower angle, until it went straight into the back of one the gunmen dressed in black, taking him down. The huge man rolled and surfaced with two large automatic pistols in his meat-hook hands.
‘It can’t be,’ Zlatan said in disbelief. ‘The Cajun! It must be.’
‘Ah, yes,’ Avi confirmed. ‘Our second friend from Madrid – who it seems cannot be killed by hand grenade.’
The Cajun was cutting a swathe into the square through the gunmen in black and anyone else who was around. The Tatar was doing the same thing from a different angle. Both were also taking bullets, both seemed not to notice.
‘These guys must be wearing some serious body armour,’ Zlatan said, before looking down and packing their things on the roof into a duffel bag. The others could not seem to tear their eyes away from the incredible scene of carnage being played out before them.
In no time at all, every gunman wearing black was dead, along with the last few people who had been unable to get out of the square.
Only the Cajun and the Tatar were left.
They squared off against each other from a distance of ten feet – the inert body of the man in the grey coat between them.
Sirens could be heard very close now. The Cajun threw his guns to the side and pulled out a huge Bowie knife from somewhere deep within the folds of his coat. The Tatar also threw his guns down and pulled out a curved knife with a six-inch blade.
‘Knives. Now these guys are talking my language. They know how to settle a fight,’ Zlatan whispered.
Silence echoed around the area for a few seconds as the two faced each other. This was broken by the screeching of tyres on the main road and popping noises as the police and security forces arrived to immediately fire tear gas into what they had been told was an armed riot. Gas began to obscure the view of the two lethal and legendary assassins as they lunged at each other.
‘We’re out of here,’ Avi said urgently. ‘Go, go, go!’ He started pulling and pushing the others in a hurry. Soon they were moving quickly down the fire escape and into their waiting car at the back of the building.
Once the door of the car was slammed shut and they were off and away from the scene, Jonathan let out a slow whistle. ‘The bloody CEO himself eh?’ he snarled, his face discoloured with rage. ‘That bastard! I slogged my guts out for him all these years, and this is my repayment – it’s all going down now. Get me to an internet café!’
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Moscow

The tiny, dingy, dirty backstreet internet café had never seen anything like it. The greasy Russian proprietor hunched behind the till picked the eczema on his forearms nervously, as a collection of huge threatening men swept through the small room that was his ramshackle business, consisting of five computers with internet connections.
A huge Arab with some kind of large bird on his arm threw a regular customer out of his chair to make way for the only normal-sized person in the group, who sounded English.
The small business owner watched with unease as three large men, one of whom looked suspiciously like a gypsy, covered the small man as he tapped away on the computer. The Russian did not like this and reached for the phone. As he picked up the receiver there was a ‘thud’ sound and the wire to the receiver dangled in the air from where it had been cut by a knife thrown clean through the cord and into the table in front of him. The gypsy was already spinning another knife in his palm.
‘Nobody move for the next five minutes,’ Zlatan said coolly in English, and then in Russian. Everybody hunched further down in their chairs. The proprietor showed a gap-toothed smile and shrugged as if he had been told that his team had failed to qualify for the European football championship yet again this year.
‘Right,’ Jonathan said, as he took control of the situation and brought up a myriad of screens to begin logging in. ‘First things first. You must all contact your employers and tell them to short-sell every share in the company they can get their hands on. That is very important for The Dichotomy. Not so much for you, Zlatan, just tell your boss to make a bowl of popcorn and start watching the news.’
As different satellite phones were pulled out of pockets and communications begun in a variety of languages, Jonathan’s first action was log into his anonymous web-based email account to check he still had the written hypothesis for the pipeline, as well as supporting documents. He always sent this type of document to himself on big projects he had worked on. The thinking was that they could always come in handy in future employment, as well as for general ass-covering during current employment.
That practice was never going to pay off more than today.
Once inside the email account, he could see that all the documents were still there.
So far, so good,
he thought.
Next, he logged into the share trading account he held with an online brokerage house in the UK. For years he had been picking up bonus share awards for high performance at the company. It was a feature of the organisation that they preferred to reward people with shares rather than cash. It was part of the ‘golden handcuffs’ policy to tie employees to the organisation and enhance its performance. Jonathan did not own very many shares, but sold under the right circumstances they would make a tidy profit. He put two orders into the trading system. The first order was to sell all his existing shares at the current market price. The second was to place an order to sell short all company stock available for short-selling.
‘It is done,’ Zlatan said from over Jonathan’s shoulder, looking at his computer screen. ‘The boss is having an eighty-nine-inch plasma screen wheeled onto the veranda to watch the cable news channels.’
‘Eighty-nine inches?’ Jonathan asked absently, still tapping away at the keyboard. ‘Didn’t know they made them that big.’
‘They do for him. He’ll only watch a television the size of his lucky number.’
Jonathan stopped tapping away at the keyboard only for a second. He shrugged his shoulders, then continued banging away at the keys.
‘What is this short-selling?’ Zlatan asked, reading the screen. ‘I am interested.’
