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‘This traffic will be the death of us,’ Muller grumbled as the sea of red brake lights in front of them blinked on yet again.
‘It won’t,’ Devereaux replied, gripping the steering wheel of the battered Opel that little bit more tightly to hide her frustration. They’d covered less than two miles across the gridlocked Italian capital in the last half hour, but what else did they expect trying to traverse central Rome during rush hour? And even if she was more well travelled than most, these were unfamiliar streets to Devereaux so she didn’t attempt any clever detours.
No need anyway. They neared their destination all the time, and they’d soon be off the main road.
Muller glanced over his shoulder and Devereaux caught his worried eyes as he turned back around.
‘There’s no one following us,’ she said. How many times had she repeated those words?
‘But how do you know?’
She thought before answering because she really didn’t want to have to go through the whole thing again. Particularly as her explanation only opened up holes, and questions in her own mind as to whether she’d done enough.
‘I already checked the car for trackers before you even got in it,’ she said, thinking out loud as much as anything else. ‘I checked my clothes, your clothes, our bags, everything we have with us.’ Which included not a single item of electronic equipment. They’d ditched all that before they’d even entered Italy.
But she couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure. A simple tracker could be a pinprick in size. Impossible to really find something so small in all the nooks and crannies of a car. But how would they have even had the chance to plant something like that?
Still, she was glad that Muller didn’t question her further.
‘We’re turning up ahead,’ she said. ‘We’ll be off the main road. We’ll be there soon enough.’
Muller mumbled under his breath. Devereaux didn’t bother to ask for clarification of what he’d said. She could only give him so much reassurance. Despite her continued pushback to his anxiousness, her heart rate steadily built as the red brake lights flicked off in unison in front of them and they slowly closed the distance to the turning.
She checked her mirrors, one after the other.
‘Who is he?’ Muller asked.
‘We’ve been through this already,’ Devereaux said, hiding her exasperation well, she thought.
‘You told me his name, but not much else.’
‘I told you he’ll help us.’
‘How?’
‘He’s very… resourceful.’
‘Like you?’
She glanced at Muller who stared at her. She wasn’t sure she liked the tone in which he’d said that. A little accusatory. A little derogatory. As though he didn’t like who she was. What she did.
But whatever preconception he had of her, he didn’t even know the start of it really…
‘You think he can help us?’ Muller said.
‘I know he can help us. That’s why we’re here.’
‘And you trust him?’
In short? No. But Devereaux saw trust as a very complicated concept. Most people, most normal people, didn’t understand it at all. They had friends, families, work colleagues, people they shared their lives with. To them trust was almost an interchangeable word for ‘like’. People trusted people they liked, that they thought they knew well. Sometimes, ultimately, that trust was misplaced and it ended in the souring or even the end of a relationship, but that was about as disastrous as the misunderstanding of the concept of trust went for those people. For Devereaux, trust was very different, with much bigger and more severe consequences where it was misplaced. She’d come to learn that she knew no one that she could trust in every possible instance. But she did believe she’d made the right choice this time.
‘I asked, do you trust him?’ Muller said, his question more forceful.
‘He can help us. He will help us. That’s all you need to know.’
Muller sighed and looked out of his window.
Devereaux waited until the last second, making sure the route ahead after the turning was clear – it was – before she pulled on the steering wheel then thumped the accelerator. The puny engine of the Opel whined as the car picked up speed – finally. Devereaux checked her mirrors again a couple of times as they left the traffic behind.
‘See,’ she said.
Muller looked behind him again but didn’t say anything, and Devereaux wished she’d felt more confident too. Why didn’t she? They’d already travelled more than a thousand miles without a hitch, without hint of them being followed.
‘How did you even find him here?’ Muller asked. ‘A man like… I don’t even know what type of man he is.’
‘I found him the same way I found you. It’s something I’m good at.’
He didn’t say anything more. She was glad. She kept on going through the quieter streets, finally covering some ground. Not too fast though. No need to alert the police.
‘Okay, this is it,’ Devereaux said as she pulled the car to the side of the road, deftly squeezing between two other parked vehicles.
She looked out of the window at the sandstone apartment block. Quaint? More like half-abandoned, the building seemed more ruinous than the three-thousand-year-old Roman remains that stood proudly only a few blocks away.
‘When you said he’s resourceful, you didn’t mean he had resources.’
Devereaux didn’t say anything but got out of the car. The air was warm, smoggy, clogged with the fumes from car exhausts, and the stench of food waste sitting in black bin bags that lined the streets, waiting for clean-up. She looked around as her hand brushed against the bottom edge of her leather jacket, feeling the butt of the Glock handgun underneath.
Would she need to use it?
‘We’re good,’ she said to Muller, before she headed for the entrance to the building. The outer doors weren’t locked and they walked into a dingy atrium where one wall was taken over by mailboxes. ‘This way.’
Muller followed a step behind as Devereaux headed up the stairs. Fourth floor. Fourth door along. No sounds from within the other apartments on this floor. Were they empty?
She stopped at the door and looked along the corridor. Quiet, and she couldn’t hear anything beyond the wood. She knocked and shuffled back, looking directly at the spyhole. Muller edged to her side – he’d be in view too.
She heard his footsteps on the other side. Held her breath. Put her hand to her hip once more, but didn’t draw the weapon. Not yet.
The door opened and she peered into his questioning eyes…
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James Ryker lay in the bed under a thin white sheet. His eyes remained closed even though he’d woken the best part of an hour ago. Relaxation time. Not just this morning, he’d been in that mode for several months really. Relaxation? One way to describe his time here, at least. Transitioning perhaps. Waiting?
The sound of the city never fully died here, and as he lay in the bed he focused on the hum of nearby heavy traffic on the main road a couple of blocks away, and the heavier vibrations of intermittent cars heading down his street. He also heard the chatter of pedestrians here and there, their voices drifting in through the single-pane windows that let in not only plenty of noise, but far too much heat during the afternoon when the summer sun’s rays beat down on the apartment building for several hours without respite. One of the reasons why Ryker was so happy to lie back and relax now, while the bedroom remained cool.
He finally opened his eyes when he heard a car engine close by. Just a normal car, nothing to be excited about, but then the car stopped on the road outside and the engine shut down. Ryker didn’t bother to go to the window to look out, but he did decide it was time to get out of bed. He stepped into a pair of jeans and threw on a T-shirt. He’d shower in the evening rather than the morning. In early summer, Rome was experiencing a mini-heatwave, with daily highs heading past thirty Celsius, which felt all the more hot in the stuffy air of the inner city. Ryker much preferred to get through the heat of the day and shower in the evening, going to bed cool and refreshed.
He moved out into the open-plan living area of the modest apartment. Crappy, in many ways, but he liked it, which explained why he’d stayed so long already – relatively speaking, at least. Despite its current state, the pre-war building had a charm of sorts, the apartment too. Nothing too showy, no extravagances, just functionality. And the location, for the price, couldn’t be beaten. No view as such from his apartment, but from the rooftop he had glimpses of all of Rome’s most famous sights, from the Coliseum, to the Forum. There was no rooftop garden, but on a warm evening Ryker was happy to sit up there nonetheless, watching the sun go down on one of his favourite cities. And the apartment block was more than half empty. Another plus point as far as Ryker was concerned.
He’d agreed a cash deal with the landlord, a smarmy Turkish man named Mahmut. Six months up front for a hefty discount. Ryker wasn’t sure he’d stay in Rome that long, but way cheaper this way than staying in hotels, and Mahmut wasn’t the type to be bothered by identification checks or the like which perfectly suited Ryker. More than half of his tenancy had already come and gone, and quite frankly, Ryker was happy to stay a little longer. The last three months had been quiet, uneventful. Frustrating? Perhaps, but he’d badly needed the respite, both for body and mind recuperation.
He flicked the switch of the yellowed-plastic kettle and a couple of seconds later heard the crackle as the heating element got to work. He poured a glass of water to quench his thirst while he waited then checked the supplies in the near-empty fridge – he never bought more than a day or two’s worth of food in advance, as if keeping stocks low showed this was only a stopover, not a permanent place, despite the weeks passing by one after another.
His hand was on the nearly finished salami packet when yet another sound caught his attention. Footsteps, to be precise.
He left the meat in place and closed the fridge door. The racket from the kettle continued to rise, but above it Ryker focused on the sound outside his apartment door. Definitely footsteps. Why was that odd? No one else lived on this floor. And he never had any visitors.
He left the kettle to boil and moved toward the front door. He took his phone out of his jeans pocket to check the camera feed. He watched the man and woman walking along his corridor. No weapons in their hands. They came to a stop at his door. The woman knocked. The camera angle and her wavy brown hair meant he couldn’t see her face, but something about her was more than a little familiar. The man? Mid-height, casual clothes, a little pudgy, a big bald patch that made him look like a monk. Ryker was sure he didn’t recognise him.
His eyes still focused on the phone screen, Ryker didn’t bother to check the spyhole. Still no sign of this being an ambush, but still… When Ryker reached for the handle he put his right hand to the door frame, leaning forward. A nonchalant pose, except it wasn’t without purpose. Taped to the wall, inches from his fingertips, was a hunting knife with a seven-inch serrated blade. Just in case. He’d hinged a small picture frame by it, which he could quickly close to conceal the weapon. He’d never had to use the knife, but then no one had ever knocked on his door before.
He pushed down on the handle then slowly opened the door a few inches. His eyes found the man’s first, but it was the woman’s face, and eyes, that Ryker’s gaze soon settled on. As he’d thought, he didn’t recognise the man. The woman, on the other hand…
‘James…’ she said.
Ryker said nothing as he stared into the assassin’s eyes.
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Ryker glanced down to Leia Devereaux’s side. Whatever her motive, she wouldn’t have come here unarmed, even if he had no clue why she had come at all.
Not to kill him, he firmly believed. Otherwise she wouldn’t have simply knocked on the door.
Without his body moving, Ryker shifted his fingers further across the wall, wrapping them around the handle of the knife.
‘You’re not going to ask us inside?’ Devereaux said with her typically seductive yet devilish smile.
‘Why are you here?’ Ryker asked.
‘She told me you can help us,’ the man said.
Ryker’s eyes narrowed as he glanced to him, then back to Devereaux. Whoever the man was, Ryker already figured he wasn’t like her. He was too… ordinary. Not a threat.
‘Help you with what?’ Ryker asked.
Devereaux looked along the corridor.
‘Why don’t we come inside so we can explain?’
Ryker didn’t like that idea at all. He would have said that too, except the next moment more sounds from outside the apartment building grabbed his attention. Hers too. He could tell by the sudden sharp inhale she took. By the way her neck craned ever so slightly, as though angling her left ear to hear better. By the tiniest of dilations of her pupils – a reaction to the chemical change in her body. A spark of adrenaline.
Why? Vehicles. More than one. And they’d approached quickly. Purposefully.
Only one explanation…
‘Shit,’ the man said, his voice and his body language already panicky.
Ryker didn’t shift position at all. Neither did Devereaux.
‘Not what you expected?’ Ryker said to her.
A sly smile rose up her face. But not very far. ‘Actually…’
The next moment the man jumped, Devereaux flinched and Ryker at first remained rooted when a glass pane behind him shattered and a small object clattered along the worn floorboards behind him.
Now it was time to move.
‘Muller, Get down!’ Devereaux shouted. She grabbed the man – Muller? – and flung herself to the side, out of the doorway. Ryker grabbed the knife and rolled out into the corridor, pulling the door closed with his trailing hand, but not quite quickly enough. The explosion threw him further forward. The flash of white was so intense it temporarily took his sight. The bang so loud it felt as though his bones were crushed from the pulsing air.
Several seconds passed as Ryker lay on the floor trying to regain his senses.
‘James,’ he heard her say.
She’d taken a lesser hit than he had. Was already on her feet, hunched down by him, gun in hand.
‘Come on!’ she said.
Ryker groaned and pulled himself up. Muller was already on his feet too, apparently not feeling the effects of the blast as much as Ryker either, even if his face gave away his panic.
‘Behind you!’ Ryker found the strength to shout, and a second later all three of them again threw themselves to the floor as another flashbang clattered along the corridor toward them from the stairwell.
With a little more time to brace himself – his head covered and his eyes squeezed shut – the debilitating effects of the second explosion were nowhere near as bad as before. But by the time Ryker uncurled his body and opened his eyes, he spotted the blur of moving figures through the smoke in front of them.
‘This way,’ Ryker said, tugging on Devereaux’s coat sleeve.
He spun and dashed along the corridor and away from the main stairwell, moving as best he could on wobbly legs, his balance all over the place as the stabilising effect of his inner ears struggled to recover. He slammed into the door at the end.
‘Where are we going?’ Muller shouted, all in a panic still.
Ryker looked over the handrail. Not down. Even though he couldn’t see or hear anyone coming up, going down the fire escape would still bring them right out onto the street where this attack party had arrived. No doubt there’d be people waiting there.
Ryker dashed up the stairs without saying a word. Muller followed behind. Devereaux stayed at the back, swinging around every few steps, gun held out, ready to unload.
She didn’t have to, because they reached the eighth and final floor soon after, then the roof level. Ryker stumbled out into the open, wincing as the sun momentarily dazzled him.
He came to a stop. Devereaux and Muller did too. Both looked to him expectantly.
‘What now?’ Muller asked.
‘Now you tell me what’s going on,’ Ryker said.
‘We don’t have time!’ Devereaux shouted.
‘There’s no we,’
Ryker said.
‘Ryker, I need your help. Please.’
‘Who’s attacking us?’
‘I can’t explain right now.’ She looked to the door to the roof. Ryker heard the footsteps too. ‘Get us safe, I’ll explain everything.’
‘What if there isn’t another way down?’ Ryker said.
‘I know you. You have an escape route. That’s why we’re up here.’
Did she know him? Perhaps. For one, she knew him enough to have tracked him down, even if he had no clue why. And she was right. Ryker did have an escape route. Not all of his time up on this rooftop had been to enjoy the sunsets.
‘This way,’ Ryker said.
They sprinted along the rooftop to the edge of the building, where the next block along had been built right into the wall, even if its roof stood several feet lower.
‘Jump,’ Ryker said, not breaking stride as he leaped over the edge. He rolled into the landing, but nonetheless a shot of pain stabbed up his leg from the jarring impact. ‘I’m too old for this,’ he mumbled under his breath as Devereaux and Muller thudded down next to him, Muller’s landing the least graceful of all.
A second later and a gunshot boomed, though the bullet clanked harmlessly into the stonework behind them. Now at a lower level, they were at least temporarily out of sight from the shooter – shooters? – behind, but the next building along, the one they needed to get to, stood thirty yards away.
Could they reach it in time before they were open targets?
Ryker pulled ahead.
‘Get ready. Don’t look down. Just jump.’
A roughly three-yard gap. A leap the majority of people could make, moving at speed, if they didn’t panic.
Ryker prepared himself. Then Muller, behind him, shouted out. Ryker slid to a stop and turned. Muller had taken a tumble and lay in a heap. Devereaux leaned down to help haul him up.
Back at the edge of the building they’d come from…
‘Behind you!’ Ryker shouted.
Devereaux ducked and spun and let off two shots with her gun just as the attackers fired bullets their way. All efforts rushed, but Devereaux’s quick moves at least caused the two figures further afield to cower back out of view.
‘Help me!’ she shouted to Ryker.
He really didn’t want to. He held no loyalty to these two. He could quite easily carry on and make his own escape and figure out what was going on after.
Instead, he ducked and dashed to Devereaux and helped her to pull Muller to his feet.
‘My ankle!’ Muller shouted, grimacing in pain.
‘We’ll get you some painkillers later. First, you jump.’
Ryker pulled him along a couple of steps before letting go and preparing himself for the leap.
Made it. He rolled to a stop, spun around. Muller hesitated before jumping. Ryker willed him on. His front foot landed safely. His back foot…
Hit the ledge of the roof. A moment of panic burst in Muller’s eyes, but his momentum sent him forward to safety.
Devereaux…
She got ready to leap, but one of the shooters popped into view behind her. Ryker said nothing but the look in his eyes must have told her. She looked behind as she set off into the air. A gunshot boomed. Ryker clenched his teeth at the thwack and a spurt of blood erupted from Devereaux’s ankle.
She landed much like Muller had, except, fighting through pain, or maybe just bad luck, her back foot slipped the wrong way and she slid down. Ryker dove forward and grabbed her arm. He roared with effort and helped her to roll up onto the roof before she fired off two more warning shots from where she lay.
‘Please tell me there aren’t any more jumps like that one.’
Ryker didn’t say anything.
The three of them set off again, but Devereaux and Muller struggled to keep up.
Ryker pulled to a stop behind a stairwell door.
‘We can go down here,’ he said.
‘But it’s not your planned route?’ Devereaux said, as though she’d figured his thoughts.
‘No.’
His planned route involved another jump, as large as the last, followed by a four-floor descent, followed by a trek along an apartment block corridor to a service door that led down into the joint basement of two adjoining buildings. The basement itself held an access route into the city’s sewer lines, which Ryker would use to travel back the way he’d come, beyond his apartment building to a hatch which opened up into a multi-storey car park. Within the car park he’d a motorbike – key hidden nearby – which he could use to escape the city.
‘There’s a subway station right across the street from the exit down there,’ he said, indicating the door behind Devereaux. ‘You’ll be safer in a busy area.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘You both go your way. I’ll wait here. I’ll take out those bastards then I’ll follow on if I can. If not, I’ll take this way out.’
‘How will you find us?’ Muller asked.
‘Don’t you worry about that,’ Devereaux said with a wink, no hint of panic in her words or her manner.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said, pulling on Muller’s arm to get him moving.
‘Ryker,’ Devereaux said. He paused and glanced over his shoulder. ‘He’s more valuable than you can imagine. You have to keep him alive.’
Ryker said nothing but turned and ran.
Muller was soon flagging once more, moaning every other step.
‘I can’t do it!’ he shouted.
‘You have to,’ Ryker said without looking back.
Two more gunshots. Not aimed at him. Devereaux. Another shot. Two more.
Ryker leaped into the air. He cleared the gap by a couple of feet. He turned…
Muller. The look on his face. Ryker knew he wouldn’t make it even before he’d set off. He fell forward, stomach on the rooftop. His hands slapped down on the cement as he teetered. Ryker grabbed his wrists. Muller shouted in pain as the weight of his body pulled down on his shoulder joints.
‘Use your feet to climb up!’ Ryker shouted, grimacing with effort.
‘I… can’t!’
‘You don’t have a choice.’
Movement across the way. Ryker hoped to see Devereaux there at the building’s edge. No. A man. Where was she? Dead or captured or had she run?
The man, casually dressed, sweat glistening on his forehead, lifted his weapon.
He fired.
Ryker flinched. Muller cried in pain as the bullet tore into his shoulder. His grip faltered. Ryker could do nothing. Muller slipped away, out of sight, screaming as he went.
A sickening thud. No way to survive that.
The gunner shifted his aim. Ryker bolted. A bullet zinged into the concrete inches from Ryker’s toes. He dove for cover behind an air-con duct. He waited a few seconds as he thought. He peeked out. No sign of the shooter. But he hadn’t jumped. Ryker would have heard him landing. So where was he?
Ryker risked another look. He slowly moved into the open. Still no sign of the man. No sign of anyone else on the rooftops at all, Devereaux included.
Plenty of noise though. From down below. Sirens. From every direction. Screams of bystanders. Ryker imagined them clustered on the street around Muller’s lifeless body.
Who was he?
Ryker had no clue. Devereaux said she’d come to Ryker for help. With what?
He’s more valuable than you can imagine. You have to keep him alive.
Ryker had already failed at that.
What would the fallout be? Time, he was sure, would tell.
He ran for the door to take him down.
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‘Sorry, everyone, I really do have to go now,’ Davis Bracey said as he got to his feet. The teleconference with the ministers and their special advisers – or SpAds as most people referred to them – was going nowhere, no one prepared to back down from their positions, and he’d already stayed later than he intended.
The three other people in the room with him stared, as though they couldn’t believe he had the guts to just up and leave. Or perhaps only wishing that they did too.
He walked to the door before turning back to the table.
‘Susie, make sure you have the minutes on my desk by the end of the day.’
‘Davis, I don’t think–’ came the voice from the phone speaker.
Bracey ignored that protest and headed on out. Down to the car park. Into his Mercedes. He had twenty-five minutes. Satnav said thirty.
‘Shit.’
It was one thing to bail on a call with MPs and senior civil servants – some of them very important to his career – but he couldn’t be late for this. Not again. Not after last time. They’d have his balls.
He drove as quickly as he could through the ever busy streets of central London, snaking around bikes, and taxis pulling over in any spare space they could find. He cut down backroads here and there, took the chance of going the wrong way down a one-way street. He nearly took out an old lady on a crossing who ever so slowly pushed a trolley.
His phone buzzed. The call came through on his dashboard. Office. He ignored it. Not two minutes later and he had another call. His heart thudded faster when he saw the caller this time. He couldn’t bear to answer. Not after the clear ultimatum he’d been given.
Would it come to that?
He was so nearly there…
He took the left turn so quickly that the back end of the Mercedes swung out. Traction control kicked in and sapped the accelerator of its power, preventing a spin-out, but only slowing him down too.
‘Come on!’ he shouted.
The yellow warning light flicked off and he re-pressed the accelerator and the car sped forward. He was late, but… too late?
A whole host of other cars lined the street on both sides, up on the pavement to allow other traffic to pass. He was still two hundred yards away from where he needed to be but spotted a big gap. Better than having to take the time to properly park. He swung the Mercedes in and turned the engine off. He jumped out of the car.
Shit. Key? He felt around his pockets. No. Cup holder.
Got it. He shut the door.
Phone?
‘Damn it!’
He should just leave it. No. What if…?
He opened the door and rummaged around. Where was it? Footwell. He’d knocked it down there in his rush.
He kicked the door shut, locked the car as he dashed off. His tie flapped over his shoulder. The sides of his suit jacket bounced awkwardly. The soles of his shiny black shoes click-clacked on the tarmac.
His phone rang again.
Answer or not?
‘I’m here.’
‘I don’t see you.’
‘I’m here!’
‘We couldn’t have been more clear with you–’
‘For fuck’s sake, I’m here! Please!’
He jumped over the low fence onto grass. He spotted them. He waved over. The call ended.
He rushed over to his wife and the cluster of other parents. Wendy glared at him. He looked at his watch. Only seven minutes after kick-off.
‘Score?’
‘Nil-nil,’ one of the other dads said, ever so casually.
Wendy continued to glare.
‘I’m sorry,’ Bracey said, moving over to her. She pulled him away from the group.
‘Just for once–’
‘Wendy, I’m here.’
‘But he wanted to see you before it started. You know how he gets. He was so worked up, practically in tears with anxiety and nerves.’
‘Eli!’ Bracey shouted across the pitch. His son, holding the defence while his team launched an attack, looked over, a little awkwardly. ‘Come on, son!’
A little smile before he refocused on the game.
‘He looks fine to me.’
And he really did. At fourteen, nearly fifteen, Eli was as tall as his dad and easily the tallest and strongest on his team. A brick wall, his manager often referred to him as. And his defensive heroics were a very good reason why his team, Clements FC, were in the cup final.
But how could a boy so confident and dominant on the pitch be so shy and unsure of himself off it?
Wendy tutted and turned from him. Bracey sighed and got his breathing back under control. On another sunny, hot day, his skin was clammy from running over. He took off his jacket and his tie and undid the top button of his shirt.
‘I’ll make it up to him,’ Bracey said. ‘I told him if they win we’ll all go for a pizza tonight.’
‘Great. So if he loses, he doesn’t even get a treat?’
‘You want to reward failure?’
She renewed her glare. ‘Our son is not a failure, whatever the result here.’
‘I didn’t bloody say he was!’
She had to twist everything.
Clements won a corner. Eli moved up into the opposition box. The kid marking him was a good three inches shorter. The ball got pumped in… Eli rose into the air… a bullet header into the bottom corner…
‘Yeeesss!!!’ erupted the parents and players on the Clements side and Eli ran off in the opposite direction – who knew why, other than he’d seen his heroes do it on TV – and slid to his knees by the corner flag.
‘Eli, brilliant!’ Bracey shouted over, along with a whole load of congratulations from everyone else.
‘See, I didn’t miss a thing really,’ Bracey said, tapping Wendy on the shoulder. She didn’t say anything.
The game carried on. A blistering pace, both sides frenetic, Eli absolutely rock solid despite a bullish attacker on the opposite team sneakily kicking him and trying to wind him up whenever he got the chance.
No more goals before half time.
The short break finally brought a chance for Bracey’s heart rate to slide down.
What a day it’d been already…
‘How’s the prime minister?’ asked Imad, the dad of the goalkeeper, Assam.
Not a serious question. Imad had no clue really what Bracey’s job was – hardly anyone did – but all the parents here knew it was something or other to do with government. A fact which had first come into the open with a bang when Bracey had been pictured near the previous PM in a front-page scoop a couple of years ago. A picture, and a sleaze story that had eventually led to the other guy’s resignation.
Kind of resignation, anyway. He’d actually thought he could ride out the furore with a few dead cat stories, until the real powers that be in the Conservative party had pulled the PM into a room one day and told him to fall on his sword. A conversation Bracey hadn’t been party to, but one he’d been well aware was about to happen. Because he’d made sure it happened.
‘Your lad made some great saves there,’ Bracey said, hoping to change the subject.
Imad gave him an odd look but didn’t respond. Soon he was off talking to some of the other parents.
‘He’s going to be delighted with that goal,’ Bracey said to Wendy.
Another glare his way. How long would she keep that up for? ‘I’m sure he will be. But you didn’t see the state he was in beforehand. You never do.’
‘Come on, Wendy, now you’re just being–’
He didn’t finish the sentence. His phone was ringing. He looked at the screen. Then to Wendy. She shook her head with disappointment.
‘Look, I’m not getting it,’ he said, putting the phone away.
She tutted and turned back to the pitch. A few moments later another ping. Voicemail. No harm in listening to it. Just Susie, to say the conference call had finally ended, more than an hour after it was scheduled to, and without resolution. Hardly a surprise. Too many big egos butting heads. He’d have to think a bit more cleverly about how to resolve that one.
The players came back out onto the field. Eli glanced over and Bracey gave him the thumbs up and his son beamed.
If his goal ended up being the winner…
Phone again. Bracey cursed under his breath. He should just turn the damn thing off. But what if…
Unknown number. Wendy wasn’t paying him any attention. The call rang out.
The silence didn’t last long though.
This time he did answer and Wendy turned to send him daggers the moment he pressed the device to his ear, even before he’d said a word, like she had a sixth sense of what he was doing.
‘Yes,’ he said, turning away from her and the field.
‘It’s me.’
‘What do you want?’ he said, cupping his free hand over the receiver. ‘I told you only to call if there’s a problem.’
‘Yeah. There is a fucking problem.’
No. This couldn’t be happening.
‘Talk to me.’
‘Muller. He’s gone.’
‘Gone? What do you mean gone? Someone else has him?’
‘No. Yes. They did. But now he’s dead.’
‘How the hell–’
‘There’s a lot of moving parts right now. I don’t have all the details. But I do know Muller is dead. And you need to make a decision.’
His head spun. Decision? If Muller was dead…
‘Bracey, you need to tell me. I can’t do this without your authorisation.’
A chorus of shouts came from behind him. Bracey turned around and spotted the huddle of players. Eli lay on the ground, writhing in pain.
‘Bracey. Give me the instruction. We can try and rectify this and get back on track, or we can burn it all. Clean up and clear out.’
‘If we clean up and clear out…’ He didn’t finish the sentence. It was a thought more than anything else. But he feared that if they tried to gloss over their involvement now… who knew where it would end. Huge financial losses for some very important people would only be the start.
‘We need to get this situation back under control,’ Bracey said. ‘We’re too far in to walk away.’
‘Okay. So how?’
‘Not over the phone. We need to meet.’
‘Usual place?’
‘Yes. I’m leaving now.’
He put the phone away. A quick glance to the field. Eli was propped up on one elbow, his face creased with pain as he clutched his ankle. Wendy had run onto the pitch too. They both looked to him.
His heart stung… but Eli would be fine.
Bracey turned and strode away.
‘Davis!’ Wendy screamed. ‘Davis!’
He didn’t listen. Eli would be fine, he told himself again. Even if he wouldn’t understand, largely because Bracey couldn’t possibly explain the situation to them.
Life and death. Some people claimed football was even more important to them than that. But what about thousands of lives? Millions? What about decisions that could impact the futures of entire countries?
Whether directly or indirectly, that was what hung in the balance right now, and all of it dependant on the actions Bracey took from here.
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Ryker reached his planted motorbike without further incident, though with frustration and regret taking over. The moment Muller – the man who Leia Devereaux had entrusted in Ryker’s care – fell to his death replayed over and over. Why had Ryker taken the risk with them both and tried to make those jumps? The whole point of his emergency exit route, if his past caught up with him, as it had so many times, was that it was a route that not everyone would want to take. Had there been a better way? Should he have stood his ground in his apartment and fought off those attackers directly, whoever they were? With Devereaux’s help?
What had happened to her, anyway?
In all honesty, Ryker didn’t know very much about Leia Devereaux on a personal level, other than she was a well trained and highly experienced hired gun with little moral conviction, who’d worked for both shady government organisations and criminal kingpins in the past. He’d first come across her when she’d been sent after him. But their first encounter hadn’t played out quite so simply as that, and in the end, Ryker had even helped save her life when they’d come up against a joint enemy.
Her whereabouts and activities since then? Ryker had no clue, and he couldn’t fathom why she would possibly have gone to the trouble to have sought him out for help.
How had she even found him?
Ryker checked over the motorbike. Good to go and with a full tank, and he’d previously filled the side saddles with a spare change of clothes – including a fresh pair of shoes which were particularly welcome with him having traversed his escape route barefooted.
He could easily have hopped onto the bike and ridden out of Rome – albeit with a stop at the safe deposit box not far away to collect his few valuables: passports, cash. He didn’t. While he had no clue what mess Leia Devereaux had brought to his door, Ryker also didn’t yet know whether he was now firmly part of that mess or not. Would the people who’d come after her – that man too – now see Ryker as their enemy, or just as someone caught in the crossfire?
He wouldn’t run away without first trying to figure out what he could, and whether he was now a target.
He left the bike in place and decided to exit the car park on foot, and at street level rather than trekking back through the sewers. At least approaching his apartment building from the opposite side from which he’d run should give him a small advantage if there were still any of the ambush group out there looking for him – and Devereaux?
He turned onto his street and stopped behind an ageing tree. To his surprise he saw no evidence of the ambush crew at all. Even though Ryker hadn’t seen their vehicles arrive, he knew that there’d been three. Hefty vehicles too – most likely large SUVs. On a street like this where the typically compact European cars were generally parked bumper to bumper both sides of the road, those three vehicles would have stuck out massively, and certainly from what he’d heard, the drivers hadn’t taken the time to neatly parallel park. The ambush had been quick, efficient.
But no signs of those vehicles now. Ryker thought back to what he’d seen and heard. The two flashbang grenades. Not exactly sophisticated military equipment, but military equipment nonetheless. Yet the two men Ryker had most clearly seen, up on the rooftops, had been casually dressed. Some elite tactical group? Possibly, but certainly not an official SWAT team or similar, otherwise the crew would have had uniforms, tactical clothing, and they wouldn’t have just scarpered like this. They would have been on scene still, working with the local police. The local police, whose presence was certainly noticeable further along the street, their activity likely clustered by the dead man, but not around Ryker’s apartment. Yet.
So an unofficial, or at most semi-official hit squad had tracked Devereaux and her now dead companion to Ryker’s apartment. Good guys or bad guys? Often the line between the two was impossibly blurred.
He sucked in a lungful of thick city air then sighed. How many times had he himself been part of an assault like that? Which only made him all the more curious as to what was happening.
He carried on walking along the street and moved on past the doors to his apartment building. No sign of any action in there. He didn’t have anything of particular value inside, except for some cash and a few weapons. He could leave it all if he wanted, or needed to. He wasn’t sure that was the case yet, but he carried on walking past anyway.
Ryker imagined himself lying in bed earlier. Back when he’d heard the car parking outside, right before he’d stepped out of bed. Devereaux’s car? He paid careful attention to each vehicle as he passed. Having walked this street more than once daily for months, he knew the regular cars. It didn’t take him long to spot the one that stood out most. An old Opel, its bodywork pranged here and there, rust eating into the wheel arches and elsewhere.
If that was her car, did that mean she hadn’t escaped after all? Or had she simply found an alternative route away?
Ryker glanced in through the windows of the Opel but still carried on walking. The street soon became more busy with curious bystanders, flashing lights from several police vehicles. Two ambulances. Two? Ryker thought again back to the rooftop chase. Had Devereaux killed any of the attackers up there? Had she been killed?
No. She was too wily, surely?
Ryker stopped and idled with the others, trying not to get too close too soon, but aiming to eavesdrop on the various conversations of the watchers.
A dead man. He’d jumped. No, pushed others thought – another man had pushed him off the rooftop. Gunshots heard up there too. An explosion. Two explosions.
Some of the conversations were likely from genuine eyewitnesses, some were rehashed. Some were pure fantasy. But Ryker knew it wouldn’t be long before the police realised they had something more than just a man falling to his death to deal with. Ryker’s apartment, the scene of two explosions, would soon fall within their scope. The rooftops too.
‘Did you see it?’ came a croaky Italian voice from Ryker’s right.
‘No,’ Ryker said, turning to the hunched-over man who stood by the police tape, a walking stick in his shaking hand. ‘Did you?’
The old man gave him a questioning look, perhaps because of Ryker’s accent. He could understand Italian perfectly well, and could speak it more or less fluently, but his accent gave him away as non-native. As English, to anyone who really took the time to think about his intonations.
‘I was drinking coffee,’ the man said, with a little wave of his stick, indicating the cluster of tables at a café that now sat just within the police cordon. Ryker knew the place. He’d been there plenty of times himself.
‘A suicide?’ Ryker said.
‘No,’ the man said with a stern shake of his head. ‘I’d already heard them. A bang. Shouting. An argument. I looked up. I saw. He was pushed. By another man.’
Ryker didn’t respond as his brain whirred. Not the best of eyewitnesses. If he’d really seen the action he would have seen Ryker leaping. Would have seen the dead man attempt the same. Would have seen – and heard – the shooter before the man’s grip left him and he plummeted.
So why that version of events? Most likely this guy had already been talking to others, and this was the story that was beginning to emerge from all as they made their own memories fit with what others had seen. Or claimed to have seen. But it did make Ryker wonder one thing: who had started the story of this being a murder? Of one man pushing another? Because he had no doubt that it could end up putting unwanted pressure on him. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d been framed for a murder he hadn’t committed.
Was that the intention?