‘It’s something you can do as an investor to make profit when you’re sure that the stock of a company is going to fall. I’m putting in a request to my broker to borrow shares in the company from other clients in his company. The broker promises those investors they’ll be returned at the same price. He will immediately sell all those shares on my behalf at the current market price. Then, if the shares dive downwards I’m “short” in the position against what the broker sold them for – I cover this by buying them back at the lower price once the stock has dived. So basically I buy the stock back and the broker returns them to the original owners, who were just holding the shares anyway whether they went up or down – so it makes no difference to them. I make a profit from the difference between the price at which the stock was sold and the cost to buy it back, minus commissions and expenses for borrowing the stock, which is the stockbroker’s profit. Understand?’
‘No. I think I’ll just stick to killing people for money.’
‘Whatever works for you,’ Jonathan said, as he kept hitting the set of black keys at a now near-blinding speed. His middle finger slammed on the ‘enter’ key to send through an order to short-sell every share the broker could lay his hands on.
Thirdly and finally, Jonathan sent his original hypothesis to the major news networks in the US and across Europe. Once one of the major Western media organisations picked it up and ran with it, every major foreign network would feed off them like
a cloud of remora fish following big sharks. He copied his bumbling room-mate, Harry Shaftsbury, in on the email. That would put it into the intelligence networks while the media agencies were trying to verify it.
Contacts within the intelligence services could verify to the media that elements of the hypothesis were real, and that would give enough credibility for the media to start running the story. With a gleeful smile, Jonathan watched the little electronic envelopes being posted off into cyberspace.
‘Why you look so happy?’ Zlatan asked, still looking over his shoulder and seeing the smiling reflection in the computer screen.
‘Because,’ Jonathan replied, ‘by this time tomorrow, a plethora of oil company executives will either jump or be thrown from the top of their global headquarters – and every one of those sons of bitches who are involved will deserve every bit of airtime they get before they hit the pavement.’
‘Ah,’ Zlatan replied in a contemplative tone. ‘I see your time with us has changed something inside you. Tell me something,’ he asked, as Jonathan cleared the history files of the internet software, still sporting his evil smile. ‘Have you thought of going into the protection, assignment and waste removal business?’
Jonathan knew that ‘waste removal business’ was code for the business of assassination.
‘We’ll see. I’ll need a new career path after all this.’ He paused. ‘There’s still one more thing to do on this assignment before we’re finished.’
Avi, the Arab and Zlatan all huddled around him, after throwing final glowering looks at all the cowering patrons, which reduced them to stiff, forward-facing gargoyles.
‘I need you guys to get back to your employers and their networks. Find out where the CEO of my former company lives. I know it’s in Surrey somewhere. We go to England tonight!’
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Surrey, England

At eight o’clock in the evening, Jonathan and his disparate crew of highly trained miscreants touched down at the private airfield of Biggin Hill in Kent. The Gulfstream V90 executive jet they were in was a private charter, hired outside Russia, which had picked them up in Moscow.
As they descended the steps of the jet, they were met by an airport official and a cadre of international courier companies. The couriers were all lined up and waiting for signatures on electronic clipboards, so that they could hand over the sealed boxes they were carrying. Avi and Zlatan split the couriers into two groups, with each of them signing away five couriers each.
Once the information came through about where Warren Tarrant lived, it was obvious that a home invasion was going to occur. Each party called ahead to have the requisite equipment sent to meet them at the airfield, which they felt they would need for the operation.
After lugging all the black bags into two unmarked waiting black Ford Mondeos, the party set off towards the M25 motorway encircling London. They would sweep westwards and leave the motorway to enter the leafy greenery of one of the wealthiest districts surrounding the capital of Britain, the county of Surrey.
Jonathan, Avi and Zlatan were in the lead car, discussing strategy. The Arab and the falcon were in the second car with most of the equipment and baggage.
Back in the lead car, Avi had powered up a laptop that had been sent to him. He started showing Jonathan and Zlatan the plans to Tarrant’s quasi-palatial home, which had already been downloaded onto the hard drive.
‘He has good security, this guy,’ Avi was explaining. ‘Not “paranoid” good, but “take enough precautions” good. Nice place too – even has a heated driveway.’
‘Sounds right for such a bastard,’ Jonathan said in disgust. ‘Can we get in?’
‘There isn’t a lock made that I can’t pick,’ Zlatan said with confidence as he cleaned under his nails with a small knife that had appeared in his hand as if from the air.
‘May not be any need. The security system is run through an electronic network on the estate. Again, it’s good, but no match for Israeli intelligence software. This laptop has a very powerful wireless transmitter. I should be able to hack in and disable the relevant areas so we can just walk in.’
Forty minutes later, the black Fords came softly to a halt outside eight-foot-high walls dusted in creamy Tuscan-affected paint tones.
Avi turned to the others in the car.
‘The other piece of good news is that there are apparently no armed guards or trained attack dogs roaming the property.’ He closed the plans on his laptop and started booting up various other kinds of software.
‘Not much call for that in Surrey,’ Jonathan said laconically,
before shifting over to get closer to Avi and look at the laptop screen. ‘Come on Avi, work your magic!’
Jonathan followed, watching in fascination as Avi’s fingers conducted a cyber-symphony over the laptop. The software had located the electronic systems of Tarrant’s property and begun hacking into the system. Within a few minutes, Avi was in. The software he was using was still classified within the Israeli armed forces, and was so effective that the security company would never even detect that their system had been hacked. No blinking lights would go off, and no men in black would suddenly hove into view on CCTV cameras. Avi finished with a flourish of his right hand and the large wrought-iron gates to the property began to majestically open, as though Moses himself had given them the royal wave.
‘Hah hah!’ Jonathan exclaimed. ‘You’re a genius.’
‘Well, that’s what happens when you travel with God’s chosen people,’ Avi replied modestly.
‘What about any servants we come across?’
‘I have ways to deal with them,’ Zlatan cut in, with a sinister glint in his voice as the knife appeared again by sleight of hand.
‘Without any killing,’ Jonathan said.
‘Ah.’ The knife magically vanished again. ‘Fine, I have prepared for that eventuality too. One of the bags in the trunk.’
They all exited the car. Zlatan opened the trunk, unzipped one of the duffel bags and began handing out strange-looking handguns.
‘I thought I said no killing,’ Jonathan asserted incredulously.
‘Not guns. Tranquilizer darts,’ Zlatan replied, looking past the cars at the large trees that bordered Tarrant’s property.
Without warning Zlatan’s arm shot upwards with one of the weapons, and he fired into the trees.
‘What’s the point of ...’ Jonathan began, cut off by Zlatan sharply raising a hand towards his face to command silence. Avi and Jonathan looked up to see a rustling in the trees. There was a flash of movement and a large grey squirrel hit the ground with a thump, not ten feet from them. The little grey body had a small winged dart sticking out of its leg.
Zlatan turned with a smile. ‘See, that tiny thing will sleep for long time and wake up fine.’
‘Unless the fall killed it,’ Jonathan said.
‘Or the dose that is meant to fell a human killed it,’ Avi said.
‘Whatever,’ Zlatan shot back with some irritation. ‘It’s fine for people! Shall we go and end this now?’ He motioned towards the open gates.
The other two nodded, and they turned towards the black hole that had been created by the opening of the gates.
‘Right,’ Jonathan said as he hefted his gun to get used to the weight. ‘As Sir Edmund Hillary, Knight of the Royal Garter, once said on Mount Everest: “Let’s knock the bastard off!”’
Avi waved for the Arab to come up out of the other car. The Arab was unpacking his curved scimitar sword from one of the courier boxes. He seemed particularly pleased to be re-united with it as he slid it through the red sash on his waist. Once this was done, he joined the rest of the group and they all started moving into the house.
‘No killing means no killing,’ Jonathan said under his breath as they walked.
The long drive snaked away from the floodlit gates into the darkness and up to the illuminated windows of the main house. All was quiet in the darkness of the gardens, and it seemed that the opening of the gates had not alerted anybody. It was the picture of normality for a country garden at night.
‘The motion detectors on his security system showed that there were five people on the property. Four in the main house and one in a garden out the back,’ Avi said quietly as they moved through the darkness, approaching the main building.
‘Come, we will split up here,’ Avi whispered, ‘Jonathan comes with me through the front door and through the house. You two each go around one side of the house. Unless we find him in the house, we will meet at the back to intercept the final person in the garden. Everyone clear?’
They all nodded in the dimness and slowly proceeded to branch away from each other as they drew closer to the main house. Avi continued to lead Jonathan towards the large, mahogany front door. Once at the door, Avi hunched down on his knees and poked his tranquilizer gun through the letter box while matching his eye height with the gap to take a look inside.
He adjusted the gun slightly and, to Jonathan’s surprise, fired.
Avi smiled as he stood up.
‘That’s one down,’ he said as he placed his hand on the ornate bronze door handle and pushed down to swing the large square of mahogany open. Jonathan had been expecting Avi to produce some tiny piece of electronica, never before seen by the public eye, that would crack the code of the door lock. ‘I opened it from the laptop outside. It is the great flaw of electronic systems if they come up against someone smarter than the original programmer. Let’s go.’ He motioned inside and they both slipped through the crack.
As their eyes adjusted to the bright light from the darkness outside, the first thing Jonathan noticed was the prostrate form of a butler in pinstriped trousers, snuggling up to the ornate mat in the hall.
He held the thumbs-up sign to Avi and put on his impressed face, before cocking his own weapon in James Bond fashion. In truth he was getting into this exploit, and really looking forward to shooting someone, albeit not dead. Compared to all the other risks he had faced in the past week, this should be a cakewalk by his reckoning. They were not expected in this place, and there were no assassins or secret agents lurking behind every pot plant.