Ryker looked around himself a little more carefully. Perhaps one of the attackers remained in the area? Not just waiting for Ryker – or Devereaux – to emerge, but to act as a thorn in Ryker’s side by feeding misinformation to bystanders, and ultimately the police.
‘What did he look like?’ Ryker said to the old man.
‘Who?’
‘The guy who pushed him.’
‘I couldn’t see him clearly because of the sun.’
Ryker nodded, but noticed the man’s curious look change to one more of suspicion.
Enough. Ryker eased himself back through the gawkers, looking about him as he moved. No indication that anyone was watching him too closely but he was nowhere near ready to let his guard down yet.
He reached the Opel. One more look in front and behind before he tried the driver’s door. Unlocked. Ryker sank into the seat and looked over the worn cloth interior that smelled of stale cigarette smoke. Glove box? He found the car key but nothing else. Interesting. No rental documents or anything else like that. He got out and popped open the boot. Nothing inside at all. Devereaux and Muller had travelled light. From where? The licence plate on the car showed it was Italian but it could easily have been taken from another vehicle and simply screwed on.
Ryker sat back down in the driver’s seat and thought a moment. He took out his phone. He checked the licence plate against the databases he had access to for the Italian authorities. Certainly not official access. When he’d decided on staying in Italy, he’d made sure he had every asset at his disposal, and several weeks ago had found an Italian hacker on the dark web who specialised in ghost accounts. By getting access to an organisation’s admin account, a hacker could create fake profiles, often employee profiles, with rights and accesses to match, and then sell those ghost accounts for money. Better than simply stealing the credentials of an existing account as those were too often compromised soon after when the legitimate user realised something amiss with their login.
Still, ghost accounts needed to be treated as temporary, as at any point in time a clear-up of an organisation’s systems would identify and purge them, but this account remained active still. Within a few minutes Ryker had determined that the licence plate in fact belonged to a twelve-year-old Toyota. Not much of a find, except to confirm that the Opel had travelled on fake plates.
From where?
Ryker looked up from his phone and fixed his gaze across the road. A man, walking. Nothing particularly untoward about him. He was in his thirties, perhaps early forties, casually dressed in jeans and a grey shirt. He walked with his head down, not paying any attention as he neared Ryker’s position. But it wasn’t the first time Ryker had seen him. The same man had been hanging around the crime scene minutes earlier. Now he was casually heading back in that same direction.
Which he knew meant one thing: the attackers were still here.
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Ryker stepped out of the car, not caring about being discreet as he kept his eyes on the man across the road. The guy didn’t once look over to Ryker…
When the man was ten yards past, with not even the slightest of glances behind him, Ryker rushed for the doors to his apartment building. He moved up to the fourth floor. The corridor remained quiet. Wisps of black from the explosive charge of the flashbang scarred the already shoddy wall. But the remnants of the device itself had been cleared up.
Ryker reached his apartment door. Closed. Not locked. He opened up, carefully, and took a couple of hesitant steps inside. Warm air wafted in through the broken window in the living area. Glass shards lay spread across the heavily trodden floorboards. Once again nothing else remained of the flashbang except for the black marks on the wood. Other than that, the apartment looked exactly as Ryker had left it. Whoever had been here hadn’t trashed it, hadn’t searched top to bottom for anything, they’d simply cleaned up evidence and scarpered.
He moved to the broken window and looked out. No sign of that man now. Had Ryker got it wrong?
He spent a couple of minutes packing a shoulder bag, taking another set of clothes, phone charger, a bottle of water, the cash he had on hand, and the other hunting knife which he kept strapped to the underside of his bed. He stood by the sofa. It’d been some time since he’d stayed in one place so long. He didn’t have any deep emotional feelings about now leaving this apartment so suddenly, but he did know this was it. His time here was up.
One last look out of the window. All clear. Outside at least. Inside? Far more subtle than previously, but he was damn sure he’d heard it still. Footsteps. He took out his phone. The camera feed still worked. He’d fitted the pinhole camera himself, within the light-fitting in the corridor, a couple of steps down from his door. The device and its position gave a pretty much unobstructed view from his apartment back to the stairwell.
Sure enough, there he was. The guy with the grey shirt. Tiptoeing along the corridor, crouched down, handgun held in a double grip. Ryker watched him for a few moments.
From the fourth floor, he knew he could make an easy enough escape through the bedroom window, using drainpipes and window ledges. He’d be exposed to anyone on the street, but he’d seen no waiting crew there. This time.
Still, he didn’t take that option. No answers that way.
Instead, he creeped slowly to the apartment door and pulled himself up against the wall right next to the door frame. Gaffer tape dangled down next to his face where he’d previously had the knife strapped to the wall. Another look at the phone screen. The man stood in a near identical position on the other side of the door. Did he know Ryker was there?
Then in swift motion the man jumped in front of the door, lifted his foot and drove his heel against the spot right below the door handle. The door shuddered. In fact, the whole of the wall Ryker was leaning against did, but the door remained in place. Ryker quickly put his phone away before another slam and this time the door splintered around the closed lock and flew open and Ryker got ready with the knife…
Nothing happened. No sign of the guy. Ryker couldn’t see or hear him even though he must only have been inches away, on the other side of the wall.
The knife gripped tightly in one hand, Ryker reached his free hand down to his pocket, moving ever so slowly so as to not make a noise. He lifted the phone back out with two fingers then unlocked and entered the camera app without looking at the screen. But he had to look at the screen to find out where the man was.
A quick glance. Then another longer one.
The man was standing right there, gun barrel pressed up against the wall, exactly where Ryker’s head was.
Ryker threw himself down as the gunshot boomed. Plaster burst from the wall. The man raced in through the open doorway. Another gunshot and the bullet whizzed by Ryker’s ear. He went to swipe the knife across the man’s ankle but the guy was too quick and lifted his foot and smashed it into Ryker’s face, causing him to reel back. He took aim with the gun once more. Ryker stared down the barrel as blood dripped from his nose. Propped on his elbow he didn’t have time to leap up and reach the man before he fired.
But then…
He flung the knife. Hopefully enough of a distraction. The blade spun through the air and the man had to flinch and lift his gun away. The edge of the knife nicked the man’s side and he cried in pain – or perhaps anger.
Ryker was mid-air before the knife had clattered to the floor. He thumped into the guy’s midriff and slammed him into the splintered door which swung back on its hinges and smashed into the wall. The gun came free. Too far away for Ryker to reach. Ryker drove his elbow into the man’s ribs. A groan of pain. He grabbed a wrist, flipped himself over, trying to move the man into an arm bar. No luck. This wasn’t an untrained thug. The man swivelled, used his legs like pincers around Ryker’s thighs, slipped his arm free and soon Ryker found himself face down, the man on top of him, Ryker’s arm pushed to bursting point.
With his free hand he searched for his knife. Searched for the gun.
Got it.
Not that he could exactly aim properly, but he did his best. Another shout from the man as Ryker fired. Not a hit, perhaps just the blast so close to his face had disorientated him because his grip on Ryker’s arm loosened enough for Ryker to worm free, but no sooner had he bounced to his feet and the man sent a spinning kick to Ryker’s arm.
Solid contact once again caused the gun to clatter away. A flurry of kicks and punches from both men followed, each matching the other for speed and strength and ability.
The man vaulted the sofa. Where was he going? Ryker went the other way and the man grabbed a cup from the coffee table and flung it in Ryker’s direction. Ryker ducked. The mug cracked into the wall behind him. They squared off, the sofa separating them. Both men panted, sweating, their clothes dishevelled. Ryker wiped at his bloodied nose. The man had a line of red pouring from a cut above his swollen left eye.
‘Who are you?’ Ryker asked.
Nothing from the man whose eyes glanced to the gun. Four feet from him. Six from Ryker. The knife? The other side of them. Closer to Ryker than to the man, but the gun was the better weapon. Except Ryker couldn’t get to it before the other guy. But he could at least get there before he aimed properly.
The man went for it. Ryker didn’t. Instead, he went for the man and lifted his foot which crunched under the guy’s chin. A nasty blow, but he still managed to grasp the gun. Ryker grabbed for a biro on the kitchen worktop. He stabbed the ballpoint into the man’s side. He took hold of the wrist and plunged the now bloodied tip right through the man’s free hand. He screamed in pain but didn’t let go of the gun. He fired a shot which missed Ryker by inches. Ryker still had hold of the pen and snaked behind the man and drove the tip into his side another time and slammed his wrist against the worktop. This time the gun did come free, but the man was already spinning to counter once more.
Not this time. Ryker put his hand behind the man’s head and slammed his face onto the worktop, then ducked behind him, grabbed the man’s arm and twisted around and swiped his feet and the man did a mini-somersault from the momentum before a horrible snap confirmed the guy’s shoulder had popped.
Ryker didn’t let up. Now on his knees he took hold of the curtain and wrapped it around the man’s neck and tugged as hard as he could. He fell back, dragging the man with him, pulling the fabric tighter still as the man flailed with his one good arm.
‘Who are you?’ Ryker shouted.
No response.
‘You’re dead if you don’t talk.’
Still nothing but spluttering and then a determined roar of effort from the man. Ryker pulled tighter still and winced as the fabric dug into the skin on his palms.
‘Who are you!’
Thwack.
Ryker flinched as he took a face full of blood and sinewy tissue. He shuddered and let go of the man who’d gone limp in his arms. He pushed himself back, wiping at the blood that covered him from the hole in the side of the attacker’s head.
The window. A sniper. The man’s own team taking him out? Or another party altogether?
And where were they?
Ryker tried to imagine the building opposite. He couldn’t risk a peek. He had to get to the door. The door, which sat directly across the room from the window.
What other choice did he have?
Ryker rolled across the window. He grabbed the gun. A few bullets remained. He took his packed bag, then skidded toward the door, keeping to the edge of the room, hoping for cover there. No more shots came, but could he get to the door without being in view of the sniper? It depended, to some extent, what floor level the shooter was on. Much higher up and Ryker would now be shielded. The same level or only slightly higher and the door would still be in view from across the street.
No time to dwell.
Ryker rushed for the door. Another bullet. A near miss. That at least gave Ryker a clearer indication of where the shooter was.
Sirens outside. Good for Ryker? Possibly. Perhaps the police were there for him. But with any luck the heat would be enough to cause the sniper to scarper.
In any case, Ryker took out his phone as he made it to the corridor and called 113 and asked for the police. No harm in muddying the waters. Or perhaps just clarifying. He spoke quickly as he moved for the stairwell. Explained about the gunshots he’d heard. More than one shooter. Then he hung up and rushed down the stairs.
He pulled up against the wall by the outer doors. No sign of the police yet. He peeked up at the building opposite. No sign of the sniper either, but a well-trained one could easily remain hidden, just waiting for the shot.
There. Police car. It came to a stop right outside on the road. Two officers jumped out, looking up at the buildings around them. They shouted too, further down the street – other officers closing in?
Ryker quickly ducked back to the dark and dusty spot beneath the stairs. He stripped off his shirt and wet it with water from the bottle in his bag and used what clean bits remained of the fabric to wipe the blood off him – both his and the dead man’s – as best he could. He put on a clean shirt from his bag then moved for the door, phone out, both hands in the air, just as the two officers from the car approached.
‘I called you,’ Ryker shouted to them as they clocked him. ‘They’re still up there. On the fourth floor. There’s kids up there.’
One of the officers opened the door as the other pointed his weapon at Ryker. They both moved inside.
‘Fourth floor,’ Ryker said. ‘Please, you have to help them.’
He thought he’d done a good acting job.
‘Wait outside,’ the burlier of the two officers said, before he finally drew his aim away from Ryker and the twosome moved for the stairs. The officers looked up the stairwell, shouting instructions. Ryker used the distraction and slipped outside.
He walked quickly for the car, ignoring the gathering police. He jumped into the Opel then looked up at the building opposite once more. No point in heading over there and searching for the sniper now, not with so many police in the vicinity, and most likely they’d already run given Ryker had taken no more shots on his way to the car.
Ryker started the engine and held his breath a few moments as he pulled out into the road. The police presence was far heavier in front of him, over in the direction where Devereaux’s friend had fallen, the road more or less blocked there. The other way? Clear. For now. Though another police car raced from that direction.
Ryker calmly swung the car around and headed out that way. He glanced at the officers in the car as he passed. A suspicious look in return, but they did nothing to stop him. For now there was too much confusion and no reason for them to see Ryker as the threat.
Moments later the police were out of sight behind him as Ryker carried on his way.
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Earlier that very morning Ryker had been lying in bed, alone, with barely a care in the world. His dark past very much behind him, his enemies and his previously tormenting thoughts of the wrongs he’d suffered both out of sight and out of mind.
How quickly his new-found world had been upended. He’d witnessed the deaths of two men in relatively quick succession. A man who the assassin Leia Devereaux had brought to Ryker’s door for his help. And a man who’d come to his door to attack and kill him. After both deaths, Ryker had managed to escape the scene. After both deaths, Ryker had the opportunity to run out of Rome and keep on going until he found safe haven somewhere else, another town, possibly another country even.
Once again, Ryker chose not to do that. As much as he’d enjoyed his recent – if lonely – tranquillity in Rome, he couldn’t run and hide now and expect the same elsewhere. Plus, doing so wasn’t really in his nature. At least not until he’d figured out who was after him, why, and he’d eliminated the dangers to himself. Put the world to rights? He’d do what he could to help, at least.
He parked the car on the same level as his motorbike, although toward the other end of the sprawling area whose parking spaces, whether due to the crumbling nature of the structure, its high prices, or its less than salubrious location, were only about a tenth filled.
So if he wasn’t leaving Rome – yet – why was he back here? As little as he knew of Devereaux’s predicament, one thing was for sure: she’d been tracked to Rome. To Ryker’s apartment. She hadn’t seemed overly surprised by that fact, but, the moment Ryker had first opened the door to her, she also hadn’t been on red alert. So she hadn’t known the ambush crew was that close.
The question, then, was how had she been tracked? Her phone or another electronic device, perhaps? Ryker had no clue what equipment she or the dead man had had on them, and he’d found nothing of theirs in the car. A tracker in their clothing was possible, but another theory Ryker would now struggle to test. So, the final option, other than basic tailing, which Ryker struggled to believe Devereaux would have failed to spot, was the car itself.
He’d already looked over the Opel earlier but, out in the open, hadn’t wanted to dwell too long. He now performed a more careful search, though really he knew that if someone wanted to plant a tiny tracker somewhere hidden in a car, he had little chance of finding it without some additional monitoring equipment.
He did find something unexpected though. A torn piece of paper. Half an invoice, to be precise. The paper was tatty and water-damaged and had become stuck to the lining underneath the front passenger seat. Most of the printed writing had faded or been washed away but the name of the company – a used car company – was visible, as was the date of the transaction, some seven months previously. So too, was part of the business’s address. Austria.
Had Devereaux been riding around in this car for seven months? Most likely not. Much more likely she’d bought or stolen this car recently, and very possibly from that garage in Austria.
Ryker pushed that thought aside. He’d not just come to this car park to more thoroughly search the car.
He took the plastic bag from the passenger seat. The bag which contained the goodies from the electronics store he’d visited before he’d come here. Among his purchases, he now had a new burner phone. He struggled to see how the previous one could have become compromised, but better safe than sorry, so he’d destroyed his old phone and left bits of it discarded in bins around the capital. Not that he didn’t want to be found by Devereaux’s enemies. In fact, that’s why he’d come here. But he wanted to be found on his terms.
He quickly set up the new phone, downloaded the apps he needed, then got the two wireless cameras he’d bought prepped and ready. He placed one of the cameras facing the exit ramp, a clear view of any cars coming up, or going down. The other he placed nearby to the Opel.
Then he headed up onto the roof level of the car park and settled down in a shady spot by the stairwell. He had no clue how long he’d have to wait, or indeed, how long he’d stay there if nothing happened at all. Something told him the latter wouldn’t be the case though. The speed of attack at his apartment when Devereaux had arrived, the speed of attack when he’d then gone back to the apartment told him that whoever these people were, they weren’t waiting around for reconnaissance. Once they’d regrouped they would want to keep their mission moving. Perhaps because they were causing too much of a scene in Rome already, and needed to complete their work before they made too much more of a mess. But what, precisely, had they come to Rome for?
Not even ten minutes. That’s how long Ryker had to sit there on the roof for. In that time no other cars had come or gone from level five. He knew as soon as he saw this first car – a grey Kia SUV – that it belonged to the people he’d been waiting for. Something about the way the car approached the level, too slowly. The way the driver snaked the car around the empty spaces, clearly not looking for a place to park but scoping out the area.
Eventually the car parked three spaces along from the Opel. Ryker watched the camera feeds with interest as a woman and two men got out of the car. On the small screen he couldn’t be sure, but nothing about any of them appeared familiar. Each was casually dressed, their looks, size somewhat unassuming. The driver hung by his closed door as the woman and the other man walked slowly toward the Opel, looking about them as they went.
They’d definitely tracked the car, Ryker concluded. Given their tentative rather than all guns blazing line of attack, most likely they’d also had eyes on the outside of the car park before making this approach. Perhaps had been confused as to why Ryker had gone up there, and also why he hadn’t yet come out.
Having checked out the Opel and confirmed it was empty the three of them had a brief conversation before they all got back in their Kia. Nothing for a few minutes. Then the Kia left.
As soon as they’d gone Ryker went back over the footage again. At one point the woman had looked up, nearly directly to the camera by the Opel. He took a freeze frame and zoomed in. Youngish. Perhaps late twenties with light-brown hair, eyes set wide apart which made her look almost cartoonish in the still shot as she stared, goggle-eyed. He found the best shots of the men too, though they weren’t as clear as that of the woman.
Then he made the phone call.
‘It’s Ryker,’ he said, when Jen Worthington answered on the fourth ring.
‘You know, this time I’m not even surprised.’
‘You’re not?’
‘It’s not often I get random calls from unknown European numbers. The last time was you too, so why not this time?’
He didn’t say anything to that. Although Ryker had officially cut all ties with his old life as an agent for the clandestine Joint Intelligence Agency – an agency which itself was now defunct – that didn’t mean he didn’t still know people. People who continued to work in the shadows for the British government and others. People who knew of his past life. People he’d worked with and against.
He’d last reached out to Jen several months ago, when on a more personal mission in southern France, though before that the two of them – ex-colleagues of sorts – hadn’t spoken in many years. Jen wasn’t someone Ryker had ever been close to, she wasn’t even someone he necessarily trusted that much, but she was someone with knowledge and reach who could get answers quickly. If she wanted to.
‘I’ve three faces I’d like you to do the works on.’
She sighed. ‘Well of course you do. But what’s the upside for me this time?’
He smiled to himself. One reason why he would call someone like Jen, rather than an old associate he’d been much closer to, was that Jen didn’t owe Ryker anything, nor he her. There were no favours to be done. If he wanted her help, he had to make it worth her while. He liked that. Much better than being indebted and having to repay at some later point.
‘Remember Leia Devereaux?’ Ryker said.
A pause. ‘The name, yes. But you know I wasn’t involved in what happened with you. Her.’
‘No, you weren’t.’
‘The last I’d heard, Leia Devereaux was in a maximum security jail in France.’
‘Same,’ Ryker said. ‘Except today I saw her in Rome.’
Nothing. And Ryker really was very curious as to how Devereaux had found her freedom. After their previous escapade, she’d been locked up in France, a country where she’d killed several people and where, if she’d gone through a ‘normal’ judicial process, would have spent the rest of her life behind bars.
But Ryker had known that that wouldn’t be the end of her story. Someone like Devereaux… despite her crimes she was useful. And, in many ways, like Ryker, she held an almost infeasible amount of secrets about the inner workings of both criminal empires, and the shady government agencies she’d worked for. It wouldn’t have surprised him if she’d simply had an unfortunate ‘accident’ in jail to make sure those secrets never got out, but then he had no doubt there were plenty of people who still saw Devereaux as an asset too. People who’d do a deal to get her out of jail. Who, and what that deal was, Ryker didn’t know, but that thought was one of the reasons for calling Jen.
‘Why do you think I’d have any interest in Leia Devereaux?’ Jen asked.
‘You either do or you don’t.’
Even if Devereaux hadn’t previously been part of Jen’s thoughts, that didn’t mean her name wasn’t a good carrot to dangle.
‘Tell me the story,’ Jen said.
‘Not much to tell.’ And despite him needing her help, he really did need to be careful with how much of the truth he told.
‘The faces I’ll send you belong to people who mistakenly think I’m working with her. They’ve come after me more than once now. I just need to know what I’m up against.’
‘And whether we’re willing to lend you a hand?’
‘The only hand I need is in understanding who they are.’ For now.
‘Before you kill them?’
‘I don’t want to, if I don’t have to.’
A pause.
‘And in return?’ she asked.
‘In return you’ll get to know why Leia Devereaux came to me. For help. Because I certainly find that a little curious.’
Perhaps not a strong enough proposition, but without knowing more himself, particularly the identity of the dead man Devereaux had come with to Rome, which might explain what was happening, Ryker didn’t have much else. Unless he chose to concoct some lies.
‘Why don’t you just ask her yourself?’ Jen said.
‘Because Devereaux is now missing. To me at least.’
Again Jen went silent and Ryker’s brain rumbled as he tried to think of something else to offer. Jen beat him to it.
‘Perhaps I’m going soft with age. Send me the faces. I’ll look into it. I’m curious, more than anything else, to know whose radar you’re on and why. But before I give you any answers, you need to think a bit harder about what’s in it for me.’
She ended the call.
Ryker already had the photos ready to send. Still, he hesitated a while. Why? A nagging thought. Did he really want to tip-off Jen and the JIA, or whatever that agency had unofficially become, when he himself knew so little about what was happening around him?
He hit send.
He waited a few more minutes. No more action on the fifth floor. He walked back down to his motorbike and fired up the engine and slowly wound it down along the corkscrew ramp to street level. He paused a moment by the roadside, looking left and right. No sign of the Kia now. No sign of anyone who looked like they were following him. And he was damn sure, other than through everyday eyeball surveillance, that those people had no other way of tracking him now.
Time to leave Rome?
Ryker set off west, the quickest way to get to the main arterial route out of the city, and head north.
Austria. That was his next destination. Devereaux had ended up at his door, and he didn’t know why. To find out he’d retrace her steps in reverse, right back to her incarceration in France, the last time he’d seen her, if necessary.
That was the plan, at least.
Except Ryker didn’t get far. Not far at all. Less than two miles before he spotted it. Them, more to the point. Not the Kia but two motorbikes, dark-clad riders on each. Following him. And closing in fast.
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Ryker’s motorbike had more than enough power for its intended use. Its intended use being a vehicle to get him out of Rome quickly and discreetly, and that he could then use to keep on going as far and as long as he needed.
The two bikes behind him were quite different. Scramblers. Dirt bikes. Electric ones at that – Ryker could hear the whine of their battery-powered engines as they raced toward him. The somewhat basic bikes were far from the best of choice for mile on end on open road, but what they lacked in raw power, comfort, storage space, even aesthetics, they more than made up for in their lightweight manoeuvrability. Making them absolutely perfect for a weaving inner city chase. Which was exactly what Ryker realised lay ahead.
The traffic lights in front turned red. The three cars in front of Ryker braked. Ryker accelerated. So too did the scramblers. Ryker raced across the junction. A white van came speeding from his left. The driver slammed their brakes, the horn blared, tyres screeched. Ryker braked and pulled hard right on the handlebars and the bike wobbled and he leaned over to help pull it to safety around the front of the van. He made it. Then he twisted the handlebars left sending the back wheel spinning out, and used his foot on the floor to steady the machine before twisting the throttle to send the bike around the side of the van. He turned again, coming out behind the van, hoping to flummox the riders on the scramblers.
Had he? Perhaps for only a second or so, he realised as he raced away from the junction in the direction he’d already come from.
He checked his mirrors every beat of his heart, took a left turn, then a right, ignoring traffic signals, the honking horns of other road users. He skidded around a pedestrian at a crossing who hurled abuse as he raced away. He pushed his bike to the limits but the chasers closed in, the busy city streets giving Ryker no opportunity to hit top speed. The relative lack of agility of his bike would only ever hurt him unless he could find open road. Unlikely in the heart of Rome.
Ryker made another hard left, causing the back wheel to skid and spin and send up smoke before he raced away up a narrow alley. At least he knew these streets. An advantage? Not that he’d used them in this way before, but he began to plan a route that would hopefully put some space between him and the chasers. He looked in his mirrors again. Only one scrambler behind now. Was the other rider trying to cut him off?
Ryker took a right, onto an even quieter and narrower alley that rose sharply upward. Uneven cobbles beneath the rubber of his wheels caused the bike to jump and bounce and sent shudders through his spine.
Which was the least of his worries when he checked his mirrors again to see the scrambler all of ten yards behind him, the rider with only one hand on his handlebars now, the other… clutching a weapon. A semi-automatic. Uzi? The rider looked poised to let rip but Ryker swung another right. No way the chaser could do that at speed, one-handed. The manoeuvre bought Ryker a few yards. But where was the other guy?
A young couple turned into the alley up ahead. The man looked up from his phone and nearly jumped in the air in surprise and pulled the young woman up against the wall of a ramshackle apartment building. Ryker had no choice but to brake to avoid them before whizzing past. The rider behind was less courteous, closing the distance on Ryker once more. Ryker went to take the next left but as he twisted the brake he spotted the second scrambler right there, at a stop. The rider lifted his weapon…
Ryker ducked as the attacker let rip and bullets zinged by him. He turned the throttle hard and spun the bike back the other way. Surely the shooter wouldn’t risk hitting his friend?
No. He didn’t. He stopped firing and as Ryker raced back toward the other bike, that rider lowered his weapon too, similarly wary of hitting his friend in crossfire. His wariness cost him. Ryker held out his arm which smacked into the guy’s chest, snapping him off his bike and he fell to the ground in a heap.
Ryker raced on past the young couple again, the woman screaming, the man on his phone. Police? Would they be a help or a hindrance to Ryker now?
He was about to find out, because as he sped across another junction he spotted flashing lights off to his right. No way through for the police car in the narrow alleys though.
A glance in his mirrors. Ryker wasn’t in the clear yet. One of the bikes was right behind him again. Would the rider he’d felled be back up and running too?
Ryker took a left, then a right. He aimed to take another right before he saw more flashing lights that way and quickly changed his mind to left.
Bad choice. The alley opened out. He crossed over a junction and was back onto open road. Traffic ahead. The Coliseum loomed in front. Ryker raced for it. He left the road and the bike clattered over the kerb onto the wide pedestrian pavement that lay around the famous ruins. He raced for the amphitheatre, weaving to avoid pedestrians here and there. He was out in the open now, exposed, but hopefully the chasers wouldn’t risk shooting the bystanders. Would they?
Two chasers again, Ryker realised to his dismay as he glanced in his mirrors once more.
Ryker cleared the ancient stadium, found another cobbled street. Quaint apartment buildings and hotels lay either side of him. He turned right. A narrower road, heading upward. The scramblers were closing again. Ten yards. Five. The riders trained their weapons on Ryker. He pulled the brake as hard as he could and both bikes raced on past, tyres screeching. Ryker went right. He spotted flashing lights off to his side again as he passed the next turn. Then at the next left he saw the scramblers, racing parallel to him.
Up ahead a T-junction. Left would take him straight into them again. A risk worth taking? He had to slow for the turn, still unsure which direction to take, until the bikes came into view and the volley of bullets came his way and he pulled right.
He found himself on a twisting road at the edge of a small hill, a drop off to his right. Ryker followed the curve, weaving left and right to avoid the intermittent fire as best he could, but sooner or later they’d hit him unless he could get to cover. He checked his mirrors, his brain rattling with how to lose them. His distraction cost him as he didn’t see the truck, reversing out of an alley into the road, until it was too late. He could brake to come to a stop and end up with bullets ripping into him, or… he pulled right and went over the edge of the road.
Falling. Falling.
He braced himself and the bike smacked down onto a yellow dirt path and whether through luck or judgement he found some traction… at least Ryker thought he had but then the back wheel kicked up dirt as he tried to accelerate and the bike wobbled as Ryker struggled to keep control. He failed and let go and the bike slid sideways and Ryker tumbled and then skidded to a stop.
He pulled himself to his feet, dust clouding in the air all around him, a stinging pain all down his right side from the fall, but no time to check his wounds now. In front of him the two scramblers landed the jump, the riders doing a better job – on more adequate machines – than he had of keeping upright.
Ryker pulled his helmet off. He ran forward to the bikes, ducked, spun in an arc and launched the helmet. A perfect shot. The helmet cracked into the chest of one of the riders, taking him from his bike. The other blasted past, letting rip with his gun once more but he didn’t have the angle for a hit.
Ryker darted to the fallen rider and smacked his foot under his chin to keep him on the ground. He thought about taking the helmet off to see his face, but heard the whine of the engine behind him.
He half-turned to see the other bike racing to him again. He grabbed the Uzi from the dusty ground and lifted and fired as he scurried behind a stone column for cover. A stone column. A huge thing, sticking up from the ground. Only then did Ryker realise they’d landed in the heart of the Roman Forum. Beyond the still clearing dust, tourists scuttled for safety. Sirens blared somewhere close by.
The bike whizzed past and skidded as the rider swung around once more. Ryker hunched down, took proper aim, the rider attempted to do the same. Ryker fired first. Hit dirt, then rubber. A mini explosion as a tyre disintegrated and black rubber flew left and right and the bike swayed before launching the rider into the air.
Ryker raced for him. Got there just as the bike clattered past him. A foot to the groin elicited a yelp of pain and Ryker dug his hand under the helmet to drag the man up, holding him around the neck. He pushed the Uzi into his side to keep him subdued, swivelling to find the second man… not there.
A crack to Ryker’s back. A heavy object swung with force. Ryker growled and let go of the man and spun to face his attacker. He ducked and blocked the next hit – a log? – with his forearm, but lost the Uzi in the process. He sent a gut shot to the man which caused him to double over. An uppercut sent him stumbling but the second man, now behind Ryker, jumped onto his back before he could deal the killer blow.
Ryker tried to shake the man off as fingers clawed at the skin on his face and neck. Ryker bent at the knees, shunted his weight forward, trying to flip the guy over and off him. He managed it. Kind of. Because although the man went flying over Ryker’s head, he didn’t let up with his grip and momentum sent both of them spinning to the ground where Ryker ended up on his back, on top of the man who now held firm around Ryker’s neck, choking him.
Ryker tried everything to pull out of the man’s grip. His face was bursting. He rasped for breath. The other attacker leaped into view and Ryker used his legs to try and fend him off. A decent roundhouse caught him on the side of his head and caused his helmet to fly away. Not one of the men from the Kia. A surprise?
The man grabbed for his fallen Uzi. Then shouting from out of Ryker’s sight caught his attention. Out of Ryker’s sight, but he understood the shouts just fine. Police.
The man on his feet turned his weapon and opened fire as he scurried for cover. To his surprise, the arm around Ryker’s neck didn’t let up at all with the arrival of the police.
Unconsciousness loomed. His fingers searched across the dirt for a weapon. The other Uzi? A rock? Nothing.
So Ryker resorted to a far more primitive form of defence. He pulled his chin down as far as he could, writhing and bucking to get into position before he sank his teeth into the flesh of the man’s arm. A scream of pain and Ryker pulled out of his grip and lifted his torso up before slamming his elbow and his weight down into the man’s ribs. He did the same again, with even more force. The second time he heard the crack of bone. At least one.
Ryker bounced to his feet. The shooter was hunkered by the ruins of a wall. Police arced around in front. A shouted instruction to Ryker to get to his knees.
He thought about the demand for a moment as he surveyed the scene. The man next to him groggily went to sit up. Ryker swung around and delivered a ferocious kick to his head which sent him down and out. Then he rushed forward, hunched low. He’d spotted the other Uzi. He grabbed it from the ground, not heeding the words of final warning from the half-hidden police before he opened fire on the attacker in front of him.
Caught in two minds as to whether the imminent threat lay in front or behind, the man had no response as Ryker let off a flurry of bullets toward him and into the ground and the ruins near to the police. Several bullets hit the man’s legs and he collapsed screaming in pain.
Ryker ducked further down and grabbed the handlebars of his bike. He fired off his weapon again as he started the motor up. A bullet from the police clanked into the spokes of the back wheel. Damage? He’d soon find out. He fired off the remaining bullets in the Uzi’s magazine toward the police to keep them at bay, then he twisted the throttle and the bike shot forward.
He headed for the group of cowering tourists not far away – cover, for him. Screams heightened all around him as he waved the empty Uzi around like a maniac. He passed the group and tossed the gun and took the bike up the remnants of an old stone path before shooting off the end of it and out onto the street beyond the ruins.
More flashing lights again, off to his right. He went the opposite way, speeding through traffic on a wide cross-city road, and soon both the lights and the sirens had faded into the distance behind him.
Ryker checked his mirrors. Again. Again. Again. No sign of anyone chasing him down now. But he wouldn’t stop and test that theory. Instead, he carried on, following the signs to take him away from the city centre – the most direct route he could find.
With absolutely certainty, he knew this time he was leaving Rome for good.
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Dank, dark, cramped. Devereaux looked around the bland space, at least as much as she could given she couldn’t fully turn around in the chair, her wrists tied to the frame which was bolted to the ground.
Nothing in front of her except for a door. No windows. A flickering strip light up above. Floor, walls and ceiling were all concrete, flaky white paint on the walls doing a bad job of brightening the space.
A prison? Perhaps, although this certainly didn’t feel like a cell and she really didn’t believe a room as decrepit as this belonged in any regular prison of a Western country. Not that she knew for certain she was still in Italy. After she’d been subdued on the rooftop in Rome she’d had a sack pulled over her head before her captors had hauled her downstairs and bundled her into a vehicle which had transported her to this place. Several hours on the road, she believed, but she’d drifted off at one point and couldn’t be sure if she’d been drugged.
If not a prison then perhaps a so-called black site? One of those well-documented but still highly secret hellholes used by many governments to imprison and interrogate suspected terrorists, or simply people who were potential enemies of the state. Except those sites were generally in far flung corners of the world, not on Western home soil.
Perhaps this room was simply in an old abandoned factory or similar.
Devereaux heard footsteps on the other side of the closed door. The first signs of life since the two burly guards had brought her inside, secured her to the chair, and removed the sack from her head – more than an hour ago, she thought.
The door opened. The same two men came into the room. One carried a chair. The other a foldout table which he laid in front of Devereaux. A woman followed in with a file in one hand and a lamp in the other. She placed both objects on the table and the men left, closing the door behind them. Then the woman sat down and stared at Devereaux from across the table. With the light now in her face, Devereaux struggled to make out the woman’s features clearly, though she’d noted she was slight, had her hair tied tightly in a bun, and wore khaki combat trousers and a tucked-in buttoned shirt. Kind of like casual military attire, and Devereaux really wasn’t sure whether there was any officiality to the clothing or not. The woman looked a similar age to Devereaux – late twenties, early thirties.