Just low-paid house staff like the comatose Jeeves on the carpet,
Jonathan thought, as he advanced down the hall, behind Avi. They reached the end of the hall and came into a reception room with a set of couches on either side. An ornate stairway led up to the second level in the middle of the room. Avi motioned for Jonathan to watch the left side of the room as they went up the stairs. Jonathan gave the thumbs-up sign again.
The stairs led onto a long first-floor corridor, from which the doors for many ornate bedrooms could be seen. According to the flashing dots on Avi’s laptop, there were two other people on this level. Jonathan felt he was close to the very villain himself who had begun the process of trying to extinguish his life. For Tarrant, it would have been like deleting a useless document on his computer.
A short, high-pitched shriek from the hall behind him made Jonathan spin suddenly into a crouch. A dark form crossed the threshold of the door at the other end of the hallway. Nerves jerked his finger, and he fired a dart towards the source of the shriek. The dart thudded into the wooden door.
‘It’s me,’ Avi said loudly. ‘Don’t shoot. I’m coming back into the hall.’ His large frame blotted out most of the light coming from the room, as he stood silhouetted in the frame.
‘What happened? Who was that?’ Jonathan asked, still crouching on the floor, his gun now lowered.
‘Gave his wife a hell of a surprise, as she looked up from her Barbara Taylor Bradford novel,’ the silhouette replied, then lifted the gun and aimed it at Jonathan’s head. Jonathan’s eyes widened in horror and he dropped flat on the floor as a dart flew two inches to the right of where his left arm had been. Jonathan quickly looked up and forward again, but was distracted by a large weight falling on his legs. He turned quickly to see a maid lying across his calves. She had been behind him, unseen by him but targeted by the ever-vigilant Avi.
‘Flaming heck!’ he exclaimed as he prodded the maid, who was out cold from the dart now embedded in her arm.      
‘Where did she come from?’
‘Behind you,’ explained Avi, standing over Jonathan, having crossed the landing as if by magic. ‘She must have come out of another room when she heard the shriek of the lady of the house. Here, let me help you.’ A huge hand came down and took Jonathan’s. He was lifted back to his feet.
‘Suppose I should have really shot her,’ Jonathan said as he looked down at the lifeless form in maid’s uniform. ‘I got distracted by the yell of the wife.’
‘Don’t worry about it. That’s three down. You guard the stairs here in case anyone else comes up. I’ll go through and clear the rest of the rooms on this floor.’
Jonathan nodded. He knew it wasn’t a request. These men were highly trained, and probably saw Jonathan as putting them in danger of fouling things up. His wayward shot into the door would not have helped.
Avi disappeared into the room the maid had emerged from, and Jonathan dutifully turned his attention to waving his gun around in the general direction of the stairs.
After no time at all, the giant Israeli magically re-appeared behind the twitchy Englishman.
‘Clear,’ Avi said, before motioning to follow him back down the stairs.
He had not mentioned anyone else in the other rooms, so that still left possibly one person downstairs and one in the garden. Jonathan dutifully, and rather meekly, padded down the lushly carpeted stairwell after Avi.
Once at the bottom they made their way towards the heavy-set door at the other side of the room. As it glided open smoothly on its gold hinges, both men craned through the ever-widening gap to look for their quarry.
The room appeared empty.
Jonathan was hit by a strange surge of relief and anguish. They stepped softly into the room and saw they were in the vast main lounge. There were huge sofas clustered around an enormous plasma-screen television in one corner. There appeared to be some kind of ornate reading area taking up the other side of the room, with a door in the left wall. Pride of place in the reading area was given to a classic black chaise-longue surrounded by low book-cases. On the opposite side of the room, between the two areas, was a large set of French doors leading towards the outside patio.
As the two men reached the centre of the room, the door on the left banged open and another woman in maid’s uniform stumbled in with a wild-eyed, crazy look. She reached forward with both arms as if to offer the men salvation, or give them a great secret as the last of a dying race. Both men were momentarily taken aback before raising their weapons. But there was no need. After three steps, the woman fell forward and hit the carpeted floor. She was out cold, with a dart sticking out of her left buttock.
Both men looked up to see she had come from a kitchen area with a set of windows at the back. A gun had been shoved through one of the open windows.
Behind the window they saw the face of Zlatan, who gave a churlish smile and a little wave. Jonathan and Avi relaxed.
‘It looks like the big game is not in the house,’ Avi said, motioning to Zlatan through the window to keep going around to the back of the house.
‘Well,’ said Jonathan, cocking his gun and marching toward the large French doors. ‘Let’s go hunting.’
Avi caught up to ensure the doors to the outside were opened quietly. The two men stepped out into a calm, cool English night. A soft wind wafted lazily over the large stone patio, decorated with Roman vases and marble busts.
There was no one in immediate sight.
Approximately fifteen metres in front of them was an arched entrance into a square, walled structure in the middle of the vast garden. As they stopped to survey the scene, Zlatan and the Arab rounded the corners of the house with guns drawn.
They both immediately signed that no one had got past them.
Avi leaned into Jonathan to whisper in his ear. ‘The last person we saw on the security system on the laptop must’ve not moved out of that structure since we surveyed the scene ten minutes ago.’
He motioned to the other two, who had come alongside them now for the group to advance toward the walled structure.
As the view through the arch widened, it became apparent that they were about to enter a Japanese zen garden. This was where the renowned Warren Tarrant relaxed, by combing stones in circular patterns to enhance the feng shui of the place and his personal aura.
Jonathan recalled that Tarrant’s oriental garden had acquired a degree of notoriety. He had claimed in press articles that some of his most important decisions about the company had been formed in his precious garden. The fact that the company share price had slipped by ten per cent since he had taken over had led some commentators in the markets to suggest the stock price might go up if the garden were mysteriously dynamited.
They filed through the archway, one at a time. The interior of the walled garden was larger than it looked from the outside. Vines covered the interior walls like green veins, boxing the space with vegetation. There was no grass in the garden, only the small grey stones which had been flown in from the steps of Mount Fuji in Japan. The stones were raked in concentric patterns around six medium-sized bonsai trees scattered at Zen-like intervals.
Tarrant could be seen at the far end of the garden. He was on his knees, facing away from the men, hunched over a bonsai tree with tiny clippers as he tended the miniature leaves. Wires leading off earphones in his ears could be seen as he relaxed to classical music while fully immersed in his hobby.
This was a good break for Jonathan and his crew. They were clustered on a square metre of brick at the entrance, and taking one more step meant crunching the stones under their shoes, which would alert anyone in the garden to their presence. Depending on how loud Tarrant had his music playing, they would  be able to get close to him whilst still retaining the advantage of surprise.
Having concluded that the scene looked relatively safe, Avi motioned them forward and they all stepped up onto the stones to begin crunching their way towards Tarrant, their guns drawn and pointed at his back. Jonathan was sure he would have no qualms about shooting such a villain in the back – even if he was holding a real weapon.
The crunching of stones underfoot was quite loud, but Tarrant obviously liked his dramatic music even louder. The men stopped when they were within two metres of him. There was an odd moment of silence as the man on his knees serenely clipped away at leaves, completely oblivious to the four guns trained on his spine.
Anger welled up from deep within Jonathan.
This is the bastard who set things in motion to have me killed – to have Julie killed! To have who knows how many other people killed! He relaxes in his luxury residence and strokes tiny leaves while people die! 
‘Warren Tarrant!’ he barked.
Tarrant looked up to the wall in front of him, a questioning tilt to his head. Then he slowly turned around before his body jerked with shock at the scene that confronted him. He stood up rapidly and whipped the earphones out of his ears.
‘How the hell did you get in here?’ He looked past them with alarm. ‘Look what you’ve done to my garden!’ he yelled, surveying the damage done to his carefully raked stones. At the moment Tarrant was about to scream at them as though they were subordinates who had forgotten to put sugar in his coffee, the Arab pulled his huge scimitar from the large red sash around his waist. There was a flash of silver and the razor-sharp tip came to rest against Tarrant’s throat.
‘You only answer,’ the Arab said, ‘otherwise no speak. Down, back down.’ The blade tapped Tarrant a couple of times on the shoulder to indicate for him to drop back to his knees.
‘I will not ...’ Tarrant began to protest but the blade came forward to rest ever so slightly again on his neck, until a drop of blood squeezed out of the skin. Tarrant’s eyes widened as he registered pain and realized the men were serious. He could not bully them, and they would not obey him just because of who he was. The blade tapped him on the shoulder again, and he slowly sank back down to his knees.
‘You’ve come to kill me,’ he stated flatly.
‘You deserve no less,’ Jonathan replied, looking down at his former employer. ‘Trying to kill your own employees, setting up dodgy deals with even dodgier Russians – then trying to kill them too.’
Tarrant’s eyes narrowed. ‘Who are you?’
‘Just another faceless employee who’s about to let the world know what a two-timing scumbag you really are,’ Jonathan said.
‘You don’t scare me. If you’re assassins – then get on with it. Otherwise you have no proof of anything.’
   ‘Au contraire,’ Jonathan replied excitedly, as his emotions began to get the better of him. ‘Au very, very contraire. Listen to this!’ A small microcassette recorder appeared out of Jonathan’s pocket: he held it up in front of Tarrant’s face and hit the play button. The sound that came out of the tinny speaker was slightly muted but still distinct; it was the conversation they had recorded in Lubyanka Square in Moscow, with a now-dead Russian yelling in a public payphone at who he thought was Tarrant himself.
‘This is how you contact us?’
The mechanical voice squawked. ‘My boss is extremely upset about the man you sent. This is not the behaviour of international businessman, especially head of major oil company!’
Tarrant’s face instantly turned from defiance to shock.
‘We send you a message when we kill him.’
Tarrant’s face turned ashen at this.
‘We kill everyone associated with this deal and make the pipeline never happen. You think I am afraid out here? We have men everywhere. You cannot touch us!’