Devereaux smiled at the woman. Then she laughed.
‘You’re not very intimidating,’ she said in her native German.
The woman said nothing. Didn’t even move, as far as Devereaux could tell.
‘You probably know why you’re here,’ the woman said after a long silence. English. A nice accent. Well educated, though Devereaux couldn’t quite tell if she was a native or not.
‘No. I don’t,’ Devereaux said.
‘Yes, you do. So we don’t need to talk about that. Yet. In fact, I probably know quite a lot about that already. You might be surprised. But first, I’m interested, perhaps on a personal level as much as anything, in how you got to be here.’
Devereaux said nothing.
‘No answer?’
‘You didn’t really ask a question.’
‘Leia Devereaux.’
Silence.
‘Again, I’m not sure if there’s a question there or not,’ Devereaux said.
‘You are Leia Devereaux, aren’t you?’
‘Would you like me to be?’
‘Last thing we heard, you were still being held in France.’
No response from Devereaux.
‘You’re wanted for murders, assassinations really, in eight countries across Europe.’ The woman paused again, as though expecting Devereaux to say something. ‘The French authorities caught up with you what… two years ago now? But you’ve never been to trial in France. In fact, to all intents, you disappeared. Until you flew back onto our radars two days ago.’
Pause. Or was she finished? Devereaux still didn’t say anything.
‘So how and when did you achieve your new-found freedom?’
‘Does it look like I’m free to you?’
Was the woman smiling? Devereaux really couldn’t tell because of the bright beam in her face, but the light-hearted tone of voice suggested the woman was enjoying this conversation. Enjoying taunting Devereaux? Whatever.
‘I’m presuming you didn’t simply break out. I’m sure me and my colleagues would have heard about that.’
‘Or maybe you were too busy playing silly games in silly places like this.’
Nothing in return to that.
‘No,’ the woman said after a while. ‘You didn’t break out. So I really am interested in who you struck a deal with, and on what conditions, to gain your freedom.’
‘I’m flattered by your interest.’
‘But you won’t tell me about it?’
‘No.’
A sigh. But it was still somehow playful. Not at all persuasive if this woman actually wanted Devereaux to say something useful. Not very threatening. Which was odd, actually, the more Devereaux thought about it.
‘Okay, so let’s just go with it. You found your freedom, somehow, and then you wound up in Austria.’
‘You’re suggesting the two events are closely linked. But for all you know I’ve been free for two years and have been to countless places in that time.’
‘Is that true?’
‘The fact you don’t know whether it is or isn’t tells me exactly how far behind you are here.’
No response from the woman. At least not that Devereaux could tell. Had she landed a blow with that comment?
‘Austria is actually your home country, isn’t it?’ the woman asked.
Devereaux didn’t confirm.
‘And in Austria, you came across a man named David Muller.’ Another pause. ‘A man who you then travelled several hundred miles with to Rome. A man who, unfortunately, is no longer with us.’
Devereaux didn’t react to that. At least not outwardly. Was that true? Was Muller dead? Had Ryker failed her? Or was the mistake hers for believing Ryker could help her at all…
‘You didn’t know?’ the woman said. She reached out and pulled the lamp down slightly, giving a much clearer view of her grinning face. ‘You didn’t know, did you? Yeah. You really fucked up, Leia. Muller is dead. And so I’m assuming whoever was paying you won’t be very happy now.’
Devereaux held her tongue as she glared at the woman in front of her. She’d love to wipe that smile off her face for good.
‘I have two questions for you, before we can move on. I need a full answer to both. This is the only time you’ll be asked nicely.’ Pause. ‘Why did you kidnap David Muller? And why did you take him to Rome?’
Of course, Devereaux didn’t answer either, though she did wonder again how much the woman knew.
‘Nothing?’ the woman said.
No response. She sighed and got to her feet. She turned the light off, picked up her file – which she hadn’t opened at all, then moved to the door. She banged on the metal.
‘You’re sure you won’t talk to me?’ she said as she turned back around.
‘What’s your name?’ Devereaux asked.
The woman glared at her, as though thinking whether to answer.
‘Hannah Roseman.’
‘Real name?’
Roseman shrugged. ‘I answered your question. A gesture of good faith. Will you do the same?’
‘Good faith?’ Devereaux looked around the room. ‘No. There’s no good faith from you.’
The door opened.
‘Actually,’ Roseman said, ‘you’re right. There won’t be any good faith from me. Not anymore. This was your one chance. But we will get from you what we need. I’ll be back soon.’
Roseman left the room and a moment later the door slammed shut.
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The rest of Bracey’s Sunday had gone as badly as it had started. Who knew what the hell was really happening on the ground in Austria. In Rome too? What the hell was that all about?
Unfortunately Bracey had come away from the earlier hastily planned, clandestine meeting with more questions than answers, and had spent several hours locked in his office after that trying to fight the growing fire and to get different parties to actually do their jobs.
It was late, and it was dark when Bracey arrived back home. He could tell Wendy was up by the glow coming from the gap of the closed curtains in the bay of their lounge. Still, he opened the front door as quietly as he could, closed it with only the faintest of clacks. Yet before he’d even taken off his shoes, he spotted Wendy standing by the lounge door, glass of red wine in her hand. A big glass, like a goldfish bowl. They’d been given the set of four as an anniversary present. Very good quality, the size was designed to air the wine, and to keep the aroma in the glass to give it extra nose when sipped. But the glasses literally could hold an entire bottle of wine each. A ‘normal’ amount of wine in them looked like a sip.
Wendy’s glass was not normal sized.
‘You’re late,’ she said. ‘Again.’
‘You’re drinking. Again.’
She took a gulp. ‘This is what being married to you does to me. Being left on my own, all the bloody time, to deal with every single problem.’
Problems? She really had no idea. But he wouldn’t attempt to explain.
He moved up to her. She stayed put by the door. Kind of. She shuffled back, knocking into the door frame. Propping herself on it to stop from swaying. That definitely wasn’t her first glass.
He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, and then gave her a peck on the lips, which she pouted for, and he felt a sliver of love and attraction in his stomach, that he knew was still there for this woman, but that was so drowned out by every aspect of stress in his life. His work life.
‘Did you at least save some for me?’ he asked.
‘Not of this bottle.’
She turned and went back into the lounge. Bracey followed her and stood over the sofa as she sat down.
‘I really am sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s the weekend, I–’
‘It’s not about the weekend, Davis. It’s about…’
She huffed and looked away from him.
‘Is there anything to eat?’ he asked.
She rolled her eyes.
‘I had a takeaway with Eli two hours ago. There’re some scraps if you’re hungry. I didn’t know if you’d eaten. Because you haven’t texted me in more than five hours.’
He held his tongue. Nothing he could say would make him seem like any less of an arsehole. And it wasn’t like he could promise that he wouldn’t do it again, because most likely he would. And soon.
‘It must be something big this time,’ she said, fixing an accusatory glare his way. ‘To walk away from your son’s cup final. To walk away while he’s crying in pain for his dad.’
Bracey closed his eyes. It hadn’t been that bad. Had it?
‘How is he?’
‘Upset. He’s in his room.’
‘Upset? They won the cup! He scored the winning goal.’
‘Do you not get him at all? Is your head really stuck that far up your arse?’
Bracey thought about biting back, but in the end he simply walked out. He stood at the bottom of the stairs a moment. Then went to the kitchen instead. He ignored the leftover curry and went to the drinks cabinet. Scotch. A very large one. He took a big swig and then dropped some more into the glass. He took another sip and sighed, waited as the alcohol swam up to his brain – at least that’s what it felt like.
A bit more relaxed? Yes.
He took the tumbler with him as he headed up the stairs. Eli’s door was closed. He knocked.
‘What?’ came the grumpy-sounding response.
‘Can I come in?’
‘Please yourself.’
Bracey opened the door. Eli was lying on the bed, clothed, just… looking up to the ceiling.
‘How’s the ankle?’ Bracey asked, nodding to the strapping.
‘It hurts. But it’s not broken.’
He’d heard the same from Wendy earlier. They’d taken Eli straight to A&E from the game, but an X-ray showed no break. Just a bit of bruising apparently. Would his son milk it for effect? Bracey really didn’t know.
He went and sat on the end of the bed.
‘Can’t believe you scored the winner,’ he said, slapping his son’s leg.
Eli shrugged.
‘Seriously, Eli, it’s great. You should be really proud.’
‘I am.’
‘So what’s with the attitude?’ Bracey said, sounding more irritated than he’d intended.
Eli scoffed. ‘You don’t have to pretend, Dad.’
‘Pretend what?’
‘Pretend that you give a crap about us. Pretend that you want to be with us.’
‘Are you–’
‘If me and Kate and Mum mean so little to you, then just go. Can’t you see how miserable you’re making her?’
He gripped the glass in his hand a little bit more tightly.
‘You don’t need to stick around for my benefit,’ Eli said. ‘Kate’s already gone. Three years I will be too.’
Bracey felt anger but said nothing, taking another large swig of whisky instead. Taking his frustrations out on his son would achieve nothing. And had Eli really said anything that wasn’t true? Not exactly, though the thought that his kids would side with Wendy and not him made him mad, but then why would he expect otherwise?
He looked across to his son’s desk where a cluster of pill bottles sat. Painkillers for his ankle? No. A daily regimen for him to treat his anxiety, depression, whatever other problems the overpaid therapists claimed Eli had. Bracey hadn’t even wanted him to go to those sessions, it was all Wendy’s idea. Bracey felt she wanted her son to have these problems. Another stick to beat her husband with, as if Eli’s fragile mental state was all to do with him and his choices and his ‘bad’ parenting. Or, just lack of parenting.
Privileged. That’s all Eli was. He’d grown up with everything a child, a teenager could ask for, but still wanted more.
‘Anyway, I only wanted to say well done,’ Bracey said. ‘I’m really proud of you, son.’
A conflicting look in Eli’s eyes. He wanted to be mad, sad, but Bracey’s words had struck a chord.
Bracey’s phone rang.
‘You’re not answering that?’ Eli said.
Bracey didn’t want to… but he had to at least know who was calling.
‘Dad, don’t try and prove a point to me. It’s not worth your effort.’
‘You couldn’t think any less of me, right?’
He said that as a joke, but the stony look on Eli’s face…
Bracey took his phone out.
What the hell?
He stood from the bed as he answered the call.
‘Come to the window,’ the familiar voice said. Bracey glanced to his son then stepped across the room. He carefully pulled at the edge of one of the curtains. He spotted the headlights outside.
‘Yeah. That’s us. Come on out. We need to talk.’
Bracey gulped and looked back to his son who was no longer paying him any attention. He ended the call.
‘Night, son,’ he said, hand to Eli’s shoulder before he walked quickly for the door.
He tiptoed down the stairs. Put his now empty glass down on the side table in the hall as quietly as he possibly could. He saw the flickering glow of the TV spilling from the lounge. Heard canned laughter. He edged to the front door. Opened it even more quietly than when he’d arrived home earlier. He pulled it closed then scuttled along the drive to the road, glancing over his shoulder as he moved, watching the windows of the house. No indication that either Wendy or Eli had eyes on him.
The back door of the sleek BMW opened as he approached.
‘In you get, Davis.’ That same familiar voice, well-schooled accent.
Bracey sat down in the car. Andrew Lebedev sat across the back seat from him. Two big lumps of meat sat up front.
‘If it isn’t the puppeteer himself,’ Lebedev crowed, eliciting smiles from the two up front.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Puppeteer. The one who pulls the strings.’ Lebedev mimicked the actions. ‘That’s you, isn’t it?’
Bracey didn’t say anything.
‘The thing with puppeteers is, they’re not the main act. Not really. Any old fool can do it. It’s the puppet people care about.’
Lebedev really had no idea.
‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Bracey said. ‘This is my home.’
Lebedev looked beyond Bracey, as if admiring the house.
‘Yeah, it’s your home. Where your lovely wife lives. Your son too. Not your daughter. I heard she’s gone to university. Durham, is it? Hey, Vlad, don’t you know a few guys up there?’
The driver caught Bracey’s eye in the rear-view mirror.
‘Yeah. I know a lot of guys up there,’ he said, his Russian accent so thick his English was almost unintelligible. A stark contrast to Lebedev’s posh-boy accent. ‘Very useful people.’
‘That’s good to know, isn’t it?’ Lebedev said to Bracey.
‘Threatening my family isn’t going to–’
‘What?’
Bracey held Lebedev’s eye but didn’t say anything.
‘I heard a problem arose. Over in Europe. Not even today in fact. Apparently two days ago but I’m only now finding out about it.’
But how the hell had Lebedev found out?
‘An unexpected… occurrence,’ Bracey said.
Lebedev burst out laughing.
‘I like that,’ he said. ‘But those of us who speak plain English just call it a problem.’
‘It’s a problem for me, not for you.’
‘Our relationship doesn’t work like that. My involvement doesn’t work like that. If the agreement we have in place doesn’t go ahead–’
‘It’s going ahead. You don’t have to worry. What’s happened is a setback. It doesn’t change a thing for you.’
‘For your daughter’s sake, I hope you’re right.’
Bracey winced at that. Would Lebedev really stoop that low?
‘Remember it’s not just me,’ he said. ‘A lot of investors–’
‘I told you, I’m on top of it. Now if that’s all?’
Lebedev raised an eyebrow, as if surprised by Bracey’s hard response.
‘That’s all.’
Bracey opened his door and was halfway out of the car when Lebedev grabbed his arm.
‘Careful, Mr Puppeteer. You don’t want your strings cut.’
Bracey pulled his arm free.
‘Enjoy the rest of your weekend,’ Lebedev said.
Bracey slammed the door shut. The car sped off.
When he looked back to the house, he was sure he saw the curtain in the lounge twitch.
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Devereaux had her eyes closed when the door to the room reopened and Hannah Roseman strode inside. Had she been asleep? She didn’t think so, just dozing if anything, and from boredom more than tiredness. She hadn’t heard Roseman approaching though – perhaps because she was alone and not with the two bigger and heavier men this time.
Which in itself was interesting.
The door had no lock on the inside. Roseman closed it behind her, but… could this be an opportunity for Devereaux?
Roseman sat down at the chair across the table. No file this time. She didn’t turn on the light either. Her face… not as smarmy as before.
‘Problem?’ Devereaux asked, her beating Roseman to the opening swing intended to rile her opponent.
Roseman said nothing in return.
‘I’ve been here several hours now,’ Devereaux said. ‘Don’t I get water? Food? A toilet break?’
Nothing.
‘If I pee my pants, do you have to clean it up, or one of those big men?’
No response.
‘I can picture them, frilly apron, pink latex gloves, mopping around my feet. Actually, I think I’d kind of like that.’ Devereaux laughed. ‘Sorry, my brain is restless. You know how it is.’
‘Why did you go to Rome?’ Roseman asked.
Devereaux stifled a smirk. ‘I thought you were done with softly, softly questions? Weren’t you supposed to be coming in this time to work me over? A few punches to my face, perhaps, to loosen me up before things get really serious?’
Roseman glared. ‘You think I won’t hurt you? You think I’m not capable?’
‘Anyone is capable of abusing another person. It doesn’t take anything special, especially not to hurt someone who can’t defend themself.’
‘Anyone is capable of abusing another? Coming from the mouth of a sociopath. Interesting.’
This time Devereaux did smirk. Yes, she’d definitely got under Roseman’s skin, even if only a little.
‘You know, it’s up to you if you really want to test me,’ Roseman said. ‘I get no joy or otherwise from you being amenable and offering answers, or from me having to force them from you. Either way, you don’t leave this place until we get what we need.’
‘We.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘We? It’s only you in here.’
‘Clearly I’m not working alone.’
‘You’re alone right now.’
Devereaux wasn’t quite sure why but Roseman shuddered a little at that. As though Devereaux’s words were a direct threat.
Was there a way?
‘Why did you go to Rome with David Muller?’ Roseman asked, regaining her confidence.
Devereaux kept her lips pursed.
‘Would you like to hear a story?’ Roseman asked after a somewhat bored sigh.
‘Actually, I like stories.’
‘Good. And it’s very relevant here.’
Pause.
‘So?’ Devereaux asked.
‘Okay, so I have your attention. A little over two decades ago, a young man… let’s call him Carl Logan, was scooped out of the rotten bowels of London by a rising pen-pusher in the intelligence services. His name was Charles McCabe. You know the type of person. Middle-aged white man, normally, who sends other people out to do the difficult, dangerous jobs he doesn’t want to do, and isn’t really capable of anyway.’
‘I know the type well.’
‘But Mackie, as that man was usually known, had a… vision. He used the resources available to him – hefty resources – to turn the young Logan into a one-stop problem solver. A robotic mercenary who was used to great effect all around the globe, over many years. Assassinations, sabotage, security, insurgency and counter-insurgency. Logan became something of an enigma. A myth. I heard about him when I was first training–’
‘Training for what?’ Devereaux asked.
‘Irrelevant. But many people I climbed the ranks with didn’t even believe Logan was real. Just a character developed by our bosses to make us feel inadequate and to cause us to strive harder for our crappy rewards.’
Devereaux smiled, though she wasn’t sure why.
‘But Logan, I came to realise later on, was far from the perfect machine I’d been led to believe. He fell off the rails when he found that people he thought he could trust had become weary of him, and wanted to… retire him. Of course, a man like that doesn’t go quietly into the night. Think big fallout, explosions, a few dead bodies, and eventually a man who had no choice but to leave his past behind him for good.’
‘I feel like you accelerated through the good part there.’
‘Maybe I’m not good at telling stories,’ Roseman said with a nonchalant shrug. ‘Anyway, Carl Logan needed a new identity. He still had enough friends, and enough goodwill that he found help to achieve that. In the years since, he’s lived mostly off the grid. A quiet life? Not exactly, because his name – his new name – comes up again and again in intelligence circles, often when there’s a big blowout event somewhere. A criminal kingpin murdered. A terrorist plot foiled. You get my drift.’
‘I do?’
‘The last anyone I know had heard of this man was in France. Several months ago. France. Where you were in prison. When was it you said you were released again?’
‘I didn’t.’
‘That’s right. You didn’t. But I find it more than a little coincidental that only a few months after we last hear of this man, in France, where you were, we find you free and travelling across Europe to link up with our old hero. Who, by the way, now goes by the name of James Ryker, in case you hadn’t already figured that out.’
Devereaux kind of had, but still, she didn’t say anything as she thought.
‘James Ryker,’ Roseman said again. ‘Why did you take David Muller to James Ryker in Rome?’
So that was what had changed. Last time Roseman had been in this room, asking questions, talking about Muller, she hadn’t known Ryker was involved. She’d known Muller was dead, or at least claimed Muller was dead, but she hadn’t realised then that Devereaux had taken Muller to Ryker specifically. Apparently that was a big deal to Roseman, and whoever she worked for. Which was another interesting point. These people, whoever they really were, knew James Ryker. And knew a lot about his past too. More than Devereaux did, in fact. Did that suggest some sort of officiality to Roseman? Was she English after all, and working for Ryker’s old employers?
‘Leia, tell me about Ryker.’
‘Tell you what about him? I know I wouldn’t mind him, a man like that, screwing my brains out.’
‘A washed up shell of a man. That turns you on?’
Devereaux laughed. ‘So you’ve never actually met him in person then.’
The slight twitch on Roseman’s face as she searched for a comeback told Devereaux the answer was a no. She only knew him from stories, and perhaps from a hacked-together profile full of heavily redacted accounts of Ryker’s – Logan’s – past exploits.
‘You took David Muller to James Ryker. Why?’
‘Did I?’
‘Don’t play games, Leia. What’s your relationship with Ryker? And I don’t mean in a sexual sense, so please, no childish answers.’
‘You’re assuming I know James Ryker at all.’
‘No, I’m not. You already–’
‘I said I’d like to screw him, but maybe I was just babbling, and was basing my fantasy of what we’d do together in bed off the images conjured from your tale of machoism and heroism. But did I say I’d ever met him?’
‘I know you know him.’
‘You do? So why are you asking me questions that you already know the answers to then?’
‘Because I don’t know why you took Muller to Ryker. And I want to know.’
‘You could ask Muller. Oh no, wait, you can’t. He’s dead because of the shit you and your guys pulled. Or you could ask Ryker?’ Devereaux paused as she searched Roseman’s face for a tell. ‘Except, you don’t have Ryker, do you?’
Roseman’s eyes pinched. Devereaux smiled once more.
‘He’s tricky, isn’t he?’
‘Is he?’ Roseman said. ‘So once again, you’re confirming you do know him.’
Devereaux didn’t bother to answer.
‘Last chance, Leia. Why Ryker?’
‘Didn’t I already get my last chance?’
Roseman scoffed. ‘You really do want to play it that way?’
Devereaux said nothing. They sat in silence for a few moments, holding each others’ eye, before Roseman got up and moved for the door.






12


The falling apart roadside café had a way more spectacular setting than it had any right to. Ryker hadn’t wanted to stop there really, or anywhere at all, but he’d had no choice, again, as the needle on the fuel gauge of his motorbike edged closer and closer to empty. The ageing petrol station and its adjacent timber shack of a café looked like something from a barren desert highway, except here the surroundings couldn’t have been more different. To the west the land rose up in a rocky mass, no end in sight to the mountain. To the east the roadside gave way to a sheer drop which opened into a far-reaching valley, green pines dominating, but with snow-topped mountainous peaks stretching into the distance.
Nice. But Ryker wouldn’t linger. He quickly finished his coffee as he gazed at the scene outside, welcoming the caffeine boost that would hopefully see him, now with a full tank on his motorbike, into Austria and on to his destination.
He was back sitting on his motorbike when his phone buzzed in his pocket. Given he’d only purchased the device a few hours ago, there was only one person who could be contacting him: Jen Worthington. It was a message rather than a call.
  Check the news  


Ryker knew that didn’t bode well. He looked around him. Except for a single truck, whose driver was inside filling his already ample belly with fried meat, there were no other vehicles in the car park. No sign of any trouble here. No sign that anyone had followed him from Rome. But he was reluctant to stay – here, or in this country – a minute longer than necessary.
It took him only seconds to find the news story Jen had obviously referred to. British man sought in connection with two murders in Rome read the headline. A surprise? Not really. The article had his name too, though only a grainy years old picture that Ryker didn’t recognise. Where’d the Italian authorities get that from?
He read through the article. Two murders. A man shot in an apartment, unnamed, and a man pushed from a rooftop. David Muller. A bit more information than before, even if it remained a name that meant nothing to him – although hopefully a helpful bit of information in his own search.
Ryker looked around him again. A blue VW Golf rattled along the road toward the café. It slowed as it approached. Its indicator blinked as the car veered from the tarmac onto the rough gravel. Ryker put his phone away and fired up the engine of the motorbike as he watched. A man and a woman behind the windscreen. The man caught Ryker’s eye as the car came to a stop. They both got out…
And walked toward the café without once looking back in Ryker’s direction.
He sighed and looked at the empty road ahead of him. He took out his phone and entered the new-found name – David Muller – into the internet search bar, adding in Austria to at least try and narrow down what he expected to be a whole ream of results for what seemed a relatively common name.
It worked: the first search result that wasn’t related to the murders was a corporate profile that included a picture of the man who’d come to Ryker’s apartment with Devereaux. The man Devereaux had insisted Ryker keep safe. The man Ryker had watched plummet to his death.
David Muller. Senior development manager for Villeneuve International AG.
Ryker stuffed the phone away again and set off, his head brimming with questions. He was wanted for murder. Two deaths which hadn’t been his fault. Not directly, at least. Had someone deliberately misled the police to set Ryker up? Or had the Italian authorities simply come to the wrong conclusion? The latter wouldn’t be unreasonable of them, in one sense. They’d have been able to gain Ryker’s identity from fingerprints in the apartment, perhaps from having tracked down his landlord even. And there was a dead man in Ryker’s apartment, and another on the street outside. A quick conclusion by the police would obviously point to Ryker as being suspect number one. Although it intrigued him that the article had no mention of a rooftop chase. Shooting. Armed assailants. Devereaux. The chase through the Roman Forum…
Ryker wouldn’t dwell. Not because he wasn’t worried about being wanted for murder, but because, up ahead, he spotted the sign. Austria. As two countries within the Schengen Area, no physical border sat between Italy and Austria, and Ryker drove straight on past the sign and onto Austrian soil. Now it would be much harder for the Italian police to track Ryker. They had no jurisdiction over the border, and even though the two countries had access to Interpol, the international organisation was rarely able to provide an immediate response, due in large part to the necessary bureaucracy that came with operating across countless geographical and political divides. Extradition treaties? Again, a formal process that took time. However the Italian and Austrian authorities responded now, by entering Austria, Ryker had bought himself some time.
At least from any official agencies who were tracking him down. As for the attackers who’d come to his apartment? Who’d chased him around Rome?
Ryker would have to wait and see about that.
A couple of hours into Austria, Ryker decided to stop for the night at a basic hotel used mostly by other weary travellers. He paid for a room for one night in cash and before heading to his room he walked around the grounds a couple of times to make sure he was happy with the available exit routes should the need arise for a quick escape, either with his bike, or on foot.
Once inside he called Jen Worthington.
‘You’ve seen then?’ she asked.
‘Yeah.’
‘And?’
‘And what?’
‘Did you?’
‘No. I didn’t kill them.’
‘Are you going to tell me what happened then?’
‘I’m still trying to figure that out myself.’
She sighed. ‘I thought you were going to make this deal sweeter for me than the last time we spoke, not give me vague answers.’
‘I’m working on that. Did you find out anything about those people?’
A short pause before, ‘Not yet.’
He didn’t believe her. But this was exactly the position she’d explained to him before. She wouldn’t give him the information until he’d offered her something worthwhile in return.
‘I just need to know, what kind of threat are they to me?’ he asked.
‘Actually, I was thinking about asking you the same question.’
Did she really believe that was possible? That him just talking to her about these people could draw her into danger. Her response only made him all the more intrigued as to what she’d found on the identities of the three people from the car park.
‘You sent me the prompt on the news story,’ Ryker said. ‘Why bother if you’re now withholding?’
‘You’re really not trying very hard at winning me over here, are you?’
Perhaps his tone had been more off than intended. Perhaps because the day had taken its toll.
‘Whether I’m being set up or not, I’m intrigued that the news made no reference to Devereaux and the people who attacked us, shot at us,’ Ryker said.
No response from Jen.
‘I can’t make sense of this. Why would Devereaux be interested in this Muller guy anyway? A corporate worker for some big pharma company.’
‘Now there’s a question.’
‘Do you have an answer?’
‘I don’t.’
‘Jen, please. Give me something to work with.’
‘I don’t have an answer. But… I can tell you one thing.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Muller. I don’t know why, but he is on our radar.’
‘In what way?’
‘I don’t know yet. But we have a profile for him on… I can’t give you the details. And I’ll be honest with you, I don’t even have access to the full details. So there has to be more to Muller than the obvious.’
Ryker chewed on that for a few moments. As fascinated as he was as to why British intelligence would be interested in David Muller, his primary thought was how this revelation impacted on him. He already had the Italian authorities hunting him down for murder, not to mention the unknown assailants he’d run from in Rome who he was sure wanted him dead. He really didn’t want to add any other shady groups to the list of pursuers. Jen Worthington had no allegiance to Ryker. If she came across information, related to Muller or otherwise, which showed a clear conflict between helping Ryker and keeping her own position safe and tenable, she’d only ever choose the latter. She wouldn’t even feel the need to explain that to Ryker while she sent the wolves in to catch him.
He needed to watch his back more closely than ever before.
‘Thanks, Jen. I’ll be in touch.’
He ended the call and sighed as he sat on the edge of the rock-hard single bed. A few hours’ kip? Or did he need to keep moving now? Did he need to ditch this relatively new phone too? If Jen had already turned on him, and passed what she knew to her superiors, or whatever offshoot of MI6 and the British Government held an interest in the now dead David Muller, then they’d easily be able to track Ryker to Austria from his phone’s records.
On the other hand… staying here and waiting it out would at least tell him whether Jen and her cronies were now a threat to him or not…
He stayed put. He needed the rest. He tried his best to catch some sleep, though didn’t achieve more than three or four hours due to his forever rumbling mind, and the fact that he’d deliberately left the already threadbare curtains open so that he’d awaken with the early morning sunrise. Something he regretted when the sun’s warming rays beat down on him at a little past six am, when he really would have rather stayed in bed for a few hours more.
He didn’t. He dressed and packed and soon was out on the road again. No middle-of-the-night ruckus, no signs of anyone trailing him. After such an eventful day in Rome, he didn’t like the new-found quiet. What was he missing?
Ryker had never travelled to Graz before, a small city at the eastern edge of the Alps. Given the hilly, forested surroundings, he imagined a quaint, historic place, though he would have to wait to find out because he was still some three miles from the centre of the city when he came to his destination. The urban sprawl he’d entered had a subdued, almost relaxed look and feel to it. Single- and two-storey dwellings, a combination of timber and brick, lay on cramped plots close to one another. A few alpine flourishes here and there included pointed eaves – perhaps to make the otherwise ordinary homes feel more special, or at least more in keeping with their location.
Among the homes, he came to a large industrial estate on a curving road where corrugated steel warehouses stretched away into the distance. A variety of small businesses took up the many units, and at the far edge of the estate he found the building he’d come all this way to visit.
Schloss Auto took up a smallish plot on the corner of a T-junction. Not a warehouse but a glass-rich car showroom, albeit not a very big one, and nor was it in the best of states. The red brickwork that held the glass together was stained and crumbling in places. The tall windows of the showroom were grimy, and in more than one place cracked. The glass to one of the double doors to the entrance had been boarded over. If it wasn’t for the parked cars, he’d have assumed the business had folded some time ago.
Ryker stopped on the verge by the road outside and continued to survey the property. The forecourt, behind a tall, sturdy, metal security fence, spikes atop it, had spaces for thirty, maybe forty cars. Only a little more than half were filled, and the cars on offer were, generally speaking, in keeping with the quality of the building.
All except for two of the cars anyway. Because at the far side of the building, in the car park area rather than the for sale area, sat two much more luxurious offerings. A Mercedes G-Wagon, with mud splashes all up its sides showing its owner had recently attempted to test the machine’s off-road capabilities, and a much cleaner, glistening Porsche.
Ryker took out his phone and snapped pictures of the two cars, capturing the licence plates in the process. Some evening entertainment for him later, perhaps, if he decided to try and figure out who owned the cars.
He watched the premises for a few minutes more. Nothing was happening. In the late morning, midweek, there was little through traffic here except for trucks – big and small – delivering and collecting goods from the warehouses. He saw no one shopping around for a crappy used car, nor could he make out anyone within the showroom. At least not from his angle.
Ryker stepped off his bike and headed across the road. He walked alongside the security fence, glancing beyond a couple of times. Definitely no customers in sight. Beyond the dirty windows of the showroom he spotted a few figures though. Three, four men, clustered around a big desk. No cars in there that he could see. Just a near-empty space.
Ryker walked a circuit of the block, coming back around to where he’d parked his bike. Recce complete. He was about to head to the showroom when a high-revving engine somewhere in the near distance caught his attention. At first, the pitch of the engine suggested a powerful motorbike and Ryker’s instincts kicked in and he had a flash of the chase through Rome the previous day. But then the vehicle came into view, bombing along the curve in the road. Not a motorbike, the high-pitched note belonged to a garish orange Lamborghini, its powerful engine being throttled in a too-low gear. The driver slammed on the brakes and the tyres screeched and the motor came to an abrupt stop right by the open gates.
Ryker remained in place as the Lamborghini pulled into the car park, the driver stopping by the Mercedes and Porsche. The two doors opened. A young woman stepped out of the driver’s side. Tall and stick-thin, she wore skintight jeans, a tiny black top that showed her belly, her shoulders, her upper chest. Flowing black hair, showy jewellery on her wrists, neck, ears…
The man who stepped out of the passenger side was several inches shorter, twenties, his clothes as tight as the woman’s to show off his youthful muscular physique. His wide-brimmed baseball cap shielded his face from Ryker. Like the woman he was covered with sparkling jewellery and had a ridiculous swagger to his walk which he’d obviously learned from watching wannabe gangsters on music videos.
The two laughed as they walked to each other and they high-fived – a congratulatory gesture related to her hideous driving? – before the guy grabbed the woman’s arse and nearly took her off her feet with a squeeze. She seemed to like it. The two of them sauntered to the doors of the showroom, the man’s arm slung nonchalantly over the woman’s shoulder.
Ryker crossed the road and headed after them. He reached the doors to the showroom while the newcomers were in the middle of a welcome from their friends which consisted of lots of fancy handshakes and slaps on backs. Ryker opened the boarded-up door and stepped inside and twelve eyes turned to him.
He remained by the door as he eyed the group in front. Of the four men who’d been inside already, two were youngsters who in general appearance, clothing and confident stance looked much like the man from the Lamborghini. The two other men were noticeably different. One was much older, probably early fifties, heavily tanned with bright white hair that had been shaved almost to the skin. He wore smart, but plain clothes and was standing behind the desk in the middle of the room. Next to him stood a thicker-set man, perhaps in his thirties or forties, with a dense, closely-cut black beard that dominated his face and together with his skin colour suggested a Middle Eastern or North African origin.
‘Guten morgen,’ Ryker said as he scanned the odd group.
‘Guten morgen,’ the older guy said, forcing a smile. ‘Can I help you?’ he carried on in German.
‘You must be Schloss,’ Ryker said to him.
‘No. Schloss hasn’t been here for many years.’
‘But you’re in charge?’
‘Me and my sons,’ the man said. So that perhaps explained who the youngsters were, but not the bigger, bearded guy.
‘What do you want?’ the tallest and leanest of the youngsters asked, whose arms were covered in swirling ink, and who had a scar, or maybe a birthmark, that ran from the edge of his left eyebrow to his ear.
‘A car. Obviously. That is what you sell here, isn’t it?’
A glower from Inkman, but a moment later the dad had beckoned his sons over and was whispering to them in a language Ryker didn’t fully understand – one of the many Slavic languages, or a close derivative, he thought.
When they’d finished, the two from the Lamborghini moved toward Ryker, while Inkman and the other son – the youngest of the lot, possibly a teenager even – glowered at Ryker before moving in the opposite direction and beyond a closed door at the back of the showroom.
Ryker stepped aside and the man and woman headed on out. He didn’t follow their path but a moment later heard the roar of the Lamborghini as it flew off down the road.
‘Was it something I said?’ Ryker asked.
‘You want a car?’ the boss asked. ‘Which one?’
Ryker took a couple of steps forward, and noticed the bearded man tense up.
‘I’m into Opels, actually,’ Ryker said. ‘Do you have any?’
‘I’m sorry, friend,’ the boss said, shaking his head. ‘Nothing like that at the moment.’