The voice was cut off and drowned out by the sound of gunfire over the tape. Jonathan clicked it off.
‘They killed Munro,’ Tarrant said softly to himself in disbelief.
‘That’s right,’ Jonathan said. ‘Whoever you sent is dead. And now the person the Russians sent to communicate’ – he shook the tape recorder in Tarrant’s face – ‘has been killed as well. So it looks like your business partnership has been terminated and your now ex-partners will be seeking recourse, um, how shall I put this? Ah yes, outside the courts.’
Jonathan’s facetious tone caused Tarrant’s face to darken again into the mask of arrogance that had been in place for many years.
‘Be that as it may,’ Tarrant said icily. ‘There still seems a distinct lack of hard proof linking me to any Russian organisation. I can distance myself from what you have on me, without a problem. Nothing is over. Since you don’t seem to be here to kill me, or you would have done already, who you are is irrelevant. Now get off my property.’
‘Irrelevant, huh?’ Jonathan replied thoughtfully, tapping the tape recorder against his chin. ‘How irrelevant is the report that was sent to the top floor? The report that caused you to send assassins after your own employees? The report that hypothesized the building of the pipeline across former communist states that could only be achieved by nefarious means?’
Tarrant’s eyes widened, shocked that apparent outsiders knew the report existed. ‘That was just an internal analysis for an ideas meeting,’ he countered. ‘It never left the company.’ There was a note of uncertainty in his voice.
‘Wrong, big man,’ Jonathan said strongly, leaning forward. ‘I’m Jonathan Marshall. I’m the author of said report. I have copies, and tomorrow morning the report, originally sent on company emails, along with what we have on tape, will be splashed across the front page of every newspaper in the English-speaking world. You and the company will be investigated from every angle – and if the authorities don’t get you, the Russians will. Either way, you’re finished!’
‘No!’ Tarrant cried.
‘Yessss!’ Jonathan said.
Tarrant’s body shuddered a little before deflating slightly. His head and back bowed as his carefully constructed world of power came crashing down around him. There was a moment of silence before a gut-wrenching sob was heard from the bowed head, then another.
He knew it was all over.
‘And the final kicker is that I’ve just recorded this entire conversation as well. This will also be with the press tomorrow.’ Jonathan waved the tape recorder around again. He had surreptitiously pressed the record button, soon after playing the Russian scene.
Tarrant looked up with tears in his eyes. ‘You bastard.’
‘No, you’re the bastard,’ Jonathan replied, raising the gun in his other hand and pointing it at Tarrant. ‘You’ve had people killed, and screwed over many more – just to inflate your own ego. You deserve no less.’ He pulled the trigger of the gun and fired into Tarrant’s leg.
Tarrant screamed thinking he had been shot. His eyes quickly dilated as the drug in the dart immediately took effect. His body swayed slightly back and forth, and he fell forward to plant his face deep into his precious Zen stones.
‘How about that?’ Jonathan smiled at the others. ‘I finally got to shoot someone.’
‘Well done,’ Avi said, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘The whole thing – very well done.’
‘Thank you,’ Jonathan said.
‘Our work here is done,’ Avi said, motioning for them to go.
They turned and set off back towards the car.
After walking for a minute, Jonathan said. ‘Avi, give me your cell phone.’
He pulled from his pocket the small SIM card reader for what he hoped would be the last time. He looked up a number, and tapped it into the phone. It rang three times before it was picked up.
‘Harry. It’s Jonathan. Yes, yes, I know. Tell your people I’m coming in.’
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The morning editions of five international newspapers broke the story.
It took up most of the front page with headlines running a range of angles from ‘GLOBAL OIL CONSPIRACY’ to ‘SLEAZY CEO AND RUSSIAN MAFIA BEDMATES’.
The stories were full of quotes from the audiotape and extracts from the report.
The global effect was more than explosive.
Everyone from government agencies to underworld kingpins were hitting the roof. By midday it was in the afternoon edition of pretty much every paper on the planet, as well as being run at fifteen-minute intervals on all the news channels.
By mid-afternoon the oil company in question was being investigated by the authorities in fifty of the countries they operated in. Intelligence agents, anti-trust investigators and lawyers were having warrants and depositions printed on a volume to make a large commercial printer smile. By four o’clock in the afternoon, the international oil company issued a statement that Warrant Tarrant had been summarily dismissed for misconduct. It also stated that he had lost all rights to the ‘golden parachute’ of stock options and additional pension payments that departing CEOs came to expect. This was very rare in corporate Europe, and particularly rare at this oil company, which showed how angry the executives were over what had happened, and the internal chaos it was causing.
Tarrant himself had woken up from the effects of the drug to be confronted by MI6 agents, Interpol and Scotland Yard officers. They had arrest warrants ready for offences ranging from corporate fraud to murder. He issued a statement from prison later in the day through his lawyers, denying all charges against him and threatening to sue the company for unfair dismissal.