‘No?’
‘Sorry. Something else? Or perhaps you want to try another garage. I can recommend one.’
‘You want me to buy a car from someone else? No offence but you’re not the best car salesman I’ve ever met.’
‘You’re not from Austria,’ the bearded man said. ‘I can tell. Your accent.’
‘And neither are you two,’ Ryker said in return, switching his gaze between the two men.
‘Do you want a car or not?’ the boss asked as he plonked himself down in the thick leather chair. His bearded friend folded his arms across his broad chest.
‘Honestly?’ Ryker said. ‘No. I don’t.’
‘Then maybe you should go.’
‘Happily. If you help me first.’
‘Help you?’
‘I need some information. On a car you sold… to a friend of mine.’
Ryker stepped forward again, only a few feet from the desk now. He scanned beyond to the door where the two young men had disappeared. No sign of where they were now.
‘We don’t do refunds,’ the bearded man said. ‘If your friend doesn’t like their car–’
‘I’m not asking for a refund. Only some information.’
Beardy opened his mouth to speak but a hand in the air from his boss kept him quiet.
‘Who are you?’ the boss asked.
‘Someone you’ll never see again if you help me.’
‘I don’t do favours. Not unless I get something in return. And especially not with people I don’t know.’
‘A woman came in here not long ago. A few days maybe. She bought an Opel Corsa from you. A sixteen-year-old model. A heap of shit. The woman was in her thirties. Dark hair. Dark eyes. This is her.’
He turned his phone with the snapshot of Devereaux he’d taken from the web. The boss didn’t look at it as he held Ryker’s eye, but the other guy did.
‘She looks harmless,’ Ryker said, ‘but actually… no, that’s a story you don’t need–’
‘You have one chance to leave,’ the boss said. ‘Take it.’
‘As soon as you tell me what I need to know.’
‘You have five seconds.’
Ryker didn’t budge. More than ten seconds passed. The boss had set the ultimatum. Was he prepared to follow through?
All of that begged the biggest question: why this response? Ryker had an inkling…
Simultaneously the entrance door behind him, and the door in front of him opened up and the two young men strode through. In front of him Inkman held on to a shotgun, behind him the kid had a baseball bat, held around the back of his head as he stepped forward, ready to swing.
Inkman pulled his meanest face. The boss smirked as though filled with pride at his sons. Beardy had unfolded his arms, hands by his sides, ready to pounce. Did he have a weapon?
Ryker didn’t wait to find out. Before any of the men said or did another thing, he made his move.
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Ryker raced forward. He put his hand to the desk and swung his legs up to lift him to the top. He slid across the surface, thumped the boss in his chest with his leading leg to send him and his chair spinning backward. Ryker landed on the other side of the desk, ducked away from a hook from Beardy. He leaped up, sending a punishing uppercut onto the guy’s chin. Ryker swiped his feet and the big guy plummeted, cracking his skull on the edge of the desk as he went. An unintended bonus, from Ryker’s perspective, at least.
‘I’ll shoot!’ Inkman blurted, but Ryker could hear the panic in his voice.
He spun and lunged for the boss as he stood from his chair, face like thunder. Ryker blocked a straight punch, grabbed the guy’s wrist, pulled him into a hammerlock, clasped his free hand behind the man’s head and slammed his face into the desk. The boy with the bat squirmed.
‘Touch him again, you’re dead!’ Inkman shouted.
Ryker slammed the dad’s face one more time. The crunch and the groan suggested perhaps a broken nose. He crouched down slightly, cover from the shotgun, and ground the man’s face into the wood, pushing up on the wrist to keep him subdued.
‘Drop your weapons,’ Ryker said.
The bat clanked to the floor. But not the shotgun.
‘You shoot me from that range, with that weapon, you’re filling your dad with lead,’ Ryker said. ‘Drop the gun, and kick it to me.’
No response. Ryker pushed further on the wrist and the dad screamed in pain.
‘Nico, please!’ the boy shouted out to his brother.
Nico crouched down and placed the shotgun on the floor. He held his hands aloft as he straightened up again, his face creased with anger.
‘Kick it over,’ Ryker said.
Nico did so. The gun ended up four feet from Ryker. Close enough. He dragged the boss along and grabbed the gun from the floor. Beardy groggily pulled himself up. When he saw the predicament he didn’t show any intention to fight.
‘That way,’ Ryker said, waving the gun in the direction of the door at the back.
Nobody moved.
Ryker took aim with the shotgun and fired and the men flinched and Nico squealed like a small child as the pellets blasted into the floor right by his toes.
Actually, one of the pellets hit his foot, Ryker realised a second later as Nico hopped about, whining.
‘Oops,’ Ryker said. ‘But if you threaten someone with a gun, you better make sure you’re prepared for the consequences. Now move.’
Ryker remained holding the boss as the other three men huddled then slowly moved toward the back door, Beardy feeling at the bloody gash on the side of his head. Nico hobbled on his shot foot, the youngster shuffling along in tow.
‘Inside,’ Ryker said.
One after the other they filed into a corridor and in through what turned out to be a windowless office-cum-storage room.
‘What’s that?’ Ryker said, pointing to a closed door in the far corner.
‘Storage,’ the youngster said.
‘Open it.’
He looked at his brother, at his dad. Neither gave him an indication of what to do. Eventually he stepped forward and opened the door. Another windowless space, about five feet square. A few cleaning supplies here and there. One wall was taken up with racking, only partially filled with various files and boxes.
‘Inside, all of you.’
Once more the trio gave each other a few nonplussed looks, but they decided to comply without the need for more shotgun fire.
Ryker kicked the door shut behind them. He shoved the boss away from him, who skidded across the floor into a heap. The handle of the cupboard door had a simple latch lock which Ryker flipped before he grabbed a filing cabinet and heaved it over and it clattered down in front of the locked door.
‘Better safe than sorry,’ Ryker said as he glared down at the boss who turned himself over on the ground, his face covered in blood from his now horribly misshapen nose. ‘And now, it’s time for you to talk.’
The man didn’t. Instead, he simply glared daggers at Ryker as he sucked air through his blood-filled nostrils.
‘What’s your name?’ Ryker asked, hoping that an easy start might be the way to go, but before the man could answer, thudding from behind the closed cupboard door grabbed their attention. ‘They’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Just answer my questions, then I’ll be gone.’
Deciding the man on the floor was no longer a threat, Ryker turned from him and scanned around the room – an office. Not particularly well used. The metal shelves along one wall were empty except for four lever arch files. A sole desk with a single computer terminal. A set of drawers. A cupboard.
‘Take a seat, if you like,’ Ryker said, indicating the desk chair, once he’d satisfied himself that there were no weapons, or alarms or anything of the like, either in the drawers or on or under the desk.
The man once again didn’t respond, though his beady eyes remained on Ryker the whole time.
‘So what did happen to Schloss?’ Ryker asked after scanning through a big old-fashioned cashbook ledger that had spilled from the cabinet he’d toppled.
‘He died,’ the man said.
‘A relation of yours?’
‘No.’
‘You bought the business from his family?’
‘I was asked to run it.’
‘By who?’
‘You don’t need to know.’
True. But it was good that he was at least talking.
‘Take a seat,’ Ryker said, indicating the chair once more. This time the man did pull himself up.
‘My name’s James Ryker. And you are?’
‘Bojan.’
‘You’re not Austrian.’
‘Yes, I am.’
‘Sorry, that was simplistic of me. You’ve got roots outside of Austria. One of the Slavic countries maybe. I heard you talking to your boys before.’
‘We’re Austrian. But we’re human, not purebred animals. We have roots in different countries, like most people if you care to look. Don’t you?’
‘I really don’t know,’ Ryker said. ‘My family tree only has me on it.’
‘Mine’s more complicated. But it’s not your business.’
‘Maybe not. Or maybe it is. It depends on how much involvement you have in my business.’
Bojan said nothing.
‘I get why she came here,’ Ryker said.
‘Who?’
‘My friend. The woman I showed you the picture of. Leia. I get why she came here.’
Bojan’s eyes narrowed – suspicion? As though he already didn’t like where Ryker was going to take this conversation.
‘She needed a car. For something important. She needed to get it from somewhere that would only accept cash. Somewhere where the owner, the workers, have as much to hide as she does, in order to help keep her trail clean.’
Bojan remained silent. Ryker could tell he was clenching his jaw shut.
‘One question for you,’ Ryker said. ‘Are you the top boss, or do you just work for him?’
‘I own this garage.’
‘Not really a full answer. But… I’m going with, you’re just a go-between. The top boss… I don’t know who he is, she is. I’m guessing, though, that they’re not exactly the law abiding type. And even in this day and age, many criminal empires tend to be cash rich. Maybe that’ll change soon, with cryptocurrencies…’ Ryker shrugged. ‘I’ve never got into that much.’
Bojan still didn’t say anything but any remaining confidence he had was draining by the second.
‘Whoever you work for uses this place, probably a load of others too, to launder their money.’ Ryker flipped through the ledger again. ‘I see a hell of a lot of transactions in here, but, no offence, I’m pretty sure you’re not selling that many cars. You’re just not very good at it. Plus your selection is a pile of crap. Probably deliberately so. You don’t want customers here. Only the cash coming from drug deals, or whatever, which you store in that safe in the cupboard over there until it’s pick-up time. What do you take? Thirty, forty per cent?’
No answer.
‘Less?’ Ryker shook his head. ‘You need to renegotiate. You’re taking a lot of risk.’
‘You think you’re clever, don’t you?’
‘What did she say to you, when she came here?’
Once again Bojan chose not to answer.
‘Was she alone?’
‘Yes.’
Ryker saw a flicker in Bojan’s eyes. ‘You’re sure about that?’
‘She was alone.’
‘Okay, good. So you are at least now confirming you remember her. Did you sell her the car. Or one of your sons?’
‘I did. I always do.’
Ryker smiled. ‘I thought as much. Your three boys just get to enjoy the lifestyle, driving fancy cars paid for through illicit money.’
‘Two boys.’
‘Sorry?’
‘I only have two boys.’
Bojan glanced briefly to the closed door, beyond which the three captives had quietened down.
‘Daughter,’ Ryker said, nodding as the story fit together in his head. ‘That was your daughter in the Lamborghini. Wow, I mean, the guy she chose for her boyfriend… she obviously didn’t want to stray too far from the family look.’
Bojan looked really pissed off now. Apparently he didn’t like people talking about his daughter.
‘Your two boys work with you here. Getting their hands dirty, a little bit, at least. But her? Daddy’s girl, I’m sensing. She gets what she wants, when she wants. Am I right?’
Bojan looked like he wanted to rip Ryker’s head off. But alone in the room, unarmed, he was no threat and both men knew it.
‘So you sent her away to protect her. I thought perhaps they were off to get backup.’
‘Maybe they are.’
‘Maybe indeed. Let’s wait and see. And the big guy in there. Not a family member, I don’t think, going by his looks at least. Bodyguard? Or does he work for the boss, coming here to keep an eye on you, and to make sure you’re not skimming.’
‘Enough about me.’
‘You’re right. You’re not important. So my friend came here alone. She paid you in cash.’
‘She also told me that you’d come asking about her.’
‘Me?’
‘Someone. She said people might come asking questions. And that if they did, we were better off to attack first, ask questions later. She was very clear about that.’
Another reason why Devereaux had chosen to buy a car from somewhere with an unscrupulous owner. And it also explained why the boys had been so quick to grab the weapons when Ryker had arrived.
‘And has anyone else come here asking about her?’
‘You’re the first.’
‘You’re sure about that?’
‘I think I’d remember if I’d been in this position already.’
Ryker thought for a moment as he looked around the room.
‘I’ve spotted six CCTV cameras around your premises, including three in this building, one in this room.’ He looked up to the corner. ‘A necessary precaution given the amount of money that comes through here, and who it belongs to.’
Bojan’s eyes narrowed.
‘The front door,’ Ryker said. ‘The glass was broken, so you boarded it up. That happen recently?’
No response.
‘I’d say it did,’ Ryker concluded. ‘You had a break-in. But they didn’t steal anything. No cars taken. The safe wasn’t raided. Am I right?’
Again, no response, but a strange look on Bojan’s face as though he couldn’t understand how Ryker knew so much.
‘So what were they looking for?’ Ryker asked.
Once more Bojan offered no answer. Ryker didn’t need one.
‘Show me the CCTV records. The day Leia came here. The night the intruders came.’
Bojan didn’t move.
‘Do it,’ Ryker said, stepping forward, enough conviction in his voice and his body language to push Bojan into action.
The boss woke up the desktop and headed into the camera files, Ryker keeping a close eye on every key stroke to make sure Bojan wasn’t doing anything clever – or stupid – like trying to send an alert.
‘This is the day she came,’ Bojan said. Two weeks to the day. He spent a few more seconds finding the time, seemingly remembering exactly when she’d arrived. A little past three pm.
Ryker watched with keen interest when he saw Devereaux appear on-screen, confidently striding toward the showroom doors. But how had she arrived? It wasn’t clear from the angle of the camera.
‘Can you show all feeds at once?’ Ryker asked.
Bojan hit a few keys and the screen divided into six segments and Ryker watched in real time for a few minutes. Devereaux appeared to be her usual, charming self. The way she switched her weight from one foot to the other as she talked to the men, pushing her hips out each time. The swooshes of her hair. The sultry smile. Why? Did she feel the need to mock-seduce every man she met or was it simply subconscious?
Even with the small on-screen figures, Ryker could tell her charms had worked too. Bojan led the discussion with Devereaux but Beardy was there too, and Nico, who swarmed around Devereaux like a fly on shit, all of them following her from the showroom and to the outside, eager to please, to open doors for her.
‘She went straight for the Opel?’ Ryker asked, watching Devereaux make a beeline out in the car park for the Corsa.
‘She said she wanted an older model.’
Ryker dwelled on that for a moment. He thought he knew the reason. No electronics, or at least, not as modern. ‘That model doesn’t have an inbuilt tracker.’
Bojan looked at Ryker like he was stupid. ‘Of course not.’
The deal was swiftly concluded and Devereaux drove away in her new – ish – car.
‘Who are you calling?’ Ryker said, noting that less than a minute after Devereaux had gone, Bojan had whipped his phone out.
He didn’t answer the question.
‘Who were you calling?’ Ryker asked, a little more forcefully.
‘My boss.’
‘To say what?’
‘To explain what she’d said. About people coming asking about her. I was asking what to do.’
‘And what did he say?’
‘She. She said find out about her. And to make sure we keep track of her.’
Ryker frowned as he processed that. ‘And what did you find?’
‘I found her name.’ He shook his head. ‘And who she is. I still have no idea why she came here.’
‘Show me the break-in,’ Ryker said.
Bojan seemed reluctant at first but Ryker nudged him with the barrel of the shotgun and he soon set to it. A few minutes later Ryker was looking at the same six feeds, but this time at night, the screens all green from the CCTV’s tame and somewhat dated night-vision technology. Better than nothing though.
‘Only two nights ago?’ Ryker said, processing the information. So… after Devereaux had joined up with – taken? – Muller? It would make some sense. However she’d come to be with Muller, somebody else wanted him back. They’d figured out where she’d bought the car from and were trying to trace her movements.
‘Two intruders,’ Ryker said, eyes fixed on the figures who smashed the front door with a hammer before stepping through the gap. Not the biggest of figures. Men, women? Ryker couldn’t be sure because of the loose clothing and the balaclavas, and the relatively poor quality of the images. ‘You have no alarm?’
The video capture was silent, but the calmness of the intruders suggested they weren’t at all spooked.
‘We do,’ Bojan said. ‘But around here in the night? Who cares?’
Certainly not the intruders, who moved straight for the office. The computer. Within seconds one of them typed away while the other searched the room.
‘What are they looking for?’ Ryker asked. Then it clicked. Bojan’s words about what his boss had said, about keeping track of Devereaux. The boxes he’d seen in the storage cupboard. He recognised the brand name of the electronics company. The only reason the intruders had come was because they needed a way to figure out where Devereaux had gone. ‘You track all the vehicles you sell.’
Bojan didn’t confirm or deny.
‘You fit them all with your own trackers. Why?’ But Ryker could already guess why. ‘You steal them back. Or… is that your sons’ jobs?’
Ryker shook his head in disbelief. Could they really have such a brazen operation? Sell a heap-of-shit car to an unsuspecting customer, then wait a couple of weeks and steal it back again. Perhaps they changed the licence plates before they resold the same car, maybe from a different store somewhere across town or even another city so it wasn’t too obvious.
Bojan didn’t speak but his sunken look suggested a certain embarrassment.
‘Show me the records for her car,’ Ryker said.
‘It’s just a load of data. Numbers and–’
‘Give me the data. I’ll worry about deciphering it.’
Bojan typed away. Ryker had a nagging doubt. Had the intruders – surely the same people who’d subsequently attacked Devereaux and him in Rome – deleted the data already?
‘It’s still there?’ Ryker asked.
‘Still here.’
Bojan took a thumb drive from the top desk drawer and stuck it into a USB slot on the desktop tower. Seconds later he handed the drive to Ryker.
He was about to take the device when a sound outside caught his attention. Vehicles.
Ryker glared at Bojan as he swiped the drive. ‘I can just walk away now. You’ll never see me again.’
Bojan stared at Ryker as though weighing up the options. Ryker didn’t know this man at all. Would he risk his own safety, and that of his family, simply for a bit of payback?
Ryker made to go for Bojan but he pushed back on his chair, staying out of Ryker’s reach.
‘I’ll call them off,’ Bojan said.
Ryker waited a moment, trying to read the man’s face, his mind.
‘Come on then,’ he said.
Bojan slowly rose from his chair. As if sensing a change in mood, or perhaps they’d heard the vehicles too, or even the entire conversation, the three captives began pounding the locked door. Ryker opened the office door a few inches to peek out. Through the murky glass he spotted shadowy figures on the outside of the showroom. Four? Five?
‘You first,’ Ryker said to Bojan.
He looked hesitant but then opened the door more fully and stepped out, Ryker directly behind him, the shotgun still in his hands.
‘Tell them,’ Ryker said, as calm as could be as they entered the showroom floor.
Bojan shouted out in that same language that Ryker didn’t know.
‘You screw me and I’ll kill your family in front of you,’ Ryker said, no hint of bluff in his words, even if he would only hurt these people as a last resort.
Bojan shouted out again and the outer door opened and two men who could have been Beardy’s brothers stepped in. A cleaver in the hand of one. A crowbar in the hand of the other.
Ryker pushed the barrel of the shotgun into Bojan’s back, causing him to squirm and to hold his hands in the air.
‘I’m leaving,’ Ryker said to the new arrivals. ‘I’ll only hurt him if you force me to.’
Ryker pushed Bojan further forward. The two men in front spread out. The other figures remained outside. Bojan reached the door.
‘Open it,’ Ryker said.
Bojan did so and he and Ryker stepped outside. Four more men there on the forecourt. Bojan’s daughter too, hiding around the corner by her plush car, her boyfriend by her side. Apparently he wasn’t a fighter then, despite his swagger.
Ryker turned around and back-stepped toward the road, holding Bojan in front of him, a firm hand on his shoulder, the gun still pressed in his back. The crew in front circled around, taking half-steps here and there. No one said a word. Then Ryker let go of Bojan, kicked him forward, tossed the shotgun and bolted the rest of the way to his motorbike.
A couple of seconds later he bombed away down the road. He glanced beyond the security fence as he passed, where two of the men helped Bojan up from the floor. The older man glared, before Ryker turned away.
Would they come after him? They could try. But if they were sensible, they’d be done with Ryker, like he was with them. He’d got what he came for.
Time to find out what his new-found information meant.
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Devereaux was awake, alerted by their footsteps, when the door opened and the two masked men barrelled inside, Roseman in tow behind. She folded her arms and stood by the open door as the men marched up to Devereaux. One went either side of her. Each of them linked an arm under Devereaux’s armpit, holding her shoulders to keep her pinned to the chair back. Devereaux squirmed, resisted a little, more to make a point than to seriously try to fight the men off which wasn’t really possible given she was already secured to the chair.
She soon gave up the fight and fixed her glare on Roseman.
‘Your two little lapdogs always have their masks on,’ Devereaux said as she squirmed again when the hold on her right arm became too tight for comfort. ‘As though it’s important for me to not see their faces. But not you.’
Roseman shrugged.
‘So it’s only for effect, really, isn’t it?’ Devereaux said.
‘Perhaps,’ Roseman said. ‘But this isn’t.’
Another man came into the room. A smartly dressed man. Nowhere near as tall or bulky as the other two. Tucked-in white shirt, glasses. A briefcase in his hand which he lay on the table and opened up. Devereaux couldn’t see inside but he drew his hand back holding a long syringe.
‘I did warn you,’ Roseman said with a horrible grin on her face.
The man – doctor? – straightened up and looked over at the two men by Devereaux.
‘Hold her steady,’ he said.
Steady? Devereaux didn’t think so. She kicked out, as much as she could with her arms secured to the chair at least. She flailed and bucked, aiming to kick the doctor but he stood – ever so calmly – just out of reach. Then one of the guards pushed his fingertip into a bundle of nerves on Devereaux’s thigh which sent a stabbing pain shooting down to her toes.
She grit her teeth and roared in agony and that soon settled her protests. Enough, anyway, apparently, as the doctor edged forward, a little tentatively, before he plunged the needle into the flesh on Devereaux’s leg. Cold liquid flushed into her bloodstream, spreading out, up and down. The doctor stepped back again and placed the syringe on the table and looked down to Devereaux curiously. She fought back some more, but within seconds was losing focus, strength… consciousness.
‘How long until she’s under?’ Roseman asked the doctor, though her eyes didn’t leave Devereaux.
‘Give her two minutes to be sure.’
Roseman smiled. ‘Night, night, Leia. See you on the other side.’


Dreaming. She knew she was dreaming because in real life her father was dead. He’d been dead a long time. So to see his big round face, looking down on her, anger in his eyes as he chastised her for… what? She didn’t know. But she cowered and sobbed and begged him to stop and pleaded that she was sorry, even though she knew it wasn’t real…
She woke with a shock. A full body shudder, heart thumping her ribs, head spinning, eyesight bleary, the room before her swirling. She took heavy breaths, every muscle in her body tense before she slumped back in her chair.
Reality. She wasn’t sure whether it was better or worse than the dream.
‘Welcome back,’ Roseman said.
Devereaux squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to recover and regain her senses.
‘Feel different?’ Roseman asked.
Yes. She did. Devereaux opened her eyes. Behind Roseman stood the doctor. No sign of the two goons though. What else was different? She was in exactly the same place as before. Same room, same position on the chair. Except… she looked down. Her clothes were gone, except for her bra and knickers.
‘It’ll be easier from here without them,’ Roseman said.
Devereaux tried to lift her feet, checking she had full use of her body, but her left leg remained tingling, nearly numb, from the sedative, while her right leg was heavy with a stinging pain in her thigh, and not just one pinprick mark but two.
‘You gave me an adrenaline shot?’ Devereaux said. ‘To wake me up.’
A slight nod from Roseman.
‘You put me under just to take my clothes?’
Roseman didn’t respond. Devereaux looked from her to the doctor and back again. The doctor looked a little edgy. Nervous?
Devereaux’s confidence grew a little as her focus returned second by second. She relaxed in the chair, pushed her chest up, before opening her thighs, slowly.
‘Is this why you took my clothes?’ she asked. ‘You wanted to see me like this?’
The doctor, after a hungry gaze, averted his eyes. Roseman didn’t.
‘Sorry, Leia,’ she said. ‘No need to start going all Basic Instinct. It’s not going to have any effect on me.’
‘On him?’
Roseman glanced over her shoulder to the doctor who still wouldn’t look Devereaux’s way. ‘He’ll do what he needs to do. Leia, have some dignity.’
Devereaux scoffed and closed her legs. ‘Dignity? You did this to me.’
But it wasn’t just the clothes. Something else… Devereaux’s mind whirred. Roseman watched her closely as though understanding the realisation, even if Devereaux didn’t understand herself.
‘What did you do to me?’ Devereaux asked, sounding far more worried than she’d intended.
‘What we needed to,’ Roseman said. ‘It’s a new day, Leia. You’ve been here for nearly twenty hours. That brings with it… necessities. But we couldn’t take any risks in letting you out of this room.’
Devereaux shook her head. A strange feeling in her stomach, groin too? But it wasn’t a nervous reaction to thoughts of what had happened while she was unconscious. More… real than that.
‘You fed me?’ Devereaux asked with strange disbelief, and as she said it the burning sensation in her throat ratcheted.
‘Fed, watered… evacuated,’ Roseman said.
Devereaux screwed her face in disgust which only added to Roseman’s self-satisfied look.
‘It’s for your benefit, really, if you think about it,’ Roseman said. ‘We needed to untie you, keep you comfortable. Less risk for everyone this way.’
She stood from her chair and moved to the briefcase still on the table. She lifted up a clear plastic tube, remnants of a brownish liquid lined some of the inside.
‘Good quality nutrients, actually,’ Roseman said. ‘You really could live quite healthily off what we put inside you.’
Devereaux wanted to gag and throw it all up. She didn’t.
‘But what goes in… must… you get the idea.’
Roseman put the tube back down. ‘Glenister is really very clever. He’s got all sorts of concoctions. Muscle relaxants, and bit of an agitator too. Let’s just say your bladder and bowels have rarely been cleared so well. Some people would pay good money for that kind of irrigation.’
Devereaux ground her teeth. She felt… horribly violated. Far more so than she expected to. She wasn’t injured, but the thought of Roseman, Glenister, the two masked guards, moving her, stripping her, putting things inside her body, removing things from her body, all while she was comatose and dreaming…
A tear dropped from her eye, bounced off her cheek and onto the skin of her leg. She chastised herself. She shouldn’t have let that happen. Perhaps the drugs she’d been fed had, partly, caused the emotions that swirled inside her mind.
‘It’s okay, Leia,’ Roseman said, doing a bad job of sounding sympathetic. Or maybe she really hadn’t tried. ‘If you make the right decisions, you will leave this room as you came into it. It’s down to you. And now we’ve got that… admin out of the way, we have hours before we need to go through it again.’
Devereaux didn’t say anything to that.
‘If you think about it,’ Roseman said, ‘it was only necessary at all because of your delaying. If you’d just answered my questions…’
Devereaux shook her head in dismay but still said nothing.
‘Are you ready to talk now?’ Roseman said.
No answer.
‘I thought so. It’s why I asked Glenister to stay with me.’
Roseman turned and nodded to her accomplice who moved over to the table and rummaged in the open briefcase for a few moments. Rummaged? Or was he just preparing something, beyond the open lid which shielded his hands from Devereaux.
Another syringe. That’s what he held. But no goons to hold Devereaux this time.
‘Come near me with that thing and…’
Devereaux didn’t finish the threat because the next second a surge of electricity pulsed through her body causing her muscles to spasm and her jaw to clamp shut so tightly she thought her teeth would shatter. The intensity only lasted a couple of seconds, but her body quivered for several more as the horrific sensation faded.
Roseman tapped her neck. ‘You didn’t notice?’ she asked, holding up her other hand to show a small remote control. ‘It’s pretty basic, really. A little animalistic. But, again, I did give you the chance to do things the easy way.’
Devereaux squashed her head into her shoulders. No, she hadn’t felt the collar there before. She’d been too focused on… other things. She felt it now. An electrified collar. Like a fucking unruly farm animal.
‘You’re filth,’ Devereaux said.
‘This was your choice, Leia,’ Roseman said, before nodding to Glenister once more.
He reached forward with the syringe, aiming for Devereaux’s right arm? She waited until the last second, then summoned an inner strength, as though she could leap right from the chair…
Her body quivered and shook from the renewed electrical surge. It lasted longer this time. When it was over Devereaux’s head was slumped. Before she could recover Glenister pushed the needle into her arm. Not as big a needle as with the sedative. Not as much liquid either, but it immediately felt… different. Not cold. Not flowing. Instead, it was as though red-hot lava had been forced into her. A fiery pain erupted in her arm. It spread, but not far, but the pain got worse and worse until Devereaux let out a shrill scream which carried on until her lungs were empty.
And then she screamed again.
Still the pain didn’t let up, intensifying all the time while Devereaux’s whole body shuddered uselessly in response.
‘I can’t imagine what it feels like,’ Roseman said, entirely calmly. ‘But I’ve heard. I’ve seen. You’re doing well, Leia. Many people pass out the first time. Within seconds.’
‘W… what… did…’
Devereaux couldn’t even finish the simple sentence.
‘What is it? I told you Glenister was clever. I’m not joking, this was his very own creation. A localised… what do you call it?’
‘Neural antagoniser,’ he said, not a care in the world.
‘Neural antagoniser. I love that. Is that what you feel, Leia? Antagonised?’ She waited for a response. None came. Devereaux couldn’t speak now. The pain was simply too intense, and still increasing all the time.
‘Pain is just a chemical response in your body,’ Roseman continued. ‘You know that, right? It explains how anaesthetics work. You close down the nerves, stop the chemical response from happening, you stop the pain. Or something like that. But the opposite is true too. If I understand correctly, the serum in your arm goes directly to the nerve endings and simply overloads the synapses with triggering chemicals. So much, so soon and the nerves just… fire. Over and over and over. The pain… it wouldn’t be any worse if we’d taken your arm right off.’
Devereaux groaned as she grit her teeth, closed her eyes, trying to focus on anything but the agony.
‘But there’s even more to it than that. It’s not spread, has it?’
Devereaux wouldn’t have answered even if she could.
‘Not far, anyway. You know why? Partly because of the small dose. Yeah, that’s right, small. But partly because Glenister, the clever sod that he is, packed the serum with a protein. A very specific protein which causes a huge response from your white blood cells. Your body’s internal defence mechanism. Right now your body is recruiting every weapon in its arsenal to fight the foreign invader and to stop the spread. Your arm will swell, your arm will throb. The redness you see? That’s the fightback already starting.’
Roseman laughed. A vindictive, hearty laugh.
‘And it’s all pointless. Your body isn’t actually achieving anything with its response other than helping to localise the pain. It’s stopping the spread, but in doing so it’s concentrating the pain right there, in that one part of your body, and it’ll continue until the chemical reactions burning through those nerve synapses have run out of fuel.’
Devereaux opened her eyes. She could barely see she was so delirious from the pain. But she found a focus. Not to take away from her agony, as such, but at least to channel it, manage it, accept it. The focus? Roseman. She glared at Roseman.
‘You hate me now,’ Roseman said. ‘But remember, I gave you the choice.’
After that no one said a word for several minutes. Minutes that felt like hours to Devereaux, but eventually the pain did begin to subside. A long, slow subside, but with each diminish in intensity, Devereaux felt a sense of clarity, relief. Roseman watched her the whole time, barely blinking as though deep in thought.
Did she enjoy this?
Devereaux slumped in her chair and sighed.
‘Is it over?’ Roseman asked.
‘Not quite,’ Glenister said. Devereaux hadn’t realised the question was aimed at him. ‘But compared to what came before, it’ll probably feel pretty damn good right now.’
Roseman chuckled. ‘Is that right, Leia? Does it feel pretty damn good to be you right now?’
Devereaux didn’t respond.
‘And the best part?’ Roseman said. ‘No damage done. Soon, you’ll be ready to go all over again. And again. And again. Different body parts. More than one part at a time. We’ll do this for as long as it takes, Leia.’
Glenister shuffled forward and cleared up his things and closed his case.
‘What do you think?’ Roseman said. ‘Do you think she’ll talk next time?’
‘I really hope so,’ Glenister said. ‘For her sake, I really hope so.’
Roseman stood from her chair.
Seconds later Devereaux was alone once more.
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The thumb drive in Ryker’s pocket weighed heavy. He travelled only a short distance into the centre of Graz in order to quickly find a stopover – a budget hotel where he could get the privacy needed to search the data he’d taken from Schloss Auto.
As he’d expected, he found Graz to be a quaint and pretty city, full of Gothic and medieval architecture, though the hotel Ryker decided on couldn’t have been more plain. He didn’t need anything more.
He opened the window to his room to let in the sounds of the city outside, soon realising that Graz was a much quieter city than Rome which had that ever-present din of traffic, near and far. All the more straightforward to hear an impending ambush, he figured.
He got to work. As Bojan had stated, the data on the thumb drive was a mess of numbers, but Ryker soon figured it simply referred to time stamps and geolocations, the positions recorded every half an hour, and continuing right up to the point of the download, when, Ryker noted, the car remained in place in central Rome. The exact pinpoint location was inaccurate, he realised, however. On the co-ordinates, the data suggested the car was, and had been for some time, in an apartment building a hundred yards away from the car park. Not a huge error, though he’d have to bear it in mind.
Within half an hour he’d figured out five key stops on Devereaux’s travels. One was an urban street not far at all – a few miles – from where Ryker sat, where Devereaux had been to several times over a span of three days after purchasing the car. Another was an industrial area in Graz. The third was a similarly industrial area, but this time on the outskirts of Salzburg, some two hundred miles away. The fourth was a hotel, about midway between the two cities. The fifth? A more curious location, more rural, the nearest big town a good half hour away.
Those five locations were all possible destinations for Ryker now, and he performed a few more simple internet searches to see if he could figure the relevance. Salzburg? He didn’t know. Graz? It was where Muller lived, according to his corporate profile, and was also where the company he worked for, Villeneuve International AG, had their worldwide headquarters, and Ryker soon determined that both of the industrial locations she’d been to were Villeneuve properties.
But first? The other location in Graz, which Ryker had a firm suspicion was Muller’s home address.
Half an hour later Ryker rode the motorbike slowly along the street of detached homes. Not ultra-expensive extravagances, the houses were tightly packed together with modest front gardens. Clearly Muller wasn’t a top-level executive for Villeneuve, which made Ryker all the more curious as to the dead man’s relevance and worth to someone like Devereaux, and the chasing pack.
Ryker drove on past Muller’s house. Not the exact address the co-ordinates had indicated but three doors down. The giveaway? The sympathy flowers that had been left at the edge of the driveway.
Ryker parked the bike further along, at the end of the quiet street. He’d noted no car on the drive of Muller’s home, or any other signs of life, though he didn’t know for sure that the house was empty. He backtracked on foot and, happy no one was snooping, he moved quickly up the driveway at the side of the house and scaled a gate into the back garden. The lawn was overgrown, but the flower beds looked relatively neat – signs that maintenance had only recently halted. So had Muller lived alone?
Ryker peered carefully in through the patio doors at the back which led to a kitchen-diner. No one in sight. He picked the lock in a few seconds and stepped into the chilly and somewhat dim interior. A musty smell. Definitely no signs of recent life. Ryker wandered through and noted the picture frames on the hallway table. Muller, wife, daughter. So where were they? A knot in Ryker’s stomach tightened. He’d not seen this as a rescue mission before, but were Muller’s family in danger?
Ryker carried on walking quietly through the house, as though trying not to disturb the people who weren’t there. No signs that Muller, or anyone else had left the house in a struggle. The place was, generally, neat and tidy. A few dirty clothes – all men’s – in the laundry basket. More men’s clothes in the bedroom, neatly arranged. No women’s clothes. The two spare bedrooms were plain and looked little used. Certainly neither were spaces he’d expect to see for a teenage girl.
A home office. Dark wood furniture. Bookshelves crammed mostly with academic books and non-fiction. Lots to do with organic chemistry, molecular biology. A near-empty desk, except for an in-tray and a cup holding pens and pencils. Plus, Ryker realised as he moved closer, the dust-free outline in the middle where a keyboard and monitor had once been. Ryker searched under the desk. No tower. He searched the drawers in the office, then in the bedroom and kitchen. No phone, tablet either.
Ryker had seen enough. He left the way he’d come in but was only halfway down the driveway when a middle-aged man appeared from the side door of the house right across the drive from Ryker. Had he been waiting for Ryker or was his appearance coincidence?
‘Guten tag,’ the man said. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Yes, fine,’ Ryker said, intent on carrying on walking.
‘Terrible news. About David,’ the man added.
Ryker stopped and turned around. ‘Yes. Horrible.’
‘Are you family?’
‘No.’
The man looked a bit more suspicious now.
‘You heard what happened to him, didn’t you?’
‘Of course,’ Ryker said. ‘I came… to pay my respects.’ He nodded over to the small pile of flowers from well-wishers. ‘I worked with David.’
‘Yes? At Villeneuve?’
‘Yes.’
‘Same as a lot of people around here. I did too, a while ago. What area?’
‘Logistics,’ Ryker said.
The man nodded, looking like he didn’t really know what to say to that.
‘I am interested in something though,’ Ryker said, to which he received a raised eyebrow. ‘I’ve been asked to… I’m helping the company sort out loose ends. I wondered, when did you last see David?’
Another curious look from the man, as though he couldn’t understand the relevance.
‘Not for a couple of weeks.’
‘Do you know why? Where he went?’
‘No. I assumed… he was on vacation. He… was killed in Rome.’
‘He never said anything to you, though, about where he was going?’
‘We weren’t close friends.’
‘Did you see him leave? With anyone?’
‘What are you suggesting?’
‘Oh… it’s just we’re trying to figure out the circumstances. Same as everyone. He hasn’t been in work recently.’
The man nodded but said nothing. He looked far from convinced.
‘Do you have an address for his family?’ Ryker asked. ‘We have some things for them.’
‘His family?’
‘Obviously his wife and daughter–’
‘The accident. They died five years ago.’
‘Yes. That’s what I was saying,’ Ryker said, pleased for the help. ‘David had really been through hell, hadn’t he?’
‘I didn’t know much about his family other than his parents both died many years ago. It wasn’t until his sister came a few days ago that I–’
‘Sister?’
‘Yes. She came here.’
‘When? Yesterday? Today?’
He looked really confused.
‘No. Before he died. She came to the house. Collecting some things for him, she said. He was away and he needed some information urgently for work.’
‘You spoke to her?’
‘Briefly.’
Ryker pulled out his phone and pulled up the picture of Devereaux.
‘Is this her?’
The man frowned. ‘No. Not her. Are you–’
‘How about her?’
Recognition on his face this time as Ryker showed the picture of the woman from Rome.
‘It’s not a good picture, but… what did you say your name was again?’
‘I didn’t,’ Ryker said. ‘But thanks for your help.’
And with that Ryker slipped his phone back in his pocket and walked away.
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Nice to have left somewhere without a gunfight or a car chase, Ryker thought, as he stepped onto his motorbike at the end of the residential road. But then a silver VW Passat pulled into the street, blue-and-red stickers on its bodywork, Polizei in big letters across its front and sides. He tensed a little and didn’t start the engine as he kept an eye on the slow-moving vehicle.
Had the neighbour called them? Or was this simply a coincidental patrol?
Neither the driver nor the passenger paid Ryker much attention as the car went past, and carried on along the road toward Muller’s home. It didn’t stop.
Ryker fired up the motorbike’s engine and got on his way, working over the information the neighbour had given him. Ryker knew Devereaux had been to Muller’s home in the days leading up to the two of them appearing at Ryker’s door in Rome, but the neighbour claimed to have not seen Muller for a couple of weeks, and had not seen Devereaux at all. On the other hand, he had seen a woman claiming to be Muller’s sister, who’d been inside the house – to take his electronic equipment? That woman was the same woman who Ryker had seen in the car park in Rome. So where had Muller been for two weeks? Already with Devereaux or somewhere else?
Ryker pushed his frustrations aside. He hated not having the answers he craved, but he had a clear option for his next destination. Well, assuming he carried on tracking Devereaux’s movements. He could simply find a spot somewhere, in this country or another, and lay low and wait and see if whatever heat had been on him in Rome ever resurfaced. He might get some direct answers that way. He might end up dead. Or he might realise that actually the action was already over for him and nobody cared about his involvement.
Sit and wait it out?
No, that wasn’t and never would be his style.
So the most obvious next stop was the closest to him – the headquarters of Villeneuve International AG, a giant pharmaceuticals and life sciences company whose products were embedded in everyday life for hundreds of millions of people across the globe. Consumer healthcare, agricultural and industrial, biotechnology, if it involved chemicals, Villeneuve were involved.
Two days ago Ryker had had a general awareness of the company, but he’d never before considered its history until he’d sat in the hotel room in Graz earlier, trying to figure out Muller’s life, and what about it had got him killed. Devereaux had visited the HQ site too, whether in search of Muller or something else, so the company had to, at some level, hold some answers in Ryker’s quest.
The basic history of the company was readily available on the internet, even if the company itself tried to hide some of its past. Having been started by the French expat Villeneuve brothers in 1913, selling agricultural seeds and chemicals, the company had expanded hugely during World War II, meeting various scientific military needs for the Nazis during wartime – think chemical warfare, in particular – before taking on a necessarily more peaceful and consumer-facing role in the immediate aftermath.
It wasn’t until the 1950s, when the running of the company was passed to Eleanor Villeneuve, only daughter of the elder founder, that the company’s exponential international rise started, kicked off by a new focus on everyday healthcare products. Although long since a public company, the Villeneuve family continued to hold a substantial shareholding, though none of the family members remained involved in operations.
The current chief executive officer of the company was an outsider, so to speak. Daniel Fleishman. A former banker turned investor, who had purchased a majority stake in the company, along with a consortium of others, fifteen years previously. Ryker had never heard of Fleishman before, but a quick search of his history on the internet suggested he had a history of moving in on big public companies when their share prices were depressed – for whatever reason – enacting a quick turnaround in the company’s fortunes, aided greatly by massive PR drives, before selling out for a profit. Except that had all stopped with Villeneuve, it seemed, as Fleishman had been CEO there for far longer than he had at any other company.
Ryker pulled the bike to the side of the road and stared across to the security booth at the entrance to the Villeneuve headquarters. Beyond the barriers lay a sprawling car park, several hundred vehicles. To the left lay two office blocks. One was huge, five storeys of shimmering blue glass that stretched a couple of hundred yards. Next to that lay a vertical version, fifteen storeys tall but narrow. No doubt the head honchos worked in there, up at the top, able to survey their mini empire which stretched beyond where Ryker could see with various factory buildings, warehouses, chimneys.
He wondered where Muller had worked. Senior enough to have his own space? Ryker wanted to find out, and there were two ways of doing so. Blag his way in, or break in.
Given the obvious security here, breaking in would only be possible at night. Ryker would have to wait several hours at least, and even then, he needed a plan of attack and looking at the huge complex in front of him, he simply didn’t have enough information to be confident of making it work.
Instead, he took out his phone. It didn’t take him long to find a suitable number to call. Not one of the top dogs, but someone who might help, or at least feel like it was their job to: Franck Jacobsen, HR Director. Ryker didn’t expect to get straight through to him, so wasn’t surprised when the call was answered and he heard a female voice.
‘I’d like to speak to Mr Jacobsen,’ Ryker said in German.
‘He’s currently unavailable,’ the woman said. ‘Can I ask who is calling?’
‘Who am I speaking to?’
‘I work in Mr Jacobsen’s team. Rachel Maidler.’
Not a very Austrian name.
‘My name is Carl Logan. I’m a lawyer representing David Muller’s family.’
Silence for a few seconds. Obviously this woman already knew what had happened to their employee.
‘It’s really important that I speak to Mr Jacobsen today, if possible. In person.’
‘He’s in a meeting right now… But from his diary it looks as though he might be free at two pm. I can leave him a message and he’ll be able to get back to you later–’
‘No, no, that’s absolutely fine. I’ll be there at two pm.’
Ryker ended the call before the woman could protest anymore. Time to get himself ready.
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Ryker arrived back at HQ at one fifty-five wearing a smarter set of clothes and with a piece of card in his pocket which he hoped would make a difference. He rode up to the security booth on his bike and flipped the visor on his helmet as the white-shirted security guard came out of his booth, clipboard in hand.
‘Carl Logan. I have an appointment with Franck Jacobsen.’
The sullen-faced guard nodded before scrutinising his clipboard.
‘I don’t see you down for today.’
‘I only arranged the meeting a couple of hours ago. With his colleague, Rachel Maidler. Perhaps you could check with her.’
The second guard, sitting behind a desk in the small booth, muttered something to his colleague that Ryker didn’t catch. Clipboard Guy locked eyes with Ryker.
‘Park over there, by the hut. Someone inside will help you.’
Ryker nodded and thanked him and headed that way. Not quite on the inside yet. The hut – a Portakabin – sat in a small no-mans-land area. Ryker parked up and headed in where he found a compact but tidy space, four plastic chairs in the waiting area, a desk behind which sat another security guard.
‘Can I help you?’ the guard said, as grumpy as his colleague.
‘I’ve a meeting with Franck Jacobsen,’ Ryker started. ‘But… you know what, maybe just call Rachel Maidler. HR. I’m sure she’ll sort this out.’
The man did so. The conversation was quite one-sided, and mostly consisted of the guard saying, ‘yes, I understand,’ and ‘he’s here right now.’
Eventually, to Ryker, ‘She’ll be with you shortly. What’s your name?’
‘Carl Logan.’
‘Look to the camera please.’
He tapped the little camera on top of his desk. Ryker stared there for a few seconds and moments later a mini printer on the desk whirred and a plastic card popped out with Ryker’s face on it, the name Carl Logan, and in big capital letters the word visitor.
‘The international language, right?’ Ryker said with a smile.
The look wasn’t reciprocated. The guard put the card into a plastic wallet on a yellow lanyard.
‘Display this at all times.’
‘Thanks.’
Ryker slipped the lanyard around his neck. He took a seat. Rachel Maidler appeared a few minutes later. Curly red hair, freckled face. Jeans, hooded top. Modern office wear? Ryker felt overdressed in his newly purchased chinos and shirt.
A quick intro and a handshake and Ryker produced his hastily cobbled together business card which Maidler glanced at for a split second before she put it into her pocket.
‘I’m really sorry, Mr Logan–’
‘Carl.’
‘I thought I’d made it clear that Franck is very busy today, and actually he’s just left the office and–’
‘A misunderstanding. I’m sorry,’ Ryker said. ‘I’m sure you’ll be able to help though.’
She held his eye a moment. He could tell her brain was rumbling.
‘You’re English,’ she said, switching language. ‘I can tell.’
‘Did the look or the accent give it away?’ Ryker asked, smiling.
‘Both.’
‘You’re English too.’ Ryker noted her clipped Midlands accent now that she spoke in her native tongue.
‘No. Both my parents are, but I’ve lived in Austria my whole life.’
She said that quite defensively, as though Ryker had offended her somehow.
‘What is it you need?’ she asked.
‘It’s very simple. I’m only here to collect any personal items belonging to Mr Muller.’
She looked suspicious at that, though Ryker wasn’t sure why.
‘It’s horrible what happened,’ she said.
‘Did you know David?’
‘No. We’re a huge company. But it’s still a family. We all feel his loss.’
Ryker nodded, as though interested in her corporate PR bullshit.
‘I’m sure there will be more… formal matters to consider,’ Ryker said, in such a way as to make the prospect sound difficult and foreboding. ‘But for now, like I said, if you could just show me to his desk? This should take no more than a few minutes.’
She seemed to think about that before a somewhat forced smile spread a little up her face.
‘Come this way.’
They headed out of the door she’d come in through, Ryker finally beyond the security cordon. They walked in silence across the car park, heading for the office blocks.
‘I had no idea it was such a big place,’ Ryker said.
‘It’s certainly big, but this isn’t our largest manufacturing plant. Not anymore. Not by far, in fact.’
Ryker noted the cars parked up with interest, the vehicles getting more expensive the closer they came to the offices. To his disappointment it was to the low-rise building that Maidler took him. The ID card around her neck unlocked the outer doors. They walked up the stairs to the third floor. Her card was again needed to unlock the doors to enter the corridor there. Closed doors to the left and right. Offices? Laboratories? Eventually they came to another door at the far end, which Maidler unlocked and headed on through.
An open-plan office space. Desks for fifty, sixty people, but less than half were taken.
‘It’s quiet,’ Ryker said.
‘It’s the modern way. People are encouraged to work from home at least one day a week. But a lot of people on this floor are researchers too, in the lab as often as they are at their desks.’
‘What are they researching here?’ Ryker asked.
The question got him another wary look from Maidler.
‘Mostly consumer healthcare on this floor, I believe.’
Consumer healthcare. Ryker imagined shampoo and soap and toothpaste and moisturiser and… how did a man whose work involved that fit into Devereaux’s story and what had happened to Ryker over the last two days?
Maidler stopped and looked around, as though a little lost. A head bobbed up over the desk divider in front of them. A young man, relaxed smile on his face.
‘Which desk is David Muller’s?’ Maidler asked.
Perhaps it was the mention of the dead man’s name which caused the relaxed look to fade.
‘He moved into an office a couple of months ago,’ the man said, pointing across the floor to where a row of four self-contained offices took up the corner of the room.
‘Thanks,’ Maidler said.
She and Ryker moved off.
‘He got a promotion?’ Ryker asked.
‘Not officially.’
‘Not officially?’
‘He’s still a band six. I don’t know. Maybe his boss was in the process of moving him up.’
‘His boss is?’
‘Martin Friedl.’
‘And he is?’
‘Commercial Vice-President.’
‘He works over here too?’ Ryker asked.
‘No. In the tower, with the other executives.’
They reached the office door which was already ajar. Maidler stepped in first and looked around as though checking everything was fine, before she turned to Ryker.
‘I can’t let you take any electronic equipment without us first verifying that it’s personal property, not company property. Same for anything in here really.’
‘This shouldn’t take long,’ Ryker said.
‘I expect not,’ Maidler said, glancing across the clutter-free space.
Ryker got to work, but really he didn’t expect to find much of use, sitting out in the open. A desktop computer remained in place. He’d relish the chance to see what was on its hard drive, but that wasn’t an imminent possibility. He found no other computer equipment. No phone, thumb drives, or other storage media. Just lots and lots of papers and files, all neatly sorted. Three photo frames sat on top of the desk, all with either his wife or daughter or both in them.
‘Horrible what happened to his family,’ Ryker said.
‘Yeah,’ Maidler said, with such a look as to suggest she had no idea what had happened. Big company, and all that.
Ryker found a small cardboard box and put the photo frames inside. A couple of pens too. Nothing special but they looked personal-ish, rather than corporate mass purchases.
‘I can’t really see anything else,’ Ryker said.
Maidler shook her head, as though confirming that she believed Ryker’s trip was a waste of time.
‘Of course, like I said before, there’ll be more official business to come. This is just a first step, for the benefit of his next of kin really.’ He felt a little bad about that lie. Did Muller actually have a close relative who’d want these things? He’d find out.
Maidler nodded in response. Then her phone buzzed in her hand.
‘Just a moment.’
She took the call, initially keeping one eye on Ryker as she spoke, but after a few seconds, as the conversation developed and she became more animated, she moved over to the windows overlooking the car park.
Ryker slipped out of the office with his box. He walked back over to the young man who’d spoken to them before. He looked up at Ryker as he approached.
‘Did you work closely with David?’ Ryker asked.
‘Kind of,’ the man said, glancing from Ryker and over his shoulder to Maidler somewhere beyond.
‘What’s your area of focus?’ Ryker asked.
‘Sorry, who are you?’ the man asked, clearly no longer feeling as helpful as before.
‘Ever think the work you’re doing here could get you killed?’ Ryker said.
‘Excuse me?’
The man rose to his feet, obviously rattled.
‘I bet Muller didn’t think so either,’ Ryker said. ‘But look what happened to him.’
‘What are you doing?’ Maidler asked from behind Ryker.
As though surprised by the interruption, Ryker spun around, a bit of a reach in order to knock over the coffee cup that stood at the edge of the young man’s desk, but he did so anyway.
‘Careful!’ Maidler shouted, holding out her hand to try and pull Ryker away and stop the inevitable. Too late. The cup tipped and bounced on the wood and steaming brown liquid sloshed over the guy’s keyboard and onto his trousers and he jumped back in surprise.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Ryker said, all in a panic.
‘You idiot!’ the man shouted, brushing the wet patch on his legs, hopping about as though doing so would help cool it down.
‘Tissues?’ Maidler said, spinning around.
‘There,’ Ryker said, pointing to an empty desk two along. Maidler darted there, grabbed the box and Ryker snatched it from her hand and took a wad and dabbed at the desk, at the man, who squirmed back, face red with anger.
‘Just… get off me!’ the man shouted and Ryker paused and both of the workers glared at him.
‘I… I.’
‘Come on,’ Maidler said, pulling Ryker away.
Ryker didn’t protest. He picked up the box containing Muller’s belongings and resisted smiling as he walked, the form of the external hard drive now in his trouser pocket noticeable with each step. Maidler and the man hadn’t noticed him swipe it in the commotion.
He followed Maidler down the stairs. She walked notably faster now than before as though she’d had enough of Ryker and couldn’t wait to get rid of him.
Bad news for her then, because Ryker hadn’t finished.
‘So the big boss is in,’ Ryker said on the outside, as Maidler attempted to stride away. She stopped and turned to Ryker.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Fleishman. He’s here today.’
‘I don’t think he is,’ Maidler said. ‘Mr Fleishman, as you can imagine, is an extremely busy man.’
‘If he’s not here then who parked in his space?’ Ryker said, pointing to the parking spot where a very swish racing-green Aston Martin stood in front of a sign which read simply CEO.
‘I’d like to speak to him,’ Ryker said.
Maidler glared at him. ‘Mr Logan, I’ve tried to be hospitable but you’re beginning to–’
‘What? Annoy you? Worry you?’
She didn’t answer though he thought the latter, given the fidgety stance. He didn’t want to worry her. He just needed her to listen.
‘Who are you?’ she said, only now doubting Ryker’s story.
She pulled out his business card, as though a more careful scrutinisation would now yield the answer.
‘Someone who is very interested in David Muller and why he was murdered.’
‘You’re not his lawyer, are you?’
‘I’m helping.’
‘Reporter?’
‘More than that. Like I said, I’m helping. I’m only a threat to anyone who was involved in his death.’ She was all jittery, looking around, as though seeking help. ‘I’ve got a strong suspicion that David Muller was killed for a good reason. Something he knew. Something he was involved in. There’s a chance that something was related to his job.’
A leap? Perhaps. But what else could it be about the man that had Devereaux so interested in him, had Devereaux scoping out this place, and which had led to Muller’s death?
‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Good. I’m glad about that. And I believe you. But what about Fleishman?’
‘I…’
‘Are you close to him?’
‘Close to him? No, I–’
‘So you don’t know if he’s involved or not, do you?’
‘No, but–’
‘You don’t know me either. Do you trust me?’
She opened her mouth but didn’t say anything.
‘Of course you don’t. You’ve only just met me, and I’ve lied to you. But really you don’t know him any better than you know me, I’d say. All I’m asking is that we go up there and see if I can speak to him, and then the problem is out of your hands.’
She shook her head. He didn’t want to threaten her, but he also wasn’t leaving unless he got what he wanted.
‘I was with Muller when they came for him,’ he said. ‘I saw him die.’
Now she looked petrified.
‘Muller was running. I don’t know from who or what, but he was in trouble. I’m going to find out why because the same people who killed him tried to kill me too. All I’m asking is for you to not block me. It’s not much.’
She looked to the tower, then twisted and looked over to the security hut near the entrance. Much further away, if she felt safety lay there.
‘I’ll walk you to his office,’ she said. ‘Then I’m leaving. And I will tell whoever is up there exactly what you just told me.’
‘Fair deal.’
Ryker smiled. She didn’t. He pushed the box out to her and she reluctantly took it.
‘After you,’ he said, before Maidler turned and walked for the doors. She left the box at the reception desk and they headed up.
Fifteenth floor. Obviously. Where else would the CEO have his office? They exited the lift. Reception to the right. Doors to the left too though – direct access to the floor?
‘We’ll go this way,’ Ryker said, pointing left.
‘But–’
‘Just get me to his door. That’s the deal.’
Maidler paused a moment but soon they were walking along a plush carpeted corridor, offices one side, conference and meeting rooms on the other. They came to an open door at the end where a plaque on the wood gave away the occupant. Maidler walked on through to an anteroom with two desks. A young man sat at one, the other was empty. The door to the room beyond was closed. Fleishman’s office no doubt. Maidler went toward the man who raised an eyebrow at her. Did they know each other? Maidler got a couple of words out before Ryker strode past her.
‘Hey, you can’t–’
Ryker ignored the man’s protests and flung open the office door. Fleishman was behind his desk, sitting forward in his chair, staring at his computer screen with glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He jumped in shock at Ryker’s intrusion and bounced to his feet.
‘What are–’
‘Save it,’ Ryker said, holding up his hand to halt whatever the man was about to say. Ryker turned back to Maidler and the man, who now had his desk phone pressed to his ear. ‘Drop it before I shove it down your throat.’
The man froze.
‘Down,’ Ryker said.
The man did so.
Ryker turned back to Fleishman, who was fuming.
‘What is this?’ Fleishman shouted.
‘You knew David Muller?’ Ryker asked.
Fleishman paused. ‘Muller? The man who was… killed?’
‘That’s a good start. I watched him die.’ A twitch on Fleishman’s face. Behind Ryker, the young man murmured as though in shock.
‘I’m not here to cause trouble,’ Ryker said.
‘You already are,’ Fleishman said.
‘You have two options.’
‘How dare you–’
‘You have two options,’ Ryker repeated, a little more forcibly. ‘First, one of you can cry foul and can run and call for help and if you do that I’m going to believe that it’s because you have something to hide about David Muller’s death.’
Silence. Nobody moved at all. At least he had their attention.
‘Or, your assistant and Maidler can go back to their jobs and me and you can sit down and we can… talk. That’s all. And if you pick that option it’ll go a long way to telling me that you have nothing to hide. And if you have nothing to hide, none of you have any reason to be worried about me, either now, or in the future.’
Fleishman still said nothing as he glared at Ryker.
‘Daniel?’ his assistant prompted.
‘Get security up here.’
Ryker turned and held a finger up to the young man. ‘Remember what I told you about that phone?’
The man froze again. Poor sod.
‘There’s only one way to end this that doesn’t involve a confrontation,’ Ryker said to Fleishman. ‘And believe me, I’m very good at confrontation, so it’s no skin off my back if this situation goes that way. What about you?’
Ryker looked over each of them. Maidler and the assistant looked petrified. Fleishman just looked really, really, angry. Typical senior executive type, who believed he was way more important, talented and entitled than he really was.
‘Even if you called security now, the police, how long before they get up here?’ Ryker said. ‘You wouldn’t want to know what I could do to you in that time, if you force my hand.’
Maidler whined. She wanted to be anywhere but there.
Fleishman checked his watch.
‘I’ll give you ten minutes,’ Fleishman said.
‘Good choice,’ Ryker said with a smile.
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Ryker moved forward to take one of the two seats in front of Fleishman’s desk.
‘Should I–’
‘You’ll both wait right there,’ Fleishman said, cutting Maidler off. ‘Make sure we’re not disturbed.’
Neither Maidler nor the young man said anything to that, though Fleishman’s assistant stepped forward and closed the office door. Ryker sat down. The boss stared at him for a few seconds then did the same thing.
Ryker had already seen photos of Fleishman when he’d researched the company, but he found the man far less impressive in person than on screen. A smaller presence, not just in stature but… something else too, although that belied his obvious extreme self-confidence. In his early fifties, Fleishman had neat dark-brown hair, a clean-shaven face that made him look more youthful than he was. He wore smart blue suit trousers and an obviously tailored shirt that probably had his initials embroidered somewhere. Unlike Maidler, Fleishman’s assistant too was dressed in traditional office gear. Perhaps it was a fifteenth floor thing.
‘Your time has started,’ Fleishman said. ‘And I’m very serious about that. You have nine and a half minutes left.’
Ryker said nothing as he stared at the man across the desk. Through the silence he could sense Fleishman’s agitation rising, but also some of his confidence slipping, as though he couldn’t understand what Ryker was doing.
‘You wanted to talk about David Muller, I thought,’ Fleishman said.
Ryker still said nothing.
‘I hardly knew him,’ Fleishman added. ‘We must have spoken only a few times. So this probably won’t even need the full ten minutes.’
Ryker held his tongue.
Fleishman screwed up his face and slapped his elbows down on the desk to lean forward.
‘What are you expecting me to say?’
‘Have you ever met a killer before?’ Ryker asked.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Someone who has killed another person. Have you?’
Fleishman huffed. ‘Not that I know of.’
Ryker shrugged. ‘Technically you’re looking at one now. But… that wasn’t my point. My point was to tell you a little story. About a woman I once met.’
‘Are you for real?’
‘That’s for you to decide. This woman… her name is Leia Devereaux. Do you know her?’
‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’
‘You didn’t hire her?’
‘Hire her to do what?’
Ryker took out his phone. Showed Fleishman the picture of Leia.
‘Look familiar?’
‘Not at all.’
‘How about these people?’
He showed Fleishman the pictures of the trio from Rome.
‘You’re only wasting your time here.’
‘So that’s a no?’
‘It’s a no. I don’t know those people. And I don’t know why you think I would.’
And Ryker had to admit, he kind of believed Fleishman’s response. But only kind of.
‘Okay. Good to clear that up,’ Ryker said. ‘Back to the story. I’d better not take too long explaining the detail given our time constraints.’
‘Like I said, it’s you wasting time, not me.’
‘Leia grew up as the only child of a wealthy criminal. A gangster, you could say. When she was fourteen some nobodies who were to be paid by a rival were supposed to kidnap her and her mother for ransom. But it went wrong and they killed her mother and took Leia before later snatching her father, too, in panic. As the kidnappers struggled to get the money they thought they were owed for the botched job, Leia and her father eventually found a way to fight back. Leia’s father was killed, so too were the two kidnappers. With me so far?’
Fleishman looked seriously confused. But also a lot more wary now at the mention of criminals and kidnappings and killings perhaps.
‘There are plenty of rumours, and different versions as to what exactly happened, but the one I believe is that actually Leia played a big part in the deaths of her captors. In fact, I think she probably killed at least one of them in cold blood. Executed. Do you know why?’
‘Why?’
‘I’ve seen the look in her eyes. You get to know that look. Everyone has a look that tells you what they are, what they’re capable of. Some people are narcissistic leaders. Some people are fearless fighters. Some people can appear as plain and normal as anything but will go to extreme measures when pushed. Some people really are just plain and normal and yet others just… aren’t wired the same as everyone else. Leia isn’t.’
‘Your time is ticking.’
‘So is yours,’ Ryker said. Fleishman flinched a little at that, as though sensing a threat in Ryker’s words. ‘You could say Leia’s natural killer instincts were nurtured. I’d say she was taken advantage of. Either way, over the course of two decades she became quite the assassin. You see, she asked no questions. She didn’t care. She’d kill anyone for money. And I mean anyone. That’s not to say she has no sense of right or wrong. She certainly feels wronged at times. And, bloody hell, you don’t want to betray her. Ever.’
Fleishman opened his mouth and shook his head but said nothing.
‘Leia doesn’t do things out of goodness or kindness or because it’s right. She’s simply not into that. Have I painted an adequate picture for you?’
‘Yes. But I’ve no idea why.’
‘Two days ago I was living quietly in Rome. Then came a knock on my door. Do you know who it was?’
‘Leia?’
‘Leia Devereaux. And your employee, David Muller. He wasn’t there under duress either. He was there with her. And do you know what she said to me?’
‘I have no idea.’
‘“He’s more valuable than you can imagine. You have to keep him alive”. Those were her exact words.’
Ryker paused and waited to see if Fleishman would say anything to that. He didn’t.
‘Unfortunately, a group of armed assailants didn’t want Muller alive. They attacked us. Now Muller is dead. Devereaux is missing. I’m wanted for murder. Yes, that’s right. You can check the news after I’ve gone. I’m the person the police in Italy are looking for. But I didn’t kill Muller, and that’s why I’m here. To find out why he was killed, and why Leia felt it so important for me to keep that man alive.’
Fleishman had nothing to say to that apparently.
‘What was Muller working on here?’ Ryker asked.
‘Specifically? I have no idea.’
‘Are you sure about that?’
‘Very sure. We employ tens of thousands of people.’
‘So if you were to show me details of his work. The projects he worked on. The products he helped to research and develop, you’re confident I’d find nothing untoward.’
‘What are you talking about? Of course not.’
‘Go on then.’
Fleishman didn’t move.
‘You must have a hard drive or a thumb drive in here. Go into your servers and download everything Muller ever worked on. Prove to me there was nothing in his work, in the work of Villeneuve International, that would cause a deadly assassin to take interest in him, and a whole crew of highly trained combatants to want him dead.’
‘I’m not going to do that, even if I knew where to look, and even if I thought any of your story made sense to me.’
Fleishman glanced at his watch.
‘I know. We’re almost done,’ Ryker said. ‘But what you said isn’t true, is it?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘You wouldn’t know where to look? That’s simply not true.’
‘I don’t–’
‘I’ve been to Muller’s house. I’ve been to his office too. Do you know what I found?’
Fleishman squirmed a little. Worried?
‘Well that’s the problem for me. I really didn’t find anything at all. But that just doesn’t happen anymore, not in this day and age when we’re so obsessed with our phones, tablets, computers. Muller’s home, his office, wasn’t ransacked or torn apart. Simply… cleansed. Very carefully. That’s what I think anyway.’
‘You want to know what I think?’ Fleishman countered. ‘Nothing you have said so far gives me any reason to believe any of this has anything at all to do with Villeneuve.’
Ryker shrugged. ‘Then you won’t be worried about what I might find on here then?’ Ryker said, pulling the hard drive out of his pocket.
A definite look of doubt in Fleishman’s eyes…
‘I found this in Muller’s home,’ Ryker said. ‘Tucked away somewhere safe. Tucked away in such a way that you’d only do if you were trying to hide it. Unfortunately, whoever went to cleanse his home didn’t find it. But I did.’
Fleishman buttoned his lips, but Ryker could tell he really wanted to speak. What was going through his mind? Either Ryker really was barking up the wrong tree entirely here, or his bluff to Fleishman would switch this moment around, and force Fleishman’s hand. Security guards? Police? Or a more no holds barred approach to apprehending Ryker?
He put the hard drive away.
‘Not long left now,’ he said, indicating Fleishman’s watch. ‘Time to get your story straight.’
‘There is no story,’ Fleishman said, stony-faced now.
‘You’re going with the line that Muller’s death, and his appearance in Rome with a ruthless assassin as a friend, and an attack crew after him wanting him dead had nothing at all do with Villeneuve?’
‘That’s exactly what I’m saying to you. You want to know about David Muller?’
Fleishman stood up from his desk and moved to the filing cabinet at the side. He opened up, flicked through and pulled out a folder. He tossed the folder toward Ryker and it skidded across the desk to him. Fleishman sat back down again.
Ryker glanced at the folder but said nothing and didn’t attempt to go for it. The label on the green cover read simply D. Muller Investigation.
‘A little over a month ago we had a very serious report of sexual harassment and sexual assault made by one of our employees, against David Muller. He was suspended from work a couple of weeks after that, after our initial enquiries showed that the allegation was highly credible.’
Ryker stewed on that.
‘David Muller wasn’t only facing internal disciplinary proceedings, we informed the police of the allegations, and were working in conjunction with them.’ Fleishman looked really pleased with himself now.
‘Who made the complaint?’ Ryker asked.
Fleishman frowned. ‘The accuser’s identity is protected by law. Muller was suspended pending the outcome of our investigation.’
The timeline matched up to what Ryker knew about when Muller had last been seen, at work and at home…
‘What’s happened to him over the last two weeks? I have no idea, other than the fact he was killed in Rome. Perhaps he ran away rather than stand and face justice here. Perhaps in that time, or at some point previously, he got himself mixed up with people he shouldn’t have. Leia Devereaux. You. Who knows what kind of man he was outside of this company. Not a very nice man, I’d say, given what he was accused of.’
Ryker said nothing as Fleishman paused to sit back in his chair, looking happy with himself.
‘As for his office and his home?’ Fleishman continued. ‘Yes, I had someone go through his office. An absolutely necessary step as part of our investigation. His home? Any physical items, and data he has stored on any personal items, here or anywhere else, that relates to Villeneuve International, belongs to us. We sent a request to him to hand over anything of that nature. He didn’t respond. My take? He’s probably cleansed his house himself, to get rid of anything incriminating, to try and save his skin any way he can. And as for that hard drive in your pocket?’ Fleishman pointed to Ryker’s side. ‘You’ve just put me on notice that it may contain evidence relevant to this investigation. You can hand it over now, or we can get formal notice to you through the relative authorities. If you could provide me with your name and contact address?’
Fleishman did a bad job of hiding his glee as he leaned forward again and grabbed a notepad and got poised with a pen in hand.
‘Time’s up,’ Ryker said.
He rose to his feet. Fleishman sat back in his chair once more.
‘An interesting response,’ Fleishman said. ‘That you’d be prepared to put yourself in such a predicament, and jeopardise a very serious investigation for the sake of a man you didn’t even know.’
‘See you soon, Daniel,’ Ryker said. He turned and headed for the door.
‘You certainly will,’ Fleishman responded.
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Coffee cup in one hand, Bracey took the call as he walked back toward Downing Street. He’d needed the fresh air – the strong coffee – to settle his mind. It hadn’t really worked.
‘What?’ Bracey said.
‘Two names for you. James Ryker. Leia Devereaux.’
‘Are they meant to mean anything to me?’
‘You’re telling me they don’t?’
‘Yes, you clueless idiot. What is happening over there?’
‘It was Leia Devereaux who took Muller from under our noses. She transported Muller to Rome. To a guy called James Ryker. Only another party turned up there too. Seems Muller was in high demand. And now he’s dead.’