The evening editions focused on the ‘people’ side of the story, with cartoons depicting Tarrant drinking dollar signs pouring from petrol pumps, with headlines such as ‘UTTER HUBRIS OF EGOMANIAC’
and ‘TARRANT FINISHED FOR GOOD’.
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London
Jonathan took another sip of freshly brewed coffee as he surveyed the daily newspapers laid out on the desk before him.
He broke into a large smile when he saw how much the company stock had dived.
He was sitting in a windowless meeting room deep within the interior of the MI6 building on London’s South Bank. Sitting around the room were the senior agents assigned to his case.
Harry Shaftsbury was also there, looking rather pleased with himself in front of the assembled seniority. All the agents kept looking at the door as they awaited the arrival of Sir William Gladstone. 
Jonathan had been dropped off last night within walking distance of the building by his erstwhile band of strange colleagues on their way back to the private airfield. They were all going back to their bosses after a successful job, to regale and delight their employers with accounts of the downfall of major oil companies and politicians. These were the events that really juiced the type of men for whom money no longer held any potency to delight. The parting of the group had been brief, and Jonathan was assured that his association with the others had been much appreciated. Each gave him an unlisted number on a card, in case he needed to contact them again.
Once he had been admitted to the MI6 building, they had hurriedly rushed him to the lower levels for questioning. This had gone on for a few hours before the stress of the last week had left his body, and he finally fell asleep.
They had given him one of the guest rooms in the underground complex to sleep in, and resumed the questioning in the morning. Once the debrief was complete and the summary finally sent upstairs to Gladstone, the word had come back down that the man himself wanted to meet Jonathan.
The head of the clandestine agency swept in, a blur of dour colours, tweed jacket and carefully combed grey hair.
‘So, you’re the plucky bugger who’s caused so much grief to so many, eh?’ Gladstone asserted loudly, examining Jonathan from beneath a raised eyebrow.
‘It’s amazing what you can achieve while desperately trying to stay alive and find out why people are hunting you,’ Jonathan replied. One of the side effects of his recent experiences was that he no longer feared people in power. They were there to be questioned about what they were doing. They were not unassailable in their authority. So while all the MI6 employees visibly cowered in their chairs and Harry broke out in another cold sweat, Jonathan leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head in a relaxed manner that he knew would infuriate an ex-public schoolboy like Gladstone.
‘I need to know if I’ll be safe from now on. Do I have to stay in hiding, or not?’ Jonathan asked.
‘I should think not,’ Gladstone replied, shooting daggers from his eyes at Jonathan’s relaxed posture. ‘The whole affair is out in the open. Tarrant is already done for. It’s just a matter of time till they root out any colleagues he had at the company who were complicit in his dealings. A major shake-up in the company has just been announced, and I very much doubt that anyone who had anything to do with Tarrant will have a job by the end of the week.’
‘And what about the Russians?’ Jonathan asked, ‘They’re even more ruthless.’
‘Well, there will now be so much pressure on the Russian government that they will have to launch an investigation into the vice president, and he will probably have to resign. Again, a large shake-up will happen, in the government and in the security services, since the two are intimately linked. The only reason they were all after you like a rabid foxhunt was to stop the entire affair becoming public. That has happened, so there is no reason to keep chasing you with intent to kill. It’s pointless. All these people have much hotter potatoes in their hands now. You should be perfectly safe from now on. Don’t do anything stupid like going on CNN, of course. Keep a low profile, and you should be fine.’
‘Great, just what I wanted to hear. Don’t worry, I won’t be selling my story or seeking celebrity. I just want to be in control of my own life again.’
‘Good man,’ Gladstone nodded in affirmation. ‘We’re all done then. I just wanted to meet you, and I’m bally glad I did. We need more of your type in the world. Possibly even in the intelligence services, given what you’ve done. Have you considered your next move?’
‘I don’t want another corporate job. I’ve stopped thinking like a sled dog. I’ll just take some time out first,’ Jonathan replied.
‘Fine, well, get in contact through Harry here if the idea interests you. Is there anything else you need now?’ Gladstone asked.
‘A lift to Waterloo station would be good.’
‘Done. Shaftsbury.’ Gladstone clicked his fingers.
Harry bolted upright in his chair.
‘Take your friend where he wants to go,’ Gladstone said as he stood to leave. There was another streak of grey and tweed, and he was gone from the room.
Harry was beaming like a kid who just unwrapped the ultimate Christmas present, since Gladstone had not only remembered his name – he’d said it correctly.
Jonathan winked at him, and signalled he was ready to go.
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Moscow

In the plush offices of the vice president of the Russian Federation, a few dark-suited men were involved in an all-out brawl.  Once the entire story had broken, they had eschewed tradition by skipping the preliminary vodka, and begun fighting immediately.
The vice president himself, Anatoly Kirkov, was in the thick of it, fighting through the red mist that obscured his vision as he attempted to beat his closest advisors to death with an oversize ashtray that had been a gift from the dictator of Kyrgyzstan.