Bracey gripped the phone a little more tightly. He of course already knew about Muller, but all these other characters too?
‘Do you have the information?’ Bracey asked. ‘That’s all I need to know. Tell me you got what we needed from Muller and you can leave everyone else to fight it out.’
‘No. Muller gave my team nothing. Because you hadn’t even told us what to look for. Not in time, at least.’
Bracey grumbled under his breath. He didn’t like the tone in those words, as though accusing him of causing this mess. But it wasn’t him on the ground, making mistakes.
‘I need to know what’s happening. Why are Leia Devereaux and James Ryker involved? Who’s this other team? I need to know what threat is posed to my people.’
‘What you need is to find me the goddamn data we needed from Muller!’ Bracey said. ‘Find it. Anyway you can.’
Silence. Was the line dead? No.
‘You’re walking. You’re out of breath. I can hear traffic.’
‘I’m walking,’ Bracey said. ‘And?’
‘Well, when you get a moment, at your desk, you might want to take a look at those two names I gave you. Get an idea of what we’re dealing with here. An idea of where this might go for you. Especially if I decide to pull my team out of this mess and leave you on your own to fend off Devereaux and Ryker if they connect the dots back to you. Once you’ve done thinking, give me a call back.’
‘Pull your team? You can’t–’
But the line was already dead.
Bracey carried on, past the security at the gates to the most recognisable street in the country. He headed inside. No, the coffee and the fresh air had done him no good at all. He strode up to his office, ignoring everyone he passed. He opened the door then froze when he spotted the unfamiliar man behind his desk, casually reading a newspaper. Forties, perhaps. Bald head, round face with a ski-slope nose, deep-set eyes. Not thuggish exactly, but an uncompromising look.
‘How the hell did you get in here?’ Bracey said.
‘Not the most important first question really.’
‘Who are you?’
‘There you go. Why don’t you shut the door.’
Bracey did so, tried to control his rising anger and agitation as he turned back around. The man folded the newspaper and slapped it down on the desk.
‘So?’ Bracey prompted.
‘Clayton Morrison.’
He knew the name. Where from?
‘It’s okay, I get that a lot,’ Morrison said, a thick hand wiping across his bald head. ‘It’s the problem with my line of work. But I’m–’
‘I know who you are. You work with Naomi Blackmore.’
Blackmore being the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Service – the organisation more commonly known as MI6.
Morrison nodded, looking pleased with himself. ‘Deputy Director of Operations, is my official title. But I’m not really bothered about titles. You could say you and I share some common ground really, with our relative positions.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘You mentioned Naomi. She’s my boss, technically. She’s the public figurehead, you see? Take a secret organisation like MI6. Most of us work in the shadows. We have to, given the nature of our work. But MI6 still needs a public face. That’s Naomi. In government? You have the PM. Ministers. Then the likes of you, lurking in dark corners, here and there, spinning your webs.’
Bracey really didn’t like the way he said that, face all tense and creased like Bracey disgusted him. Morrison’s eye flitted down to the newspaper on the desk. Bracey hadn’t realised before, but he saw now that he recognised the front cover. Not a recent front cover.
‘Kingmaker,’ Morrison said, tapping the headline. ‘You remember this?’
Bracey didn’t answer. Of course he remembered.
‘Don’t worry,’ Morrison said, holding his hands up. ‘I’m not some stalker. I didn’t have this copy of a two-year-old paper just lying around. But… I managed to get hold of it.’
‘Well done you.’
‘I know, right. You know what I like most about this front page?’
‘My picture?’
‘No. I think you look like a cretin. Seriously, I do. What I like is the headline. Kingmaker. One word. Though I like how they put the question mark at the end of it too. Kingmaker? It makes a big difference.’
‘Why are you here?’
‘To meet the Kingmaker. Or are you, really? Because that question mark says a lot to me. It’s almost as though the writer, the editor, couldn’t believe that you would have the power, the reach, to hold sway over who takes up the highest office in our country.’
Bracey said nothing but grit his teeth. He knew Morrison was trying to rile him. It was working.
‘It’s like saying, Kingmaker? Really? This guy? How?’
‘I get your point.’
‘Do you?’
‘Why are you here?’
‘And I tend to agree with that line of thought. I’ve never met you before, but I really struggle to see how a man like you can be at the heart of such big decisions.’
‘Like I said, I think you’ve made your point.’
‘Do you know where the phrase Kingmaker first came from?’
‘Yes. Richard Neville, 16th Earl of Warwick.’
Morrison nodded and kind of smirked, as though mock-impressed.
‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You probably had to look that up, didn’t you, back when your name was in the press for all of five minutes. Anyway, Neville was a wealthy nobleman. A very powerful man. Originally a supporter of Henry VI, until it suited him to switch allegiances to Richard, Duke of York. The Wars of the Roses, etc. etc. Full-scale rebellion. Richard is killed, his son Edward takes the throne with the backing of Neville and other cronies. And then what does Neville do?’
Was he really supposed to answer that? Bracey didn’t.
‘He only goes and swaps sides again. A fallout with the king over various matters, but probably just because he saw an opportunity to once again make himself even richer and more powerful. So Edward is deposed and along comes Henry once more, and the moniker of Kingmaker is born.’
Bracey still said nothing as Morrison glared at him.
‘After all that, Neville was killed in battle. Shame for him really, having made himself mega rich and everything. What about you, Davis?’
‘What about me?’
‘What was in it for you? Or, does the answer to that really just drive home why they put that question mark there. Because… you? Are you really a Kingmaker? Was that you, boring old Davis Bracey? Or is the real Kingmaker even further in the shadows this time?’
Bracey looked at his watch. ‘This has been a really nice history lesson, but you’re cutting into my schedule–’
‘What are you using Unit Twelve for?’
Bracey once again went silent.
‘Unit Twelve? You’ve heard of it, yes?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good start. Not many people have. For very good reason. Unit Twelve is as far removed from everyday operations of an already highly secret organisation as you can get. But… they still have to be accountable to the right people. Their operations still have to be signed off at a high level, otherwise… well, you can imagine, probably?’
Bracey held his tongue.
‘And don’t go all hierarchical on me either. I know the PM signed off on the op. But the PM is a buffoon, really, isn’t he?’
Bracey shook his head, he really didn’t know what to say to that.
‘And, in a busy place like Downing Street, there’s a lot of people, a lot of chitchat, so I got asking. And even though nobody really knows anything about this, thankfully, because if they did we’d have to have a whole rethink about Unit Twelve and how secret it really is, but nearly everyone I spoke to, when I asked about the PM’s brains, the decision makers around here, the people in the know, pointed me in the direction of… guess who?’
‘I’m presuming me.’
Morrison smiled. ‘And you love that, don’t you? But what are you, some dubious pen pusher, using Unit Twelve for?’
‘If you don’t know, then it’s because you don’t have the authority to know.’
‘That’s where you’re wrong. I didn’t sign off on your operation, but that doesn’t mean I’m not able to find out. And I will find out because it’s piqued my interest, for various reasons. But first I wanted to give you the opportunity to explain to me.’
‘For what purpose?’
‘A test of integrity, let’s call it.’
‘You’re questioning my integrity, while at the same time asking me to spill to you details of a highly classified operation?’
‘I’m giving you the opportunity to assure me that you’re operating above board.’
‘I don’t have to give you assurances about anything.’
‘A strange response, don’t you think? Rather than just confirming you’re not corrupt, and abusing a very special resource.’
Bracey checked his watch once more and sighed. ‘If you–’
‘Sorry, if I’m boring you–’
‘You’re–’
‘Do you know Sergei Lebedev?’
Bracey paused. ‘I know who he is.’
‘Bloody hell, you’ve been working around too many politicians. Yes. No. Can you not answer a question with one of those?’
‘I know who Lebedev is. I don’t know him personally.’
Morrison raised an eyebrow. ‘Every dumb twat knows who he is. Lebedev is one of the richest men in the world. An original oligarch. Farming, I think was the industry handed to him on a plate by the Kremlin, but he’s diversified since. He has a penchant for sport too. A football club here, an F1 team over there. But you know all that, like everyone else.’
‘Like I said. I know who he is.’
‘An old man now. And you may or may not know this bit, but he’s a not very well old man right now. Inoperable cancer. The family have tried to keep it quiet, but Sergei is on his death bed in Moscow. A painfully slow decline for him.’
‘I didn’t know that,’ Bracey lied.
‘Yeah. Good one. Anyway, over the last few years the old guy has slowly been passing his interests to his only son – Andrew. Forty-two years old now, so he’s not a youngster really. Born and bred in England. Andrew – get that name, right, for a Russian oligarch’s son? He went to the best of the best schools here. Grew up around the kids of politicians and the mega rich. He even sounds like one of them when he speaks, which is really odd when you see him because I’ve hardly met a guy who looks more Russian than him.’
Morrison laughed. Bracey didn’t.
‘So how do you know Andrew?’ Morrison asked.
Bracey had, by that point, expected the question. ‘You said yourself about his family’s prominence and Andrew Lebedev was born and bred in England, is well known in various circles. It would be remiss of me to not know of someone like that.’
‘You could have just said, because he gives the Tory party tens of millions every year in return for whatever favours he thinks he can get out of government. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, is it?’
‘I’m not part of the Tory party, so details of donations and donors really is irrelevant to me.’
‘Oh yeah, that’s right. You’re an independent adviser?’ Morrison burst out laughing. ‘It’s the way you tell it with such a straight face.’
‘I presume there’s a point to all this?’
‘And here it is. Why was Andrew Lebedev outside your house last night?’
Bracey paused for too long as he sought a response to that. Actually, mostly his brain rumbled with the thought of how Morrison knew.
‘I see it,’ Morrison said, looking really pleased with himself. ‘That moment of realisation. Boom. You got it. MI6. Cloak and dagger. Okay, so actually it was MI5 who helped me out. But, yeah. There we go. Lebedev, outside your house. You, getting into his car. A little chat? Or are you two… you know.’
A wink from Morrison.
‘You really should have planned an answer for this question,’ Morrison said when Bracey couldn’t find the words.
Morrison got to his feet.
‘Oh. The other thing I didn’t mention about Lebedev? He might be a big donor, and on the party invite list of our current prime minister, but in my circles? He’s a security threat. A bad apple. A mega-rich criminal who’s got enough political clout to keep us off his back and who has as many scruples as… well, someone like you.’
‘You need to go.’
‘I’m going. But only because I’m bored of your shitty responses.’
Morrison walked around the desk and toward Bracey. He wasn’t the biggest guy, his bald head looked oversized on his slight shoulders, but something in his eyes, the way he moved, gave him real menace.
‘You ever heard of the Syndicate?’ Morrison asked as he grasped the door handle.
‘The Syndicate?’ Bracey said.
Morrison laughed once more. ‘There you go again. It’s very dry, but it’s still humour. Kudos to you.’
‘I’m sorry, but–’
‘The thing is, I look at the people around you, Davis Bracey. Prime ministers, oligarchs. You’re not a Kingmaker. Kingmakers wield real power. You’re a pawn. They’re playing you. All of them. They need middle-men like you to cover their dirty, rotten arses at every turn. They’ll cut you off just as soon as they need to.’
‘Please, just leave.’
‘I’m leaving. But I’m not finished with you, or your dodgy friends. I’m going to find out exactly what you’ve been up to, and next time we see each other? Less of the humour. Straight answers, or else…’
Morrison bounced forward as if about to attack, and Bracey flinched and cowered. Much to Morrison’s delight.
‘Kingmaker my arse,’ he said, smiling from ear to ear, as he stepped out and slammed the office door shut behind him.
Bracey didn’t move from the spot for a couple of minutes as he got his heart rate, his breathing, his thoughts under control.
Then he took out his phone. The call was answered almost immediately.
‘We have a problem,’ he said. ‘A big, fucking problem.’
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‘How are you feeling now?’ Glenister asked as he clipped the pulse monitor onto Devereaux’s finger.
After several hours alone, Roseman was once again sitting across the table from Devereaux with a snide look on her face and the remote control for the electric collar around Devereaux’s neck held aloft.
‘He asked you a question,’ Roseman said.
But Devereaux still didn’t answer.
‘You’ll feel a little prick,’ Glenister said as he reached forward with a needle. Devereaux tensed. ‘I’m only taking some blood.’
‘We’ll keep you closely monitored while you’re with us,’ Roseman said. ‘We need you fighting fit.’
As though she actually cared about Devereaux’s well-being. No, she only wanted to make sure Devereaux was fit enough to be tortured some more.
She didn’t flinch and watched with a strange interest as the dark blood from her arm swirled into the tube in Glenister’s hand. He took the blood from the same arm that hours before had had that horrific concoction injected into it. No lasting effects, just like Roseman had said, as far as Devereaux could tell. The arm looked fine. No pain. But the memory… that wouldn’t fade. Would she really subject herself to that again if there was a way to avoid it?
Yet what was the alternative? She didn’t even know for sure who these people were. Roseman? Glenister? English-sounding names, and they both spoke that language. Whether they were English or not still didn’t fully explain their motives, their allegiances. Plus, if she talked, told them everything, were they really simply going to let her walk away? She highly doubted it.
‘I’ll be back soon,’ Glenister said before packing up his things and heading out.
‘This is nice, isn’t it?’ Roseman said after a few moments of silence.
Devereaux still said nothing.
‘You’ve had quite a day already. A lot going on since you came here. Lots of comings and goings. But it’s just me and you now. No interference. No… nastiness.’
Still Devereaux held her tongue.
‘I’ve been reading up on you,’ Roseman said.
Did she expect a response to that?
‘You’ve led an… amazing life.’
Devereaux shrugged.
‘How many people have you killed?’
Devereaux knew exactly the number, but she didn’t say, and she wondered how close to reality whatever number Roseman had in her head was.
‘Do you know how many people I’ve killed?’ Roseman said.
‘I’d say zero,’ Devereaux answered.
‘You’re right.’
‘I can tell. The type of person you are, I mean. You think you’re tough, that you do a tough job, getting your hands dirty, but you don’t really. You just give the orders. You don’t have to get up close and personal.’
‘You don’t think this is up close and personal?’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘I’m not sure I do. Once again, I think perhaps you’re underestimating me.’
‘You know what? Take this collar off. Release my wrists. Then let’s see how you like being up close and personal with me.’
Roseman scoffed.
‘Didn’t think so.’
‘You were fourteen when you first killed someone.’
Devereaux didn’t respond.
‘I wouldn’t say I was a very girly girl. I liked playing video games and skateboarding. But when I was fourteen I was still trying to get the cutest boy in class to like me by wearing short skirts.’
Devereaux rolled her eyes.
‘For a while I just… wanted to fit in. Like everyone else does at that age, I think.’
‘Until you realised you got more pleasure from torturing people than from having sex with them?’
‘Always sex with you, isn’t it? I’d read that about you too. Femme fatale. Using your looks to lure men. A seductress.’
‘If that’s what you think of me, then you really don’t know me at all.’
‘So tell me. You were fourteen–’
‘I was fourteen when my mother was killed in front of me. When me and my dad were kidnapped by thugs. They killed my dad, too, when we tried to fight back and free ourselves. I killed the captors. To save myself. It wasn’t some premeditated murder where I’d moved on from torturing and killing animals.’
‘Did you?’
‘What?’
‘Torture and kill animals.’
‘No.’
‘Just people.’
‘Like I said, not a position I put myself in.’
‘Not to start with. But you didn’t exactly live a clean life after that, did you?’
‘Apparently not.’
‘Your father was kidnapped because he’d fallen out with a rival gangster?’
Devereaux didn’t confirm. Clearly Roseman knew the answer.
‘Patrice Devereaux was a very wealthy man,’ Roseman continued. ‘A property developer, he liked to characterise himself as at least. Except that description ignores the extortion, the illegal gambling rings, the exploitation and people trafficking. Did you know about all that when you were younger, or did you just enjoy living a lavish, everything-paid-for life?’
Devereaux grit her teeth, trying not to show her agitation. No, she hadn’t known back then exactly who her dad was, but she’d always suspected he wasn’t like the mums and dads of other kids, and that he wasn’t lily-white. The armed bodyguards, the looks he received out on the streets, in restaurants and the like, told her that.
‘That rival gangster… Remi… didn’t he meet an untimely death not long after?’
Yes. He did.
‘Coincidence?’ Roseman said. ‘Or did you simply find very quickly that you had a gift. Or is it a thirst?’
‘It was vengeance. Pure and simple.’
‘Pure and simple? Most fourteen-year-olds wouldn’t react like that, I’m sure.’
‘Clearly I’m not most people.’
‘I agree. Which is what I find so fascinating about you. So were you always going to grow up to be a killer, do you think, or did you simply walk out of that abandoned warehouse, after you’d killed your captors, as a very different person?’
Once more Devereaux didn’t answer the question, but this time it was more because her brain was actually processing the question. She’d often wondered the same thing and had never firmly concluded.
‘But you didn’t become who you are today without help,’ Roseman said. ‘A plain and simple murderer, or vengeance seeker, or whatever you say you were, was morphed into a highly trained, quite sophisticated killing machine.’
‘I’m flattered.’
‘I actually think you are. How sad for you.’ Roseman paused, as though hoping for a bite back from Devereaux. ‘But who did train you?’
‘I thought you knew everything about me.’
‘No. Not everything.’
‘It’s irrelevant to you.’
‘Actually perhaps it’s not.’
‘If I tell you, you tell me.’
‘What?’
‘Tell me who you work for, I’ll tell you who first trained me. Who first recruited me for my… services.’
Roseman went silent. Was she actually considering the proposition?
‘I work for a party, or parties, who were very interested in David Muller. The man you kidnapped and who is now lying in a morgue in Rome.’
‘I didn’t kidnap him.’
‘Semantics.’
‘No. You’re just wrong. And you didn’t answer. Who do you work for? Specifically.’
‘Sorry, Leia, that’s not happening.’
‘Even if it gets me talking? Even if it gets what you want from me?’
Roseman once again went silent. A small victory, but Devereaux felt as though she had her opponent momentarily on the ropes, even if she was sure that Roseman would spring back any second.
‘The reason I’m asking,’ Roseman said, ‘is because, if you think about it, suppose my employer is related to you in some way. Don’t you think that would… change the dynamic here? Suppose we’re actually working for the same side here.’
Was that possible? Why would Roseman suggest that scenario unless she genuinely thought it relevant?
‘I don’t have a side,’ Devereaux said. ‘Just me.’
‘You. David Muller. James Ryker.’
Devereaux shook her head.
‘Who paid you to kidnap David Muller?’
‘Who says I’ve been paid?’
‘Why did you go to James Ryker in Rome?’
‘Who’s James Ryker?’
‘What do you know of David Muller’s work?’
‘I know he won’t be doing much of it anymore.’
‘What do you know of Villeneuve International AG?’
‘The big pharma company? Don’t they make those flavoured condoms? Never saw the point in those.’
Roseman wasn’t overtly reacting, but Devereaux could tell she was becoming more and more irked with the obtuse answers.
‘Shall we try all of that again?’ Roseman said. ‘And this time, perhaps you’ll think a little more carefully about how you answer.’
‘Or we could talk about something else,’ Devereaux said. ‘Like who you work for. And why you are interested in David Muller. Because the way I see it, given he’s already dead, it really brings into question why you’re still doing this. I find it fascinating actually, because without you even saying, it tells me a lot about who you are, and why I’m here.’
Roseman raised an eyebrow as though she didn’t understand the point. Perhaps Devereaux hadn’t explained it very well.
‘Shall we try again or not?’ Roseman asked.
‘Please yourself.’
‘Why did you kidnap David Muller?’
‘I think I already said. I didn’t kidnap him. I saved him. Or tried to at least.’
Roseman nodded. Pleased with the response, or just pleased that Devereaux had decided to give something that equated to a real answer for a change?
‘Saved him from what?’
‘A horrible death.’
‘Although that didn’t last long, did it? Why did you want to save Muller?’
‘Because I have a good heart.’
‘But you really don’t, do you?’
‘I guess not,’ Devereaux said with a smile.
‘So what was in it for you? Just money?’
No answer.
‘Did Muller talk to you about Villeneuve?’
No answer.
‘Did he tell you where the Sandpiper files are?’
‘I don’t even know what that means.’
‘I don’t believe you. Do you know what Sandpiper is?’
Devereaux shrugged.
‘Sandpiper was a project Muller was working on. I’d ask him about it, but he’s dead because of you.’
‘No. Because of you.’
Was that true?
‘Did he tell you where the files are?’
Devereaux didn’t answer, her brain was too busy thinking about this twist, the mention of Sandpiper. How much did Roseman know, and how? Could Devereaux use this to her advantage somehow?
‘I don’t know what Sandpiper is.’
‘You’re better at killing people than you are at lying.’
Devereaux shrugged again.
‘Does Ryker know?’
‘What?’
‘About Muller? Villeneuve? Sandpiper?’
‘Yes.’
A twitch on Roseman’s face. Did she believe that?
‘Ryker knows everything I know,’ Devereaux said. ‘And remember that story you told me yesterday? That man you described? Relentless, resourceful. And he’s now on the loose, looking for payback. Where do you think that story ends now?’
Roseman frowned. She looked seriously pissed off.
‘You still haven’t found him, have you?’ Devereaux said.
Now it was Roseman’s turn to hold her tongue.
‘Perhaps he’ll find you first.’
A knock on the door.
‘Come in,’ Roseman said.
The door opened. Glenister. He moved to Roseman and whispered in her ear. A satisfied look spread across her face.
‘You’re all good, Leia,’ she said. ‘You should be very proud of your health.’
Devereaux got ready to bite back but then Roseman lifted the remote in the air and pressed the button and electricity surged through Devereaux’s body. Muscles spasmed, her teeth ground down, her eyes felt like they would pop. Her eyes, which never left Roseman’s vindictive smirk.
The punishment didn’t let up. Not like last time. Not a quick shock to initiate compliance. The current went on and on and on and by the time Roseman released her finger Devereaux’s insides felt cooked. She was convulsing, thick, frothy saliva covering her chin and chest. She’d pissed herself too.
‘I’m not sure that was really necessary,’ Glenister said, not sounding that bothered really, as he stuck a needle into Devereaux’s thigh.
Sedative. Please let it be sedative, Devereaux begged in her mind.
No. She wasn’t that lucky. Within a second, even as she battled to recover from the prolonged electric shock, a whole new world of pain erupted in her leg. She couldn’t hold back the scream. The most horrifying scream she’d ever heard. Even worse than that from any of her ‘victims’. It didn’t last long though. The scream. Because within seconds the pain was so intense that she couldn’t even muster a noise and all that came out of her gaping mouth was a pathetic-sounding rasp and wheeze.
‘Worse than last time?’ Roseman asked. ‘I wonder, do you think you’ll get used to this? If we’re forced to do this again and again, will you eventually become numbed to the pain?’
‘I’ve told you before, Hannah,’ Glenister said, ‘no one has ever had more than eight doses.’
‘Yes, that’s right, Glenister, our other boffins believe the mental toll becomes too much. Perhaps I overstated the lasting implications of this treatment. Yes, physically we could do this as many times as we want, but I’m pretty sure the last person who received eight doses left us a mumbling, bumbling, dribbling mess. Their brain permanently rewired. Don’t you find it incredible how that can happen? A perfectly healthy body, but a brain that just says, no thank you. And gives up.’
‘It’s all just chemical reactions,’ Glenister said, matter of factly as he leaned close to Devereaux and shone a light in her eyes as she shuddered from the pain.
Roseman laughed. ‘That’s right. Just chemical reactions. How long for this one?’
‘It’s a fifty per cent bigger dose than last time. Half an hour until it’s fully flushed.’
‘Half an hour, Leia. Did you hear that? Start your countdown now. Because when it’s over, guess what? We’re doing it all again.’ She turned to Glenister. ‘Get the next one ready.’
‘If you’re sure?’
‘I’m absolutely certain. I’m ready to test the limits. What about you, Leia?’
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Anger. Ryker felt genuine anger as he rode away from Villeneuve HQ. Something about Fleishman, his arrogance, had got under Ryker’s skin.
Apparently David Muller was under investigation for sexual assault? Of course that sounded serious, horrible, if it was true. If. In Ryker’s mind, the whole thing was simply too convenient in its timing. Muller had been out of work – missing – for two weeks give or take, before he’d showed up in Rome with Devereaux. But had that period of time out of work, out of sight, truly been because of a suspension, or because he was on the run from something entirely different, the cooked-up investigation only there as a very timely smokescreen should anyone come asking questions about their employee?
Ryker had been up against kingpins, leaders before. Men and women with little care for others whose only goals in life were ever more personal power and wealth. Sometimes those people lived overtly criminal lives. Sometimes they hid behind legitimate entities to conceal their criminality. Sometimes they ran entire countries, either out front, or from somewhere in the shadows. But in the past, when confronted by Ryker, those people had always reacted quickly and severely when their positions were challenged.
So how had Ryker been allowed to walk out of Fleishman’s office, and ride away from Villeneuve HQ completely unchallenged? He even still had the pilfered hard drive in his pocket.
He didn’t like it. He didn’t like that he still had no answers, and he didn’t like how he felt as though he’d come out of that meeting on the losing side.
He’d have preferred it ending in an all-out assault.
With plenty of daylight still left, Ryker decided to keep on the move. After a brief stop at an electronics store and then at his hotel to change back into his more comfortable clothes, and hide the hard drive he’d taken from Villeneuve, he headed back onto the road.
Less than two hours after leaving Fleishman’s office, Ryker stood in the hallway of the man’s suburban home, looking around. A nice place. Not ultra big or ultra expensive, but Ryker highly doubted this was Fleishman’s only residence. Born in Lebanon, the son of a British diplomat, Fleishman had spent his youth in a range of countries from Israel to South Africa to England to the US. It was the latter two where he’d made most of his money, and Ryker had seen from various press snippets that Fleishman still spent a lot of time globetrotting. At the very least he had bases in London, New York and Miami, where he enjoyed mixing with other holidaying rich folk. His ‘home’ in Graz? A big, traditional detached home, tastefully decorated, even if it lacked in personal warmth.
Ryker unplugged the wire connecting his tablet computer and the alarm keypad on the wall. He’d noted the security cameras as he’d approached the house through the wrap-around lawned gardens, finding a black spot that got him to a side window that opened – with a bit of force – into a utility room. In the hallway, his movement had triggered one of the infra-red motion sensors, but by that point he’d already jammed the signal of the wireless system to prevent the alarm triggering. A relatively new alarm system. Modern tech. Convenient. But, as with any wireless system, it remained easy to interfere with.
A quick plug-in to the base station allowed him to reset the whole thing to give him free rein of the house.
Five bedrooms, four bathrooms. A home gym with an array of modern-looking equipment. A lounge with a fancy projector TV. A kitchen and dining area fit for a social gathering of fifty or more people if Fleishman had the inclination.
Ryker spent a few minutes in the master bedroom. Fleishman was divorced, no kids, and Ryker hadn’t known before he’d arrived here whether he was in a new relationship or not. There were no photos of him with a new partner anywhere, and very little left around the house to suggest he shared it with anyone else, until Ryker had spotted the display of luxury toiletries in the en suite, and then rummaged through the walk-in wardrobe and found the neat array of women’s clothes in one corner.
A new girlfriend who hadn’t quite moved in?
But it wasn’t the dresses which Ryker took most interest in within the wardrobe, but the rather large safe that he found behind a discreet wooden panel. A classic-looking safe with a single dial. Long ago Ryker had worked a job with a renowned safe cracker who’d showed him quite a few tricks. Ryker had rarely used those skills since. Did he have time to do so now?
He’d come back to it. Though he did walk away from the safe with his mind whirring with thoughts as to what Fleishman had stored in there. Only valuables, or secrets too?
The downstairs office was Ryker’s next and longer stop. No computer. A big disappointment. No electronic equipment at all in fact except for a printer. Ryker plugged in with a USB cable and the mini tablet he’d brought with him, and headed into the printer’s memory. Typically printers worked by spooling the data sent to them by connected devices – phones, PCs and the like. Having received a print command from a device, the print file would remain in the printer’s memory while it executed the request. In most cases, spooled data would be overwritten soon after by subsequent print jobs, but the data from the most recent print requests could still be retrievable.
But Ryker found nothing at all. Either Fleishman had never used this printer, or the data had been wiped, either manually or through an automated setting.
What else was there?
Ryker looked around. Perhaps his best bet was the safe upstairs after all.
Then his eyes settled on the glass cabinet in front of him. He moved over to it. Behind the glass sat a display of trophies. Not sports trophies, but business trophies. Not for winning awards, as such, the small glass and shimmering metallic paperweights each referenced mega business deals Fleishman had been involved in. $350,000,000 in debt raised from one bank, £500,000,000 raised from another. €175,000,000. $250,000,000.
The amounts were huge, and the trophies a strange gesture in Ryker’s eyes – why was Fleishman being rewarded for essentially getting a loan from a bank, risking their capital rather than his own?
Ryker hadn’t delved fully into Fleishman’s many past dealings but one story he’d read up on, that he’d been vaguely aware of at the time, was of Fleishman’s takeover of a failing airline in Eastern Europe. With a fleet of ageing aircraft, and no new investment in sight, the company was on the brink of collapse. Fleishman, a very rich man in his own right, had agreed a deal to purchase the company. His personal investment? Rumoured to be around €10,000,000 to purchase equity shares, which was sufficient to make him the majority shareholder. But the main financial element of the deal came from additional funding from a consortium of banks and venture capitalists worth nearly €500,000,000, the funds necessary to help turn the company’s fortunes around, in large part through an order for fifty brand new aircraft. The banks were the big risk takers in the deal, with Fleishman the one who stood to benefit from any future growth.
A huge PR campaign ensued, playing on the prospect of the brand new fleet, the cheap no-frill ticket prices, and the booming market for travel between East and West Europe, buoyed not just by tourism but by the ever-growing free movement of people across the EU. The reputation of the company soared, and a new listing on the Frankfurt stock exchange saw the value of Fleishman’s stock holding increase exponentially.
He sold out. Quietly. Made a not so small fortune off his modest original stake. Four years later and the company, still trading well in the public eye, defaulted on the massive debt that it remained laden with. The funding amount was huge, enough to turn operations of the company around in the short term, but not anywhere near to a level to service that debt, and also fulfil the mammoth cost of the new aircraft orders. With only five new planes delivered, deals were cancelled with huge penalties. With Fleishman gone the company struggled to raise any more debt, and the original banks called their loans back in. Unable to pay, the company was eventually bankrupted and what remained bought for a pittance by a competitor who subsumed the operations into their own, doing away with the brand and its name and its history.
Over the course of his corporate life, many people heralded Fleishman as a true entrepreneur, a self-made man with a keen eye for a good deal, a saviour of businesses. Others saw him as a charlatan, a vulture.
Ryker’s impression of the man was that Fleishman likely didn’t care either way. He did what he wanted.
But why had a man like that – a corporate shark – become so settled at Villeneuve?
Ryker’s attention rested on one of the plaques in particular. Not the largest of the deals on display at only $80,000,000, but the name of the bank stuck out to Ryker. Haifa Bank. Ryker didn’t know the institution, perhaps one reason why that particular item stood out, but he did know the city in Israel.
Sound outside the room. Someone was home.
Vibration rose up through Ryker’s feet as the hefty front door closed with a thud. He moved as quietly as he could toward the partially open office door. By the time he reached it, the hallway outside was quiet. He could see across most of the space in front, but not as far as the front door.
He took a half step out, then moved fully into view when he saw Fleishman standing on the doormat, staring right at him.
‘I’d say I’m surprised to see you,’ Fleishman said, sounding calm as anything. His empty hands hung by his sides.
‘You knew I was here.’
‘Yes.’
Ryker tensed a little as Fleishman put his hand into his pocket, but he only drew out his phone. ‘I got an alert. Signal interference on the alarm system.’
Ryker said nothing.
‘Then when I realised the system was disarmed… well, here I am.’
‘Here you are. No backup?’
‘What kind of backup are you expecting?’
Good question. But apparently Fleishman had called no one at all, not even the police. What was his game?
He held his phone aloft now. ‘But that isn’t to say I’m letting you off here. I only need to press this button. The notification goes directly to a private security firm, but also the police. I’m not sure which of them would get here first. I’ve never had an intruder before.’
‘The nearest police station is three and a half miles away. And I checked which security company you’re using. It’s not hard to find out who’s linked to your alarm manufacturer. But they don’t have an office within ten miles of this place. Perhaps they have guys out on patrol here and there, but you press that button and you’ve got minimum five minutes, I think, before anyone appears at your door.’
Fleishman stared at Ryker but said nothing, as though turning over Ryker’s deductions and deciding whether or not he agreed.
‘Have you any idea what I could do to you in five minutes?’
Ryker took a step forward. Fleishman didn’t move.
‘No,’ Fleishman said, still sounding calm and in control. ‘Because I’m not a basic thug like you.’
Ryker wouldn’t admit it, but he didn’t appreciate the insinuation at all, even if he was trying to intimidate the man in front of him.
‘Why are you in my house?’ Fleishman asked.
‘Because I think you know more about David Muller than you told me earlier.’
‘Do you have any evidence at all for that claim?’
‘I trust my gut.’
Fleishman sighed – exasperated? ‘Would you listen to yourself? Who do you think you are?’
Ryker didn’t answer that.
‘I was perfectly amenable to you earlier, even after you bulldozed your way to my office, scaring my staff in the process. Now you break into my home?’
‘Believe me, I’m only getting started–’
‘There you go again with your idle threats of what’s to come. I’m sorry, Mr Ryker, but you’re not going to achieve what you think you will doing that with me.’
‘I wouldn’t be so sure. You really don’t know what–’
‘You’re capable of? No, perhaps not. Perhaps I don’t want to know. But I do know a lot more about you than you probably realise.’
The comment took Ryker by surprise.
‘I know a lot of people, in lots of different circles. I know about you, Ryker. Your past. You think your history of violence puts you on top in this situation, but violence isn’t the only way to achieve aims.’
Ryker took another step forward. Fleishman spoke as though he were fully in charge of this situation. Ryker really wanted to show him how wrong he was.
‘Don’t take me for some lightweight,’ Fleishman added. ‘I might not have your physical prowess, your skills, or whatever you want to call it. But I can destroy people too.’
Ryker said nothing, but he was intrigued where Fleishman was taking the conversation. Not an overt threat. Yet.
‘Go on then,’ Ryker said.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Tell me how you’d do it. How would you destroy me? You think pushing that button makes a difference to me?’
‘When you came to me earlier, you told me a story. About a woman named Leia Devereaux. I have to say, your story didn’t do her life justice. At. All. Even since I last saw you I’ve found out so much more about that woman than you were able to tell me.’
‘I know you’re lying now. You already knew all that about her.’
Fleishman shook his head. ‘My point is, I’ve a story for you in return.’
‘I like stories.’ Ryker stepped forward again. Fleishman was only five yards away now, backed up against the front door. Nowhere for him to go if Ryker pounced.
‘I’m sure by now you think you know me,’ Fleishman said. ‘You’ve probably researched me on the internet. Read various stories.’
Ryker didn’t say anything when Fleishman paused. Was he supposed to?
Fleishman smiled, but the look was gone again in a flash. ‘You’re horribly basic, you know. Anyway, you won’t have read this story. I had a rival in business. Let’s call him… Samir. Obviously not his real name.’
‘Perhaps because you’re making this up.’
‘If that’s what you want to believe. Samir was… kind of like me. He was wealthy. He knew the right people, he made good decisions that always made him more money, but he also made enemies in the process. I was one of them. He stepped on my toes. Deliberately. He took a big deal from underneath me that I’d worked on for months. Then to add salt, he started bad mouthing me to everyone he thought wanted to hear. He tried to finish me. I honestly believe that. He wanted me out of the game. But it’s a big enough game for everyone. Behaving in that way is simply unnecessary.’
‘So you forgot all about it and walked away and carried on doing your thing?’
‘No. I set about to systematically destroy his life.’
Fleishman left that dangling, as though his powerful delivery of the line was supposed to have an effect on Ryker.
‘Before, he had a very beautiful wife. Two children. He also had a mistress. A young musician who’d latched onto him I think because she thought it’d help her career somehow. It didn’t help when I had someone film them together, the images leaked to the press. Divorce followed. Millions wasted.’
‘You sabotaged a relationship? You really think this story is what–’
‘I haven’t finished. His public image, through continuous smear stories, plummeted, and plummeted, new depths all the time. He got overlooked on deals being taken by novices. But ruining his marriage and his career wasn’t enough for me. With a few words in the right ears, including a government minister in need of political point scoring to help cement his own position, a huge tax investigation started. The investigation spiralled. Fraud. Corruption. Samir was, after a drawn-out saga, put behind bars for fifteen years.’
‘You cooked up false charges? You realise you’re openly admitting crimes to me here?’
‘I didn’t cook anything. I simply had the right people look in the right places. But the story isn’t finished yet. Already a shell of the man I once knew, Samir went from bad to worse in jail. Your own time on the inside considered, I’m sure a man like you can understand how nasty prison life can be.’
What did Fleishman know of Ryker’s time – times – locked up?
‘Unfortunately for Samir, he didn’t make his fifteen years. Three years in… a fatal heart attack.’
The guy actually smiled at that.
‘Ten years from when he screwed me, to his sorry end.’
‘Ten years of your own life wasted,’ Ryker said. ‘Do you want me to be impressed by your extreme pettiness?’
‘Everyone has weaknesses. Everyone’s life can be unravelled, pulled apart. Piece by piece.’
Ryker laughed. ‘And the veil slips. No. Despite what people get to see of you, you’re still scum. I see it in your life’s work. Mostly, I see it in your eyes.’
Ryker stepped forward again. Fleishman renewed his hold on his phone.
‘I won’t just press this button,’ Fleishman said. ‘I’ll start my very own story with you.’
‘Go on then,’ Ryker said.
Another step. Fleishman pressed.
‘Now it’s my move,’ Ryker said, ready to launch himself forward.
But he remained rooted when he heard a car engine outside. Surely too soon for a response, unless Ryker was seriously unlucky and a police patrol simply happened to be right there. No siren though?
Fleishman’s phone vibrated. An incoming call.
‘That’ll be the security company,’ he said. ‘Asking me what the problem is.’
‘So tell them false alarm.’
Fleishman stepped out of the way of the front door. A moment later a key in the lock. The door opened. A young woman. White tennis gear, her cheeks flushed, equipment bag over her shoulder. She was staring at her phone.
‘I just got a…’
She looked up to Ryker. Then to her boyfriend, whose confidence had drained in a flash as he feigned terror at Ryker’s – the intruder’s – presence. The woman screamed.
Ryker raced forward. Part of him wanted to grab Fleishman and haul him outside to his car and take him with him. Or maybe even just grab his head and slam it against the wall on his way out. What he didn’t want was for the woman he didn’t know to be caught up in a problem not of her making.
So instead, Ryker sprinted out of the house and made a beeline for the wall, beyond which lay his motorbike.
Despite Fleishman’s call for help, Ryker knew he’d get away from the scene. Yet he felt damn sure his visit represented another point to Fleishman in whatever game this was.
Ryker hated that.
Next time, though, Ryker would hit back. Hard. His terms. His way. He’d make damn sure of it.
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The back-to-back doses of neural antagoniser pushed Devereaux to the brink – mentally as much as physically. By the time the effects of the double round had fully faded, she was a twitching, gibbering mess. For an age – hours? – her open eyes remained focused on the same spot: her arm, where Glenister had so effortlessly pushed the needle into her flesh for the latest dose. Where that surge of pain had taken over, spreading outward like a ring of fire.
Her arm looked no different to before, and she could move it, could wriggle her fingers, but something about the limb made it feel disconnected, as though it no longer belonged on her body. As though it was permanently tainted, impaired. She almost didn’t want it there – the source of all of that agony…
Footsteps outside the door. Devereaux tensed. She held her breath. It was too soon. Far too soon. She couldn’t be put through it again.
The door opened. Roseman, of course, but Devereaux searched beyond the sickly smile to see who else would enter behind. Please, not Glenister – the image of his face conjured in Devereaux’s mind now was of a mad scientist, cackling with delight as he deployed his hideous creation.
The door closed behind Roseman without anyone else entering. Devereaux slumped in relief. Her whole body relaxed… a little bit too much.
‘You dirty little…’ Roseman crowed, though she didn’t look or sound angry and her smile only broadened as she looked down to Devereaux’s crotch where the warm liquid spread, seeping through her thin knickers, and trickling down her legs, and the chair legs, to the floor.
Roseman banged on the closed door. The vibration on the metal pulsed through Devereaux. ‘Get in here.’
The door reopened and two meaty guards strode in.
‘Hold her,’ Roseman demanded and the men grabbed at Devereaux’s arms, ankles, pinning her.
Roseman walked out of the room but was back in a flash, syringe in her hand.
‘Steady, Leia,’ she said, holding the needle up. ‘This is for your own good.’
‘No, please!’ Devereaux screamed.
But it made no difference. Other than to elicit an even more satisfied look on Roseman’s face as she pushed the pointed tip into Devereaux’s thigh. The men held on tight and Roseman watched with interest as Devereaux faded.


Roseman was in the room once again when Devereaux awoke.
Fed. Evacuated. Devereaux could tell by the strangely satisfied feeling in her stomach, which was at odds with the ache in her throat and in her groin and rectum. She wanted to retch and to throw up what they’d given her, a show of strength and resolve and fighting spirit and…
She didn’t. Instead, she sat there, not moving, not saying a word.
‘I should apologise to you,’ Roseman said. ‘Really, it was my fault. I’m looking after you in here, and I left you too long.’
Devereaux didn’t respond.
‘You’re embarrassed, but you don’t need to be. It’s natural. You didn’t do anything wrong.’
Devereaux clamped her jaw closed as tightly as she could to channel her bubbling anger, so tightly she thought her teeth might shatter.
‘I bet it feels good to have your belly full again though?’ Roseman suggested.
It did, in a horrible way, but Devereaux certainly wouldn’t admit it.
Roseman laughed. ‘Funny really, isn’t it?’
No. It wasn’t. Not at all.
‘But we could literally put anything inside you while you’re asleep, and you’d have no clue.’ She paused. ‘So what do you think, Leia? What do you think we fed you? What’s your body now happily digesting?’
Devereaux still didn’t open her mouth.
‘Well, what’s your favourite food? Mine? I love steak. Rib-eye. A big, juicy rib-eye. Charred on the outside, nicely pink in the centre. You like that?’
No response.
‘I bet you do. You’re a meat eater. I can tell. You can imagine that steak now, can’t you? I’m sure you can remember how a nice, properly cooked piece of rib-eye tastes? So just imagine that’s what we fed you. We’ve already established here just how powerful our minds are, how chemical reactions help us concoct this concept of pain. Well, you know what? Chemical reactions create the feeling of pleasure too. So just imagine that steak in your mouth, the silky texture of the meat and fats as you chew, the juices coating your tongue. The warmth in your gut.’
Roseman laughed. By now it was a sound that Devereaux detested as much as any other she could think of.
‘Leia, honestly, the truth is it’s far better to imagine that steak, than to think about what we really put inside you. Let’s just say, definitely rather you than me.’
Devereaux knew this horrible woman was only gunning for a reaction. Her taunting was designed purely to wind Devereaux up, make her mad, cause her to snap, make everything about her time here even more miserable than it would already be. She wouldn’t rise to it.
‘You’re not speaking to me?’ Roseman asked.
Devereaux still said nothing.
‘Okay. Fine. Be like that.’
After a period of silence it seemed like Roseman had got the message and she looked a little less satisfied with herself.
Or, perhaps, she’d just decided to move on.
‘You have a clear choice this morning,’ Roseman said.
Morning? Was it really morning again, already? Or was Roseman only deliberately misleading her, to try to add to her discomfort and disorientation.
‘Talk, or don’t. That’s your choice. But you know by now what happens if you go with the second option. And, if you do go with that route, I’d just like to be upfront with you now, that we’ll try something a little different today. Say… a different body part? We don’t want you getting used to the same thing now, do we? How about…’ she held a finger up in the air like she’d had a eureka moment, ‘…two places at the same time? How high a dosage would we need to make the spread meet and merge into one huge wave of hell?’
Of course, Devereaux gave no response to that though the mere thought planted into her head terrified her.
‘You seem a bit cagey, but I’ll give you the chance to do the sensible thing still. So, let’s start with, who is paying you?’
No answer.
‘Who paid you to take David Muller?’
Devereaux shook her head.
‘Why did you take Muller to James Ryker?’
Another shake.
To start with, Roseman looked a little agitated at the lack of responses, but she quickly mellowed.
‘We found him,’ Roseman said. ‘Do you know that?’
‘How would I know anything in here, unless you tell me,’ Devereaux said, surprised that she’d chosen that moment to engage Roseman. And much to her captor’s amusement.
‘That’s a good point. Okay, so this is me telling you. We found James Ryker. Somewhere that will be all too familiar to you by now actually.’
Roseman paused. Was she going to explain that statement? Devereaux was certainly intrigued, but she wouldn’t ask.
‘He got away, didn’t he?’ Devereaux said, almost allowing herself a smile at the thoughts building in her mind. ‘I can tell.’
Roseman’s eyes pinched just ever so slightly – annoyance? No, they definitely didn’t have Ryker. Had they tried to capture him and failed though? Or were they only observing him?
‘Perhaps he’s sitting right next door,’ Roseman said. ‘In a room just like this, on a chair just like the one you’re sitting on.’
‘Wearing nothing but his underwear. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? One reason why I know you’re bluffing, is because you’d not be sitting in here with me, if you had Ryker next door to ogle.’
Roseman shook her head. ‘You really think I’m as juvenile and basic as that?’
‘Juvenile? It’s not juvenile to feel lust and attraction. It’s basic human – animal – instinct. People often try to suppress it or to pretend it doesn’t affect them but they’re only liars. It’s just chemical reactions, after all.’
Devereaux allowed herself a smile at that.
‘I know you don’t have Ryker,’ she said.
‘You’re right, Leia, we don’t have him. But we will soon. And he will suffer, like you have, because we have to do everything we can to find what we need. And, if you remember, it was you who told me that Ryker already knows everything. Right?’
Devereaux stayed silent now.
‘But I’m thinking that was a bluff by you. You went to Ryker for help, but you didn’t prewarn him. He had no clue, did he?’
Satisfaction on her face once more at her deduction.
‘Leia, you silly girl. Why did you think James Ryker would help you?’
‘The fact you keep bringing his name up gives the answer. He’s a pain in your ass now, isn’t he? Even if you’re right, that he knew nothing before, he certainly does now, doesn’t he?’
Once again, Devereaux felt she’d won that point. Just what had Ryker been up to while she’d been stuck in this hellhole?
‘What did Muller tell you about Sandpiper?’ Roseman asked.
Leia shrugged.
‘Where did he hide the files?’
‘You’re assuming he hid them. That the files are in physical form.’
A curious glare from Roseman. The answer had piqued her interest.
‘What if he told someone,’ Devereaux said. ‘Not me. Someone that mattered. Transferred everything in his head to someone else.’
‘Then Muller would have been worthless,’ Roseman said. ‘Except you went out of your way to save him.’
‘Did I?’
A pause from Roseman as she digested that.
‘I’m hardly a reliable informant here,’ Devereaux said. ‘How can anything I say be taken literally.’
‘Why did you kidnap David Muller?’ Roseman asked.
‘Because I hadn’t had a boyfriend for too long. He seemed nice. Sometimes the quiet ones are the best fu–’
‘Is this really the choice you’re going to make, Leia?’
Devereaux held her tongue. Could she put herself through more hell?
‘Why did you kidnap David Muller?’
She didn’t answer.
‘Who did he give the Sandpiper information to?’
Devereaux didn’t say a word.
‘This is on you,’ Roseman said as she got up and moved to the door.
She didn’t even leave the room, just stuck her head out and called along the corridor and in walked Glenister not long after with his briefcase in hand.
‘I hoped I wouldn’t be needed again,’ he said.
He quickly got himself prepared as Roseman sat back in her chair, satisfied. Devereaux tried to ready herself, mentally, for the ordeal she knew was to come, but her confidence drained second by second, and by the time Glenister’s hands emerged from the other side of the briefcase with the needle ready, she was shaking with fear.
‘Higher dose?’ Roseman asked.
‘As you asked, but this is really pushing the limits. Particularly for someone so… slight.’
‘Did you hear that?’ Roseman said, looking at Devereaux with delight in her eyes. ‘He says slight, but I think he’s thinking something much more raunchy than that. He’s quite taken by you, I think, sitting there with so much on show.’
‘Please,’ Devereaux said, ignoring the taunt, finding Glenister’s eye.
He looked so apologetic. But then the next moment he sank the needle into Devereaux’s arm – the other one – and even before the pain erupted Devereaux had squeezed her eyes shut and tensed everything she could tense and tried so hard to deal with the pain but her screams came nonetheless. Over and over and over.
When she finally opened her eyes… no, she’d had her eyes open a while already, but when finally she was able to focus again, she found Glenister. Standing in front of her. Needle in hand. Same needle? No. The syringe was filled.
‘Ready for another?’ Roseman asked.
‘No!’ Devereaux screamed. Or croaked. ‘Please, no!’
Glenister looked really unsure too. He glanced to Roseman a couple of times before he moved forward.
‘I’ll tell you!’ Devereaux shouted. ‘I’ll tell you.’
Glenister paused, right in front of Devereaux. Again he looked to Roseman for instruction.
‘Go on,’ Roseman said, holding Devereaux’s eye.
Devereaux panted as her brain fired and she tried everything she could to focus away from the pain.
‘Leia, talk,’ Roseman said. ‘You have five seconds.’
‘What you’re looking for… it’s a person. Muller already passed on what he knew.’
‘Who?’
Could she do this? What would the ramifications be? For her? For everyone else involved?
‘Leia, who did Muller talk to about Sandpiper?’
‘Peter Winter!’
Silence. Did Roseman even know the name?
‘Peter Winter?’ she asked.
Devereaux nodded. Glenister looked confused.
‘So are we okay?’ he asked.
‘Thank you,’ Roseman said, sitting forward in her chair to find Devereaux’s eye. ‘Thank you for making the right choice.’
Devereaux looked away from her.
‘Although, I have to say, I’m a little surprised you’ve given up so easily. I thought, with your ruthless reputation, you’d have been stronger than this.’
No answer from Devereaux.
‘And so, this is the position we’re in. You’ve given me something. But I’m not sure it’s even true. And I’m not sure even if it is true, that it’s very helpful to me, or indeed that it’s the best you could have given me. But… we’ll see. In the meantime, Glenister?’
‘No!’ Devereaux shouted.
‘Yes,’ Roseman said. ‘Because I don’t trust you, Leia. I want to make sure you’re really on board here.’
‘I’m telling you the truth!’ Devereaux screamed.
Glenister moved toward her.
‘It’s Peter Winter. He knows everything!’
‘I hope, for your sake, that’s true.’
No one said anything more as Glenister pushed the needle into Devereaux’s skin.
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Roseman left the room soon after, while Devereaux’s mind and body remained consumed with agony. Most likely she’d gone to deliver Devereaux’s revelation to whoever needed to know. Had Devereaux sealed her own fate in divulging the information? No. Because she knew giving up Winter would only lead to more questions in Roseman’s mind. And Devereaux did have more to give.
After clearing up his things, Glenister left the room too, leaving Devereaux to suffer alone. Somehow she felt the solitude helped her to cope, seemed to make the agonising time pass a little more quickly. Perhaps because she didn’t have to see the faces of the people torturing her, their fascination, curiosity, amusement.
As the pain finally subsided, Devereaux’s body was left glistening with sweat, her chin covered in dribble. Her limbs had an uncontrollable tremor. The first signs of irreversible neural damage? Roseman claimed the serum had no permanent physical effects, but how could that be true of something so potent?
The door opened. Devereaux jumped in response, lifting her head which had been hanging limply, her chin to her chest, a strain on the back of her neck from having been in the awkward position too long. Roseman walked in. Glenister too.
Devereaux shook her head as fear swept through her.
‘Still going?’ Roseman said.
‘Should be nearly gone by now,’ Glenister said.
Nearly gone? It didn’t feel that way to Leia at all.
‘Ready for another?’ Roseman asked, focus on Devereaux.
‘No,’ Devereaux mumbled in response.
Roseman seemed to consider that, but didn’t say anything.
‘I passed on the information you gave me. Peter Winter. I’ll admit, I hadn’t come across that name. But… wow, Leia, this is really something. The problem is… to bring a man like that into this story, well… I feel like I’m missing the story. So please, continue.’
So Roseman didn’t know Winter. An interesting development? It perhaps did tell Devereaux who Roseman wasn’t. Because if she and Glenister were working with British intelligence they almost certainly would know about Peter Winter, former commander with the Joint Intelligence Agency.
Devereaux shook her head. ‘You know… all I know.’
‘I don’t believe you.’ Roseman turned to Glenister. ‘Get her another shot ready.’
‘We talked about this. If we give her too much too soo–’
Roseman slammed her fist onto the table, causing Glenister to jump.
‘She’s my prisoner. You’ll give her the shot. And you’ll give her another. Another. You’ll give her as many damn shots as I say. I don’t care if her insides are fucking melted and her brain mush.’
Glenister said nothing but he soon had the syringe in his hand.
‘Please,’ Devereaux said, but, still fighting through and trying to withhold pain, her pleading sounded uselessly weak.
‘Now isn’t the time,’ Roseman said. ‘But once you’re through this, we’ll talk again.’
Glenister crouched down. The needle edged toward Devereaux’s thigh.
Now or never.
How did she even find the strength of focus? She had no clue. Her actions weren’t even borne of a conscious plan. She only knew she couldn’t face any more pain, even if her fighting back ended up killing her.
She’d noticed it earlier. Her ankles. Secured, but not as tightly as before. Contorting her foot, her toes, and with a quick jerk of her leg, she pulled one foot free from the rope, and reached out and swiped at Glenister’s lower legs and he toppled toward her.
Roseman jumped to her feet but looked too shocked to do anything. Devereaux squeezed her stomach muscles as tightly as she could, giving her legs extra focus and power as she pincered Glenister around his midriff and pulled him close to her. He fell into her lap. Her clasped hand took the syringe from his grasp. She had just enough movement in her wrist to turn the syringe around and push the tip of the needle into Glenister’s ear, only stopping when she found resistance.
Glenister screamed and writhed and Devereaux squeezed harder with her legs.
‘Don’t move,’ Devereaux said – to Glenister. ‘This needle goes straight through your ear if you keep fighting me.’
‘Help me!’ Glenister squealed.
Roseman said nothing as she stood there, her face seething.
‘Tell me, doctor. This injection. Neural antagoniser. I’ve felt it. Have you?’
No response. Roseman took a step back toward the door.
‘You’re the expert,’ Devereaux continued. ‘You’ve given me five doses now, into different parts of my body. All muscle. But what about organs? Big, fucking important organs. What does this shit do to your brain, do you think?’
‘Hannah, do something!’ Glenister shouted.
‘Yes, Hannah. Do something. Untie me.’
Roseman lifted her arm a little. In her hand… The remote for the collar on Devereaux’s neck.
‘Really?’ Devereaux said. ‘You think I can hold a steady hand with electrical current surging through me?’
‘You think Glenister is actually that important to me?’
‘Yes. Otherwise you’d have done something already.’
The door burst open. Two guards. They came to an abrupt stop next to Roseman. She hadn’t called them. They’d seen? A camera in the room?
‘Untie me,’ Devereaux said.
Roseman and the two guards whispered to one another. Then the guards creeped forward, hands by their sides. Empty? Yes. But they were armed. Handguns. Sheathed knives.
One of them paused by the briefcase. Searching with his eyes for what? Sedative?
‘You try to inject me with anything, the good doctor gets his brain filled with–’
‘We get the point, Leia,’ Roseman said as Glenister squirmed a little more.
With him doing so, Devereaux felt the resistance against the needle lessen slightly and Glenister’s moans heightened as his body went rigid. Because of his continued movements, the needle had just pierced his eardrum. Perhaps already caused other damage. Even if he survived this, he’d be partially deaf at best. But Devereaux would make matters a whole lot more worse for him if she pressed the plunger.
‘Ten seconds,’ Devereaux said.
The guards edged forward.
‘Only one of you. One wrist at a time.’
She’d ask them to remove their weapons, but…
The man leaned over and worked on her left wrist. Devereaux kept her arm on the chair even after he’d released the rope. He moved across and worked on her other wrist.
Devereaux waited for the moment…
There.
She grabbed Glenister’s hair and yanked his head to the side, pulling him away from the needle. She turned her wrist and lifted her arm and drove the syringe into the guard’s side and he shouted in surprise and went for his gun.
But Devereaux was already reaching for his knife. She whipped it out and drove the blade into his groin and the man collapsed to his knees, screaming in pain – from the stab or from the hell induced by the serum, Devereaux didn’t know.
She planted her feet and jumped up, taking Glenister with her. She shoved him in the back and he stumbled forward, enough of a distraction to prevent the second guard from aiming properly with the sidearm he’d just taken hold of. Devereaux was on him in a flash. She slashed at his wrist. Spun around him and delivered two quick stabs to his side. He yelled in pain. Devereaux lifted the knife and sliced across his neck and – wide-eyed – he gasped as he fell to his knees, gargling through his last breaths.
The door. Roseman?
She’d gone. Coward.
‘Bitch!’
But Devereaux didn’t move straight away. She waited a second. Would an alarm blare? Were there any more guards ready to pounce?
Nothing. She could hear nothing. Except the pathetic cries of the guard she’d stabbed with the serum, and Glenister, cowering, blood dribbling from his ear.
Devereaux grabbed a gun from the floor and locked eyes with Glenister. She wanted to punish him. She wanted to hurt him, make him suffer as much as he’d made her suffer.
The briefcase on the table…
A banging door somewhere along the corridor grabbed her attention. Roseman. Running?
No time for retribution. She lifted the gun to Glenister.
‘Please!’ he said, covering his face.
She lowered the gun ever so slightly and fired.
The bullet splatted into Glenister’s kneecap.
‘I’m not done with you.’
She turned and ran, ignoring his screams.
A corridor. Short. Only two doors off it. Gun out, Devereaux tried the first door. Locked. She moved quickly to the next. Hadn’t expected the surge of light in her eyes. Bright sunshine. She squinted then flung herself back into cover when she saw the figure a few yards away, gun pointed.
Roseman. She opened fire and Devereaux moved back further still as wood splinters and plaster dust filled the air.
The firing stopped. Then came a car engine.
‘No!’ Devereaux shouted.
She peeked back outside, gun out, her eyes a bit more used to the light this time. A car. SUV, spinning around in the otherwise empty car park of the dilapidated building. Devereaux’s finger twitched on the trigger before another volley of fire came her way and she had to retreat once more.
She growled in frustration. Roseman wasn’t alone.
Devereaux darted back out into the open when the firing once again stopped…
Too late. The SUV was already racing away. Devereaux fired off a couple of shots but they were angry, desperate attempts and both missed.
The car was soon out of sight.
Devereaux stood on the tarmac, chest heaving, head swimming with thoughts. She looked around the deserted space. Listened to the sounds, the quietness of freedom. It didn’t feel anywhere near as good as it should have done.
Quietness. Except for the moans from within the building she stood by.
Glenister. That guard.
Roseman had got away. Those two hadn’t.
Her thirst for vengeance rising from within, she turned and moved back inside.
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Ryker saw no flashing lights as he sped away from Fleishman’s home. A surprise? He wondered how long he would have had inside before a response arrived. Certainly enough time to subdue both Fleishman and his girlfriend. Enough time to persuade Fleishman to talk?
He shook his head, trying to relieve the bubbling anger, and to eradicate the grinning face of Fleishman from his mind. Even if the man truly had nothing to do with what had happened to Muller, Ryker wasn’t sure he was finished with the CEO. A man like that… he’d have skeletons somewhere. Just look at the story of Samir.
Although had any of that even been true?
Ryker made a stop at his hotel. Not that he planned on staying long. He only had a few hours of daylight left, and even though he’d already had a long and gruelling day, mentally more than physically, he wasn’t finished.
A quick refresh and he’d be on his way once more. He opened the door to his room then stopped dead. No one inside, he could tell as he scanned over the space, but he knew something wasn’t right. He closed the door behind him and walked on through. The room looked neat and tidy enough. Just as he’d left it. Certainly the place hadn’t been turned over. But he knew someone had been inside. Someone who had not only been through his belongings, but taken some of his belongings too.
Five minutes later Ryker sat down on the edge of the bed, struggling to keep his building anger at bay. The hard drive he’d stolen from Villeneuve was gone. So too, a laptop, thumb drive, a toolset, cash, knife. Thankfully he’d already stashed his IDs and a few other personal belongings in a safe deposit box, but whoever had been to his room had taken pretty much everything else except for his changes of clothes.
Neat and tidy. Just like Muller’s house. Just like Muller’s office too. Cleansed.
Another flash of Fleishman’s self-satisfied face. Had he known, as Ryker was roaming his home, as Fleishman was relaying his story of Samir, that others – working for him – were at Ryker’s hotel room?
Three-nil Fleishman, Ryker thought, balling his fists and squeezing so hard that his nails cut into his palms.
He made his way out of the hotel, ignoring the guy on the reception desk as he walked. No point in questioning him about the intrusion, he decided. The hotel was as basic as they came, one of the very reasons Ryker had chosen it in the first place, and he knew they didn’t have any active CCTV cameras – only the dummy one located in the lobby.
Ryker stood by his bike as he made the call, closely watching the street. How long ago had the intruders left? Were they still lurking to keep track on Ryker?
Had he been followed everywhere since he’d arrived in Graz?
‘Jen, it’s Ryker.’
‘I know.’
‘Please tell me you have something for me.’
‘I think I already explained–’
‘I only need to know what, who I’m up against.’
Silence.
‘Do you know of Daniel Fleishman?’
Silence still.
‘I want to know everything about him. Which of our lists he’s appeared on, who are his close associates, good or bad, what–’
‘Ryker, stop.’
He did. She sighed.
‘I’m not looking into Fleishman or anyone else for you. I can’t help you. I’m really sorry.’
‘I’m not asking for much. Just names.’
‘That’s more than I’m prepared to offer right now.’
‘You know them, don’t you. The faces I sent?’
‘Please don’t call me again.’
‘Who are you protecting?’
‘Myself.’
‘What if I were to tell you my next stop is England. You’ve got information I need, Jen. What if I come to you directly to get it.’
‘You’re threatening me?’
He didn’t answer.
‘I’d say that if you come here, if you keep searching so close to home, your life will get a lot more complicated very quickly. I’m not your enemy, Ryker. No one knows about your request to me. Yet. But I can’t help you this time.’
She ended the call before Ryker could say anything more.
She’d given him nothing. More than that, whatever bridge had connected them was now well and truly burned, he felt.
If you keep searching so close to home.
Was that a direct reference to her, her employer? Was she saying the people from Rome worked for British intelligence?
What would that mean for Ryker?
He set off on his bike again. A longer drive this time. More than two hours until he approached the co-ordinates he’d taken from the tracker on Devereaux’s Opel. He’d moved from the main carriageway onto a twisting single-track road half an hour before, and he’d not seen another vehicle for several miles. Not seen a village or town for more than that. To his left unkempt fields gave way to rolling pine forest. To his right, farmland, a mixture of mud-brown fields heavily ploughed, interspersed with green grassy fields and the bright yellow of rapeseed.
The farm building the fields belonged to lay a mile behind him. In front? A couple of hundred yards away stood what at first he’d thought a simple barn, but as he neared he realised it had been converted into a dwelling, although clearly it had seen better days. The entrance gates lay twisted in a broken pile. Weeds sprouted all over the gravel drive. What might have been a lawn now had four-feet tall grasses and wildflowers. Quite an attractive look actually, if it had been deliberate. The building itself had all of its windows on the ground floor boarded. Those on the floor above looked in serious need of repair.
Ryker parked the bike by the now ineffective gates and looked around, up and down the road. No sign of anyone or anything. No hum from nearby vehicles or machinery. All he could hear was the gentle rustle of leaves in the nearby trees, and the buzz of insects and the tweets of birds, heightening as dusk approached on the warm and increasingly muggy day.
Secluded. Kind of pleasant. Except… something about the place gave it an overall uneasy feel.
Or perhaps that was simply Ryker’s mood.
He walked toward the building. The wooden entrance door looked sturdy enough, relatively new too. Certainly in better condition than the windows of the floor above. He tried the handle. Locked.
He headed on around the building. Another entrance at the back was similarly locked, similarly a newish door. Strange.
He could pick the locks. He could pull the boards off one of the downstairs windows. Perhaps easier still was to scale the drainpipe he stood by and slip in through the ageing window above him.
Ryker scrambled up until he was holding onto the stone ledge of the window, with both feet propped on a bracket of the rusting drainpipe. The glass of the window was grimy on the outside, and on the inside too, except the inside grime had been smeared across the surface, as though someone had done a really bad job of trying to clean it.
Ryker took out the knife from the sheath on his side and dug the tip of the blade into the edge of the window frame. Not the glass casement, but the frame itself which was clearly rotten. Ryker worked the knife further in, levering up and down, rotten fragments falling away as he did so.
One more big pull needed, but his feet slipped when he pushed his weight down and the bracket pulled out of the wall. The drainpipe creaked and fell back a foot and Ryker let go of the knife and grasped the window ledge again. His feet swung below him as he searched for a grip on the wall. Nothing there. Straining with effort, he took one hand from the ledge and reached up and tugged and pulled the frame further free. His knife fell from the gap and he missed the handle as it clattered down to the ground below.
‘This is not my day,’ he said under his breath.
But he managed to haul himself further up and in through the gap between frame and wall. He rolled out onto the bare wooden floorboards inside. Then froze. A noise outside? Right when he’d come in, he was sure he’d heard something. More than a rustle of leaves. But what?
He peered out of the gap to the outside. Nothing to see in the weed-filled grounds. In the treeline? Nothing.
Ryker carefully moved on through the clearly derelict space. How long had it been empty? Hard to say. Old furniture remained here and there, a battered chest of drawers in one room, in another a mirror too dirty to see anything in. A mattress on the floor, springs sticking out of the fabric.
Downstairs. Front room. A chocolate bar wrapper inside a coffee cup. Ryker picked the cup up and sniffed. Definitely recent.
He moved through the rooms, using his phone torch to search. He noted with interest that the windows were boarded on the inside as well as outside. He also noted other intermittent signs of more recent life, from the crappy desk and chairs to the lamps, to the pile of plates and crockery on the side of the falling apart kitchen. Fridge? In place. Turned off. Empty. An old microwave oven. Ryker opened the door. A greasy smell wafted out. Greasy, not particularly pleasant, but certainly not the festering smell of an uncleaned cooking appliance left for years on end.
People had been here. Recently. They’d cleared out, but evidence of their presence remained. Had Muller been here? With Devereaux?
Ryker walked back out into the hallway. He looked to the front door. Bolted shut from the inside. Curious. So whoever had last left must have gone out the back.
He went that way and stopped by the back door. Another noise outside. In the adjacent room an arc of orange evening light streamed in through a gap in the boards over the window there. Ryker headed for the light and stuck his face close to the wood.
All still and quiet now. Certainly there were no vehicles out there, either close by, or in the distance approaching. Was the noise an animal perhaps?
No. Ryker wasn’t that naive.
He held on to the window board and with two big tugs pulled the chipboard away. More light streamed in through the now much bigger gap, where on the outside the more heavily weathered board had slipped from its position.
Ryker stared over to the woods once more. He didn’t move a muscle. A minute passed. Two. Five.
There. Movement.
Heavily concealed in the shadowy space, but definitely a person, lurking in the trees. A moment later a flash of light caught his eye.
Red light. A single narrow beam, projected onto his chest.
Then soft footsteps behind him. Soft, but he’d heard. Yet how had they got inside?
‘Don’t move,’ came the woman’s voice a moment later.
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Ryker spun in an arc, one-eighty degrees. Not to launch an attack, but to move out of view of the shooter outside the window, and to face the woman in the doorway.
‘I said don’t move.’ No hint of tension as the woman’s fingers tightened around the grip of the handgun that she pointed to Ryker’s chest.
‘You did,’ Ryker said. ‘But your friend outside could have shot me already, you too, if you really wanted to. So I thought I’d take a chance.’
He locked eyes with her. He recognised her. The woman from the car park in Rome. The woman whose mugshot he’d sent to Jen Worthington, along with those of her two colleagues. She seemed shorter and younger in real life. A certain… plainness to her appearance too. But what she lacked in size and age she made up for in confidence.
‘Fair point,’ she said. ‘But I’m still pointing a loaded gun at you. And it’s been known for my forefinger to get a little twitchy when I’m nervous.’
‘You don’t sound nervous.’
A flicker of her eyes at that, but it was true. Her stance was solid, together with her double-handed grip on the gun it was clear she was well taught and well rehearsed. She had no hint of fear on her face, in her eyes either. Her voice was unwavering. Her voice.
‘You’re English,’ Ryker said as Jen’s words of warning once again echoed in his mind.
‘You have two choices, James Ryker,’ the woman said. She paused. Expecting Ryker to say something? No. The ever so slight glance down to her right. Paying attention to… what?
Earpiece. She was listening to her colleague. Colleagues. What were they saying?
‘One, we walk out of here without issue,’ she said, looking to Ryker once more. ‘Two, my finger gets a mini workout and then we drag you out of here bleeding.’