It had been during one of his personal cabinet meetings that the story had broken. After initially nearly falling off his chair, Kirkov had ordered a television to be brought into his office so they could witness their careers, lives, ambitions, and fifteen years of careful planning come crashing down around them.
The obvious recriminations and finger-pointing had begun almost immediately, to be quickly followed by physical assault.
Kirkov took a heavy slug to the side of the face that sent him sprawling sideways over a couch. The pain served to bring him back to his senses, and the sharp realization that he had to get out of the office instantly if he was to stay alive.
He knew that there was already a summons from the president to come upstairs immediately and explain himself, before undoubtedly being handed over to the police.
At the same time, more worryingly, Aleksey Kekushev, the supreme head of Russian Intelligence, would be calling Demetchev back into the fold and immediately dispatching his most powerful subordinate to get Kirkov and bring him back in chains to the security service interrogation rooms, thus bypassing the traditional justice system entirely.
Demetchev would be like a hound of hell loosed on a mission of patriotism and revenge.
Both these threats however, were the last thing on Kirkov’s mind.
What spurred him to push through the pain and get to his feet and out of the building as soon as he could, was the overhanging phantom of the clandestine organisation he was a member of.
They would hold him personally responsible for the failure of their greatest plan.
In the past, Kirkov himself had been an enforcer of punishment for failure in the organisation. He knew that he must escape the building unseen in the next few minutes – or he was as good as dead.
Pushing off the floor and staggering to his feet, he kicked one of his aides out of the way to get to the outer door of the office. The melee continued behind him as he grasped the bronze door handle, twisted it forcefully, and wrenched the door open to dive out.
He was stopped dead in his tracks. On the other side of the door was a man in a black suit with neatly trimmed hair and rimless glasses. He looked like a young McKinsey consultant, except that he had a gun with a silencer, which was pointed at Kirkov’s face.
‘Wait ...’ was all Kirkov could say before his brains exited the back of his head and covered some of the combatants behind him. They just had time to look up as the black-suited man took one step forward and rapidly fired a bullet into each of their heads. The man took one step backward, the door swung shut under its own weight, and it was as though the black-suited man had never existed.
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Dordogne, France
The old diesel train swayed with the motion of slowing down, and finally shuddered to a halt.
Jonathan Marshall stepped off the carriage, to survey the small railway station that served the provincial town of Bordeilles.
After looking at a map by the station door, he set off down the main road on foot, as though taking a Sunday stroll. The main road soon ended and he was quickly walking through minor country roads that led up to farms and vineyards nestled behind the roadside foliage.
A young boy of about fifteen years of age was coming the other way and Jonathan asked him a simple question with the word ‘quinze’. The teenager smiled at his halting French, and in reply pointed behind him and to the right. Jonathan thanked him as they passed each other. Another five minutes of walking, and he found what he was looking for: a small wooden letter box hanging at an angle, with a black number fifteen painted on it.
Going up the driveway, Jonathan found himself following a winding track, rutted by cars, which led to a farmhouse on the rise. He could see as he walked higher that fields of grapes stretched out from behind the farmhouse for many acres. In the distance, at the far end of the fields, a tractor was churning up a cloud of dust as it ploughed a section of brown soil.
Ascending the wooden steps to the front porch, Jonathan knocked politely on the white door. After a moment he knocked again, more loudly. He gently turned the door and found it unlocked. It offended his English sensibilities to enter a house uninvited.
Skipping back down the front steps, he moved around the side of the house. He rounded the last corner to bring the back veranda into view, and stopped short as his breath was taken away.
She was sitting on a white wicker chair with her long legs stretched out and her feet resting on a white stool. A straw hat covered most of her jet-black hair and shielded her face from the sun as she sat reading a book in the golden light.
The afternoon was just beginning to fade and turn the colours around into richer tones of oranges and greens. The light reflected off the white blouse and her long white skirt to give the effect of a slight aura as she reposed, overlooking the vineyard scene as it was gradually turning to dusk.
After taking in the image for a few moments he quietly stepped closer and leaned against the wall.
‘You know,’ he said casually. ‘You want to be careful where you go – you never know when you might bump into someone from work that you secretly like.’
Julie looked up with a startled expression that quickly changed to joy. She let out a shriek as she leapt from the chair and tore the straw hat off her head, releasing a wave of ebony hair. He moved forward onto the veranda as she came bounding towards him and into his arms. Their bodies met and they spun round and round, holding each other close. Both were laughing, but on the verge of tears. Their reunion signified they end of all the trouble and danger they had survived.
Eventually the top halves of their bodies parted but each kept their arms locked around the other’s torso. Their faces were close and smiling as they looked deep into each other’s eyes.
‘I saw the papers,’ Julie said, eventually breaking the moment. ‘No mention of you as the hero who uncovered this global plot.’
‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ he laughed. ‘I can’t think of anything worse than being harassed by the papers. I’d much rather be free to go where I want.’ He paused, and locked eyes with her. ‘With who I want.’
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