‘We. How many of you are there?’
A slight delay, before, ‘Six.’
‘Liar.’
‘Whether I am or not is irrelevant. There’s more of us than there is of you. But we’re not here to hurt you.’
‘You literally just threatened to shoot me.’
‘Option one or option two, Ryker.’
‘You want me go with you? Why?’
‘Because we don’t have much time.’
‘Before what?’
Pause. Listening, again.
‘You know me,’ Ryker said. ‘How?’
‘How do you think?’
‘Who are you working for?’
‘An ally.’
‘Why are you here?’
‘We don’t have time for this.’
‘I have plenty of time.’
The woman shuffled on the spot. The first signs of agitation?
When she next glanced away, Ryker took the chance to edge half a step forward.
‘I’ll shoot you in the thigh first,’ she said. ‘A simple flesh wound. But if you annoy me I’ll stick one in your knee instead. Not so easy to overcome that.’
‘Vindictive.’
‘Only when people piss me off.’
‘Who are you?’ Ryker said. ‘You want me to listen to you? Talk.’
She sighed. ‘My name is Linda Travers. I work for British intelligence. An outfit you won’t know of, and I won’t give you any more information than that. Now can we go?’
‘Before what?’
‘Before the people who want you dead, who tried to kill you more than once in Rome, who’ve tracked you ever since then, catch up with us.’
‘Put that gun down. We talk. Then I decide how we get out of here.’
She took one hand from her gun and covered her mouth as she relayed a response to her colleagues.
Then she did something really unexpected. She lowered the gun and shoved it into a holster inside her open jacket. She held her now empty hands in the air a moment to show Ryker.
‘Now will you come?’
Ryker took two steps forward. Travers remained in the doorway, just a hint of nervousness in her demeanour now, but was that because of Ryker or something else?
‘Who’s coming?’ Ryker said. ‘Who’s after me?’
‘Not here,’ she said. ‘Not now.’
Ryker didn’t move. Her nerves increased. She covered her mouth again as she spoke, then set her eyes back on Ryker.
‘We only have a few minutes.’
‘A few minutes? A few minutes means a few miles. You have miles of land outside here under surveillance?’
She didn’t answer. At least not with words. Instead she simply pointed up.
‘Drone?’ Ryker said.
A nod.
‘Not weaponised, I’m guessing,’ Ryker added, light-heartedly, although the serious look on Travers’s face suggested she didn’t get that.
‘Does it look like we’d have a Reaper just lying around ready for use?’
‘I guess not. So are they coming by road or air?’
He certainly couldn’t hear the din of an incoming helicopter.
‘Road,’ she said.
Which made Ryker feel a little more at ease at least.
‘Now can we go?’ she said.
‘Fine. We’ll do it your way,’ Ryker said.
He moved toward her. She spun around and darted away. Into the hall. Ryker stayed a couple of steps behind. He glanced to the right. Movement in the next room.
‘Wait!’ Ryker shouted.
Travers slowed and looked over her shoulder at him. Ryker didn’t stop. He barged into her, whipped the gun from her holster, swiped her legs and took hold of her arm, twisting it around to ease her to her knees.
‘Tell him to back off,’ Ryker said, gun in one hand, pressed to the back of her neck.
‘We’re not going to hurt you!’ Travers shouted. ‘We have to go!’
‘No. We don’t. I don’t hear anyone else out there.’
‘I told you already.’
‘Even if I do believe that, they’re not here yet. We have time. To talk. Tell your man in there to come into the open. Then he can wait outside.’
No response. Ryker twisted her arm further and she moaned and then, ‘Wait outside!’ she shouted.
No further words but the man in the other room came out, gun in hand, glared at Ryker before turning and striding for the door, eager to get out. On edge. Not because of Ryker, he thought. So Travers really wasn’t bluffing about someone else coming?
Ryker watched the man step out through the back door.
‘They’re three minutes away,’ Travers said. ‘Ryker, any advantage we have is disappearing by the second.’
‘You know this place,’ Ryker said.
No response.
‘You know this place!’ Ryker said with a further twist of her arm.
‘Yes!’
‘A safe house.’
‘Yes.’
‘You brought David Muller here.’ He was thinking out loud as much as anything else.
‘Yes,’ then, in a slight change of tone, ‘I’m fine! I’m fine. Just get to the Jeep. Keep watch on the road until you see their headlights.’
‘I feel like you’re not giving me your full attention here.’
‘Please, just do it. Khan, listen to me–’
Ryker let go of her arm and stuck his fingers into her ear and pulled out the tiny receiver. He stuck it close to his ear.
‘Travers? Can you hear me?’ came the grainy man’s voice.
‘No. But I can. Travers is fine.’
‘Ryker? This is insane. You’ll get us all killed.’
Ryker tossed the earpiece.
‘You brought Muller here,’ he said to Travers. ‘Why?’
‘Because we were told to! It’s as simple as that.’
‘And then?’
‘And then we were screwed over.’
‘Devereaux?’
‘She took Muller from us.’
‘Why?’
‘We don’t know!’
‘But you do know who’s after me now?’
‘You’ll know soon enough if we don’t go.’
‘If there’s six of you, plus me, why don’t we stand and fight?’
She didn’t say anything to that.
‘How many of you really,’ he asked.
‘Four.’
‘And them.’
‘Two vehicles,’ she said. ‘That’s all we know so far. And you know what? It’s you they want, Ryker. Not us.’
‘Why me?’
‘Because of Muller.’
‘I didn’t know Muller.’
‘But they don’t know that. Muller was with you when he was killed. As far as they’re concerned, you know everything Muller knew.’
‘And you?’
‘What?’
‘Yes, Devereaux brought Muller to me. Perhaps because I ordered her to. Perhaps the very people coming now are on my side. Us against you.’
‘Except I was there in Rome,’ Travers said. ‘I saw. In your apartment.’
Another moment of realisation for Ryker. The sniper. The dead man, not killed by his own people in error or to clean up, but by a rival crew.
‘You shot that man.’
‘And then we saw the chase too, but we didn’t get a chance to intervene before you got away.’
Did it make sense?
Yes. No. Some of it, but not all.
The rumble of diesel engines cut through the dark and quiet house.
‘Fuck!’ Travers said.
Ryker stood still as he listened. Shouting outside. Travers’s colleagues? The engine noise grew louder.
She’d told the truth about the new arrivals. Had Ryker made a mistake in not listening to her?
A hissing sound…
‘Down!’ Ryker shouted, throwing himself to the wooden floorboards a split second before the explosion rocked the downstairs of the house. Flames blasted into the hallway before receding. Chunks of wood and plaster and whatever else flew through the air, then a sound almost like rain as dust and smaller particles floated down.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said, shrugging off his disorientation. He felt a sharp stab as he tugged on Travers’s arm and looked to see a splinter of wood, several inches long, sticking out of his skin.
He pulled it out, grimacing. Travers looked shaken, her cheek was cut and bleeding. ‘Follow me.’
Ryker crouched low, gun held out, as he moved for the back door, Travers steadily gaining focus not far behind. The boom of gunfire erupted outside the house – rat-a-tat volleys of fire as each side countered. Ryker could already tell from the all-encompassing sound that the attackers were circling, closing in, from the roadside.
‘You said Jeep? Where is it?’
‘Nearby,’ Travers said. ‘Through the woods.’
An alternate route in and out? Clever.
They paused as they reached the back door, each of them pulling up against one side. Ryker opened the door and glanced out. Nearly fully dark out there now. Flashes of gunfire lit up the treeline in front.
‘They know that’s where we’re going,’ Ryker said.
‘Maybe,’ Travers said. ‘They could follow on foot that way, but they won’t get their vehicles through.’
A scream of pain from somewhere close by outside. The look on Travers’s face…
‘Come on,’ Ryker said. He slipped outside, keeping close to the wall of the barn. His exit coincided with a lull in gunfire. He heard voices. The attacking party giving each other orders.
Then another hiss, coming from somewhere at the front of the building.
‘Run!’ Ryker shouted. Not that he thought the blast from the RPG would directly impact them, on the far side of the building, but he hoped moving during the commotion would at least provide some level of cover.
Still, the explosion nearly took him from his feet. Ryker flung himself forward into the undergrowth by the trees, pulling up against a thick trunk. Travers did the same with the next tree along. Ryker looked at the mess they’d left behind, the barn ablaze, the heat from the flames intense even from twenty yards away. The blast had been even more severe than the first grenade. The flames more intense too. Had the detonation caused an electrical fire? Hit a gas tank?
He looked at Travers… anger on her face.
‘I told you,’ she said.
Ryker didn’t respond. With the glow of the flames, he could just make out the movement of dark shapes off to the left. Then gunfire once more. Had they found Travers’s remaining two colleagues?
‘Who has the key for the Jeep?’ Ryker asked.
‘Khan.’
Ryker wondered if he was already dead or not.
‘If you hadn’t tossed my earpiece, maybe we could have figured this out.’
Another cry of pain. Another of Travers’s guys?
‘This way,’ Ryker said, crouched as low as he could as he moved along the inner edge of the trees, toward where he’d heard the earlier cry of pain.
‘Ryker, the Jeep’s the other–’
‘No point in going there without the key.’
He pulled up against the heavily mottled trunk of an oak. He indicated to Travers with his head, to the lifeless shape a few yards away.
Travers said nothing as she scooted over and flipped the dead man over onto his back.
‘Got it,’ she said, taking the key fob in her grasp, no obvious display of emotion as she looked down to the glassy eyes of her colleague, but Ryker could tell she was bottling it. For now.
He flinched when a bullet thwacked into the tree trunk right by him, followed by a trail of bullets smacking the ground nearby.
Travers yanked the carbine rifle from Khan’s death grip and moved further into the trees. Ryker rolled away from his position, lifted his gun as he lay flat on his back and pulled his forefinger on the trigger, again, again, again. Four rounds. Three targets. Two hits. The two men he’d shot crumpled. The one he’d missed darted off to his right. Ryker took aim…
The guy’s head jolted back. A spray of red erupted from his skull, lit up from the flames of the blazing barn. But Ryker hadn’t fired the shot. To his left. Travers’s colleagues. Two of them still alive. They moved to the fallen man, heavy duty weapons in their hands, a beam of red light coming from each, the red dots dancing across the ground as though searching.
Nothing they could do about the RPG. Ryker saw it before they did. Tried to shout out in warning. They realised at the last moment and dove for cover. The rocket-propelled projectile smacked down between them. The explosion flung them up, somersaulted them, tore into them. Superheated air, shrapnel, the sheer force of the blast…
Ryker turned and raced further into the trees.
Travers. Where was she?
‘Ryker.’ Her voice little more than a whisper. He couldn’t see her features, just the dark shape moving. He followed her. And followed her. A hundred yards. Two hundred. He looked over his shoulder every now and then. The light from the burning barn faded. The sounds… gone too. Chasing pack? Possibly still out there, but Ryker wouldn’t stop to wait for them.
A clearing ahead. A dirt-track road. A dark object, its form just visible from the sheen caused by the moonlight on its metalwork.
‘You drive,’ Ryker said.
‘I wasn’t giving you the option,’ Travers said, out of breath.
The lights on the car flashed as she unlocked it. Ryker glanced behind again. Would the attackers see that?
Travers jumped into the driver’s seat. Ryker jumped into the passenger side. Travers tossed her so far unused weapon onto Ryker’s lap.
‘Go!’ Ryker screamed when he saw movement in the trees.
He opened the window. It wouldn’t move quickly enough.
Travers fired on the engine. The headlights beamed.
‘Turn them off!’ Ryker shouted, though Travers had already done so before he’d finished the command, but not before the light had given him a glimpse of the three men bearing down on them.
One of them crouched. Grenade launcher on his shoulder.
Ryker stuck the barrel of the rifle out of the still not quite fully opened window. Impossible to aim like that. He did his best. He pulled down on the trigger as Travers floored the accelerator. The volley of fire went high, wide. Enough of a distraction to at least cause the attackers to pause…
No. Not quite.
A flare of light. RPG. The grenade fizzed toward them…
‘Hold on!’ Travers said. Had she seen it too?
She swerved right. Ryker didn’t even have his belt on. His body went left. His face smacked into the door frame. He nearly lost the rifle.
Boom.
Not a direct hit, but the explosion lifted the back of the Jeep from the ground. Ryker lifted fully off his seat, heading forward. This time he did let go of the rifle, so that he could put his hand out to stop his head smacking into the dashboard. The Jeep crashed back down. Travers fought with the steering as the Jeep veered left and right.
She got it under control. Ryker pushed himself back in his seat. Took a few heavy breaths to get his focus back. He looked over at Travers. Face like thunder now.
He picked up the rifle again then closed his window. Seat belt. Then he simply sat for a few moments, getting used to the relative calm. He glanced in the side mirror. No signs of anyone chasing them now.
‘Good job,’ Ryker said.
Travers said nothing, just carried on driving, her eyes not once leaving the barely visible track that lay ahead.
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They didn’t speak for several minutes. Not until Travers had successfully navigated them from the dirt track and back onto tarmac. She was the one to break the silence.
‘They’re dead because of you,’ she said, her anger clear now that the adrenaline of the fight – previously keeping her focus elsewhere – had worn off.
What was Ryker supposed to say to that?
‘All you had to do was come with me when I asked.’
‘All you had to do was convince me,’ Ryker said. ‘It was your choice to arrive with guns, pointed at me, and give me virtually no explanation for what was happening.’
She shook her head as though she couldn’t see his point at all. Yes, he felt bad that her colleagues – friends? – were dead. He didn’t want that. But he wasn’t to blame. Not fully at least.
‘Now would be a good time for you to tell me everything,’ Ryker said.
‘Or maybe I should just kick you out and feed you to the sharks.’
‘You think that’ll make you feel better?’
She didn’t respond.
‘I’m in this car because you asked me to be here,’ he said. ‘If you want to change your mind, stop right here. I’m happy on my own.’
‘You’re here because I asked you to be? Yeah. I did. And your delay meant three good men are dead.’
Good men? He didn’t know enough to agree with that.
‘You’ve been following me around since Rome. At any point you could have come out into the open and told me who you are, what you want, but instead you chose to sneak up on me and point a gun at my back, cornering me in that barn.’
She huffed but didn’t say anything.
‘Where are we going?’ Ryker asked. He’d seen on the road signs that they were heading closer to Salzburg. The destination he’d had on his list from Devereaux’s Opel?
‘Another safe house?’ Ryker suggested.
‘Yes.’
‘On the outskirts of Salzburg.’ He took out his phone, found the co-ordinates, and the address he’d already translated from them. He input the address into the Jeep’s satnav.
‘Yeah?’ Ryker asked, looking to Travers for confirmation.
She looked at the screen. To Ryker. Back to the road.
‘Am I right?’ Ryker said.
‘Close enough,’ Travers said, showing no obvious reaction to Ryker’s knowledge.
‘Just over an hour until we get there,’ Ryker said. ‘Plenty of time to talk.’
‘I have nothing to say to you.’
‘No?’
‘Not now. Plans have changed. We’ll get to the safe house. I’ll call in, explain what’s happened and why three people I’ve known for years are now dead. I’ll ask my boss what he wants to do with you. If he sees fit, I’ll answer any question you want to ask me.’
‘But until then, what? Silence?’
‘Until then keep your mouth shut and let me drive.’
And that was exactly what Ryker did, however frustrated he felt during the onward journey. He got no sense that Travers’s mood had mellowed as they neared their destination. They entered a largely suburban area, not too dissimilar to the area where David Muller had lived in Graz. Travers took a right turn onto the road they were looking for. Quite a different feel to the isolated safe house they’d come from. Did that make Ryker feel more or less safe here? He wasn’t sure.
‘Shit,’ Travers said, slowing the car to a crawl.
Ryker glanced to the satnav screen which suggested they were still not quite at their destination. Same as before, the co-ordinates hadn’t been a hundred per cent accurate.
But then, as Ryker looked out of Travers’s window, he realised exactly which house they were looking for, and the reason for Travers’s expletive. The building was nothing but a charred, hollow shell, with blackened stains rising up the brickwork from the blown-out windows.
‘I’m guessing this isn’t how you left it,’ Ryker said.
Travers shot him a glare. ‘No. It’s not.’
‘And when did you leave here. Exactly.’
‘Before I ever set eyes on you.’
Not a particularly clear answer.
‘I need to make a phone call.’
She carried on driving, finally pulling to a stop by the side of the road on the next street. She put her phone to her ear and waited. And waited.
‘Maybe he’s out for dinner,’ Ryker said.
Travers sighed and put her phone onto her lap. ‘You’re not as amusing, or as charming, as you think you are.’
‘And I don’t think you’re as bitter and angry as you’re trying to show me. I think you’re just in shock.’
She huffed. ‘Shock? You think this is the first time I’ve seen action on my job? The first time events haven’t gone as planned?’
Ryker watched her, waiting to see if she’d expand.
‘Now it’s my turn to give you two options,’ he said.
Travers looked away from him, out of her window.
‘I don’t know what your mission is, what your orders are, or how they’ll now change, but I’m going back to Graz. Option one, you come with me, and on the way we talk and figure out if we really could be on the same side here, because I’m still far from convinced. Option two, you stay here and wait to speak to your boss. But I’m not hanging around.’
She didn’t say anything as she continued to stare out of her window. After a few moments she simply turned her head and looked at the road in front and pulled away.
A silent journey once more. At least to start with. Ryker intended to give Travers the chance to break the silence, but eventually got too bored waiting.
‘This is all to do with David Muller,’ Ryker said.
‘Is that a question?’
‘Yes.’
‘It’s not all to do with him, but he’s very important. He was very important.’ She quickly looked over at Ryker, an accusatory glint in her eyes. ‘Another death at your hands. Bad luck, bad judgement or plain old sabotage?’
He didn’t bother to bite back, even if her snarky tone was beginning to irritate him.
‘So why is he important?’ Ryker asked. ‘Because of his work for Villeneuve?’
‘Yes.’
‘What specifically?’
‘I can’t tell you that.’
‘Because you don’t know the answer, or because you’re holding back still?’
‘Next question.’
‘Is Daniel Fleishman involved?’
‘Why is that relevant to you?’
‘Is he, or is he not involved?’
‘Obviously, one way or another, yes, given this is about Villeneuve.’
‘Does he know what Muller was doing?’
‘You’d have to ask him.’
Another unhelpful response.
‘And what is your involvement?’ Ryker asked.
Travers sighed. ‘Look, Ryker, this is getting tedious now. Let me tell you what I can tell you. I work for a branch of British intelligence that you’ve never heard of and you don’t need to know anything about. Needless to say you’re familiar with the type of work we do, given your own time with the now defunct JIA.’
That same accusatory tone at that last part, as though it was Ryker’s fault that the JIA had to be disbanded as a result of political pressure, when various details of their operations came into the public eye. And yes, that was down to his actions, in a way, but that was besides the point.
‘I was put together in a team of four to come to Austria to prepare for an extraction. We weren’t told who or what we were extracting, but were given that burned-out house in Salzburg as our initial safe house while we planned the op. While there we learned more. Our mission was to find David Muller and escort him to a safe location and to await further instruction. We were given minimal further detail. We prepared the location you were at earlier and then two weeks ago we arrived on Muller’s doorstep in Graz where we drugged him and took him.’
‘Couldn’t you have asked nicely?’
‘We could have. We chose not to.’
‘And then?’
‘And then we stayed there at the safe house. Several days. Muller wasn’t our prisoner but he wasn’t happy to be there either.’
‘Why several days?’
‘Because we were told to wait. Because we were told there was heat and we were safer to stay put than to move.’
‘Heat from who?’
She didn’t answer.
‘The same people who attacked us tonight?’
‘Yes.’
‘And they work for?’
‘You really don’t know any of this? I thought you were supposed to be an elite operative?’
Ryker smiled at that, and saw just the smallest break in Travers’s stony façade.
‘They work for Mossad,’ she said. ‘Or close enough.’
Mossad. The national intelligence agency for Israel. Spying, black ops. Ryker had come across their agents in various capacities over the years. Sometimes on their side, sometimes working against them. The people he’d met, the reputation of others, painted them as being as highly trained and ruthless as agents of any other elite spy organisation.
‘Why are we up against Israel?’
‘There is no we.’
‘Then why are you?’
She didn’t answer.
‘How does Leia Devereaux fit into this?’ Ryker asked.
Travers glanced at him again but said nothing.
‘What?’ Ryker asked.
‘Honestly? I was hoping that was where you’d fill in for me.’
‘You were?’
‘I knew nothing about Leia Devereaux until the night she turned up at that barn and took Muller from us. She swept him from under our noses in the middle of the night.’
Ryker stared over at Travers until she glanced and caught his eye.
‘What?’ she asked.
‘You were all sleeping or what?’
‘What are you trying to say?’
‘Four of you were looking after a high value asset and you lost him in the middle of the night to a one-person attack team?’
‘Are you suggesting I’m lying?’
More like he was suggesting a certain level of carelessness, but then he did know to never underestimate Leia Devereaux.
‘You said you didn’t know about Devereaux before. So what do you know about her now?’
‘That she’s a lethal hired gun. Unhinged, some would say. I have no idea who hired her, or exactly to do what. What I do know, is that she travelled several hundred miles from Austria with Muller to find you in Rome.’
A suspicious glare.
‘She did. And you got lucky with the car she bought for the job, and you managed to track her there.’
‘Yes,’ Travers said. ‘But only to observe. We had no idea Mossad would jump in and cause a shitstorm for us there.’
‘You’re blaming them for Muller’s death?’
‘It’s either you or them at fault for what happened to him. Maybe both.’
‘If Muller is now dead, why are Mossad still interested in me?’
‘They want something,’ Travers said.
‘Something physical? Information?’
Travers said nothing.
‘You must know something about why Muller is so important,’ Ryker said.
‘He’s important because I was told he is.’
Did he believe that was all she knew?
‘And Devereaux?’
‘As far as we know, Mossad took her. Whether she’s alive or dead, I really have no clue.’
Ryker stared at Travers for several seconds, searching for any tell on her face. He got nothing. Did that mean she’d given him the truth? He really didn’t know. She was a cool character. Grumpy, but cool.
The dashboard dinged and an orange light blinked on.
‘Fuel?’ Ryker said.
‘Forty-two miles left,’ Travers responded.
They were a lot further than that from Graz.
‘I saw a sign for a petrol station a few miles back.’
As the words passed her lips another sign came into view in the near distance. Two miles to go.
‘Convenient,’ Ryker said. ‘Both for the Jeep, and for an end to this conversation.’
‘Tell me about it,’ Travers said, just the faintest hint of a smile.
She pulled into the empty petrol station a short while after.
‘The cap’s on your side,’ she said. ‘You fill up. I’ll go pay.’
‘A drink would be nice too,’ Ryker said.
Travers rolled her eyes as she opened her door. Ryker stepped out and moved to the pumps and lifted a nozzle free. He turned back, expecting to see Travers strolling across the forecourt.
She was still behind the wheel.
The engine rumbled on, then the Jeep shot away. It lurched on its suspension as she twisted the wheel and the Jeep headed back onto the road at speed before blasting off out of sight.
‘Predictable,’ Ryker said with a sigh. ‘Although apparently not predictable enough.’
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To say he’d had a busy day was an understatement. He’d not left the office in hours. Darkness had fallen, everyone else had gone home. Davis Bracey was left to work through the many obstacles that now blocked what at one point had seemed a straightforward arrangement.
Once again, Clayton Morrison didn’t have the courtesy to call ahead before his next visit, though Bracey did at least feel a bit more prepared for the MI6 man this time.
Morrison had Bracey under surveillance? Two could play that game.
‘Come in,’ Bracey said in response to the knock on the door.
Morrison opened up and moved inside, a snide look on his face once more – just pleased that he’d again managed to slip inside this highly secured building with apparent ease? Bracey wanted to ask about that, what favours he’d pulled or whose palms he’d greased, but he wouldn’t. No point in stroking this guy’s ego.
‘You’re putting the hours in, I’ll give you that,’ Morrison said.
‘Take a seat,’ Bracey responded, indicating the chair on the other side of his desk.
Morrison took it. Even that simple gesture, the roles reversed in this room, made Bracey feel all the more relaxed and confident compared to earlier in the day. This was his space, and he held sway.
‘We’ve got a lot to talk about,’ Morrison said.
‘We do?’
‘You know what? I’ve had a long day too. I want to be at home with my wife and my daughter, not sitting here with you–’
‘I’m not stopping you.’
‘No. Moral fucking obligation is stopping me. But you can make my life harder, or easier. Choose wisely.’
‘What can I do for you?’ Bracey said, clasping his hands together on the desk, enjoying seeing Morrison agitated.
‘Don’t look so smug. You’ve no right. David Muller. Tell me why Unit Twelve were interested in him.’
This time Bracey was prepared.
‘If you’ve been doing your homework,’ Bracey said, ‘then you’ll know by now the nature of the operation in France.’
‘Counterterrorism is the bullshit listed on the sign-off.’
‘And David Muller is a suspected terrorist,’ Bracey said.
‘Was,’ Morrison said. ‘He’s dead. Which I’m certain you know by now.’
‘Yes. I do know that.’
‘And from what I understand, Muller was a nobody, some researcher for a pharma company.’
‘David Muller wasn’t working alone in his plot. And if you’ve had access to our files, which I’m sure you have by now, you’ll know he was suspected of planning a very large chemical attack in Israel. Against Palestinians. Potentially thousands of lives were at stake.’
‘I call bullshit.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Tell me the real story.’
‘This isn’t a story, this–’
‘Not long ago the Israeli government concluded a pretty damn shady deal with the French government that saw a very dangerous woman, Leia Devereaux, released from prison. Have you heard of her?’
Bracey had. Now. He hadn’t before today.
‘Devereaux tracked down members from Unit Twelve out on your op in France. She took David Muller from them. Then she travelled to Rome to meet up with a man called James Ryker.’
‘Apparently so.’
‘Glad we’re on the same page so far. I’ve met Ryker. A long time ago. You wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of this guy. Which side of his would you say you’re on right now?’
Bracey folded his arms.
‘Muller was killed in Rome,’ Morrison said. ‘The local police are claiming James Ryker did that. Unless you’re about to tell me he was working for you, for Unit Twelve, then that claim is another aspect of this story I don’t like.’
Bracey still said nothing.
‘So?’ Morrison prompted.
‘What?’
‘Is Ryker working with Unit Twelve?’
‘No.’
‘Exactly. So now we have the question of what interest a dangerous assassin, recently released from prison because of the sway of someone in the Israeli government, would have in a man you’re claiming was about to launch a terrorist attack in that country.’
‘There seems to be a pretty straightforward answer to that, I’d say.’
‘You’re telling me you, with the help of Unit Twelve, were in charge of thwarting a terrorist attack in Israel, about to be perpetrated by some random researcher from a pharma company in Austria? But you didn’t bother to co-ordinate with the Israeli government? That they sent their own operative – an assassin who was previously behind bars in France – after Muller without your knowledge?’
‘It’s not ideal, but–’
‘Not ideal? That sounds like the biggest mess I’ve ever heard of, and I’ve seen some big messes, believe me. And even if you get me to believing that part, do you know what this comes back to?’
‘No. But I’m sure you’re about to tell me.’
‘It comes back to you, Davis Bracey. What the fuck does any of this have to do with you?’
Bracey tried not to show his anger, but the way Morrison said that…
‘I’d love to know your theory,’ Bracey said.
‘Oh, you’ll get it, any second now. But one more question first. Peter Winter. What’s your explanation for his involvement?’
‘I don’t even know that name.’
‘No. You don’t, do you? Just like I’m betting not long ago you didn’t know the names of Leia Devereaux or James Ryker either, which shows me exactly how out of depth you are. Out of touch too.’
Both men went silent. Peter Winter? Was the name vaguely familiar?
‘Jesus, Davis, I can see the cogs turning behind your eyes,’ Morrison said, shaking his head with what appeared to be genuine disappointment. ‘Winter was a commander in the JIA. You know of them?’
Bracey did. The JIA was a clandestine agency that operated kind of like Unit Twelve now did. Except bigger, and with even less direct governmental oversight.
‘The JIA’s gone, but most of their top dogs got moved sideways,’ Morrison said. ‘Winter was put in charge of counterterrorism in the Middle East. A vastly experienced guy. We have lots of them, with access to the best intel. But you’re telling me you were in charge of foiling this plot by Muller, without even knowing about our key MI6 assets over there?’
Bracey tried to think quickly, to come back before Morrison could say anything more. He failed.
‘Peter Winter was in contact with David Muller,’ Morrison said. ‘I know that now. And I also know that Winter has gone to ground since. No one has seen or heard from him in weeks. So there’re only two options here that I see. Either David Muller was a terrorist, like you claim, working in cahoots with one of the most experienced leaders of clandestine operations our country has produced, or you’re full of shit. Oh. And Ryker and Winter were good friends, I heard. So add him into that mix of bad guys too.’
‘You know what?’ Bracey said.
‘What?’
‘You shouldn’t have bothered. You shouldn’t have bothered to stick your neck into this. You have no idea what–’
‘What I’m up against? The Syndicate? Is that what you’re thinking? You think, having spent more than twenty years working for MI6, that a bunch of old white men with too much money and egos bigger than their cocks scare me?’
Bracey said nothing.
‘Tell me I’m wrong,’ Morrison said. ‘Tell me you’re not working for them. Tell me you’re really the Kingmaker. A government adviser who just happens to wield enough clout to have been instrumental in the rise and fall of our last two prime ministers. A government adviser who gets himself into a position to run a group from Unit Twelve on a supposed counterterror op, working against the country that’s about to be a target. Working against our own man in charge of counterterror in that country.’
Silence. Morrison held Bracey’s eye for what felt like an age.
‘You have a curious imagination,’ Bracey said.
Morrison snarled and shook his head. ‘Poor, Davis. That’s a really poor comeback, even for you.’
Morrison got to his feet and moved for the door.
‘One thought for you, Clayton,’ Bracey said.
Morrison turned around, a curious look on his face as though he couldn’t understand Bracey’s new-found assuredness.
‘Say you’re right. About this secret organisation. The Syndicate, or whatever you want to call it. An organisation run by some of the most powerful people in history. People powerful enough to control entire governments. Yet here you are, coming after me. Little old me. Davis Bracey, the Kingmaker, question mark. Doesn’t that just show how off the mark you are?’
‘No,’ Morrison said. ‘I know exactly what I’m onto here, even if I’m only just scratching the surface. It just so happens that you’re the scum floating on top.’
Morrison opened the door and strode out. No slam this time. Bracey watched his foe march along the corridor, through the doors to the lifts and out of sight. Only then did he let out the breath he’d been holding. Then he just sat there, working over the conversation in his head. Morrison knew too much. Way too much. But perhaps not enough to make a difference now. Whatever the guy’s thoughts on Bracey, the fact remained that if he had the whole story, even more of the story than he’d explained, he wouldn’t have been sitting in this office.
Bracey was so deep in thought, the boom from the street below caught him off-guard, even though he’d expected it. Even from four storeys up, several buildings along, the explosion was big enough to cause the floor to shake, the desk to quake, the windows to bend and shudder. How they didn’t shatter…
The echo of the explosion dissipated before a strange silence. No, not a silence, just Bracey’s ears and senses recovering from the furore of the blast. Car alarms blared, he heard shrieking, and the rat-a-tat as dust and debris pelted the window behind him.
Bracey stood from his chair and moved to the glass. He peered out. Black smoke billowed into the air from beyond the security gates at the edge of Downing Street, the burning vehicle it came from just visible from his vantage point. Shocked and horrified bystanders scuttled along the pavement below.
How many people were dead, hurt… no way for Bracey to tell.
One thing he did know, was that Clayton Morrison wouldn’t be causing him problems anymore.
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Daniel Fleishman’s home was nice. Very pleasant. Not as big or as extravagant as some homes of the rich she’d been to – people she’d worked for, or against. But there were many degrees to richness, Devereaux had seen over the years. Such a vast difference existed, for example, between someone who had ten million compared to ten billion. Fleishman fell somewhere between those two, and certainly could have afforded something bigger than this place, Devereaux felt, though she also knew that the man had a… complicated relationship with his wealth. In that, he wasn’t really in control of it all himself. He hadn’t really made it all himself either.
She lay back on the bed. The soft, clean sheets smelled divine. So fresh. She imagined the detergent was called Spring Walk or something silly like that, but if she closed her eyes and took a long, slow, inhale, she really could imagine herself in serenity.
Perhaps that was as much to do with the fact that she was still overcoming her recent ordeal though. A rock-hard mattress at a local hostel would probably feel damn good too.
Noise downstairs. The front door. He’d been working late.
Devereaux flicked the main light off in the bedroom, leaving only the soft glow of the dimmed bedside lamp. She waited. Heard his gentle footsteps downstairs – considerate. He obviously didn’t want to wake his girlfriend. Eventually he moved to the stairs. A creak as he moved across the landing. Devereaux took a deep breath. Her heart steadily drummed against her ribs – hopeful anticipation.
He reached the door. She could tell because of the thin shadow falling through the gap where a swathe of light spilled in from the landing. He paused there a moment, the delay causing Devereaux’s heart to beat faster and she let out a low expectant murmur – not entirely intentionally.
Fleishman pushed the door open slowly, the bottom of the wood brushing gently across the thick pile carpet.
‘Baby,’ he said. ‘You’re awake.’
‘Awake and ready for you, baby.’
She laughed when she saw his hand whip up to the wall. The central light flicked on. He stared down at her. Surprise. Disgust. Fear.
‘What the fuck!’ he shouted.
‘Hey, you,’ Devereaux said, slowly drawing her bare legs up the sheets.
‘Where’s Bee?’
‘Beatrix? The tennis player you’ve been screwing. The one who’s been screwing her coach too?’
His face reddened.
‘She left already. It’s just you and me.’
Devereaux stood up from the bed. She pulled gently on the cord around her waist and the sides of the silk dressing gown flapped open.
‘What the hell are you… is that–’
‘She has some beautiful things,’ Devereaux said, her voice soft as she took a couple of steps toward Fleishman, who remained rooted by the door. She slipped the gown from her shoulders to fully reveal the lacy lingerie. ‘I’m a little jealous, really. You never buy me anything like this.’
Fleishman rushed forward and he grabbed Devereaux’s wrist and he squeezed hard.
‘Where is she? If you hurt her–’
Devereaux whipped her hand free and stared up into Fleishman’s eyes.
‘She’s fine. She came home. Then she went away. I’m not sure she’ll be coming back.’
‘She saw you? Like… this?’
‘Just the way you found me. She didn’t seem as impressed as you though.’
She brushed her hand across his groin. He flinched. Then slapped her hard across the face and Devereaux reeled back, cheek stinging.
‘How dare you,’ he said.
‘You’d rather I’d slit her throat and drained her in your fancy bathtub?’
His eyes narrowed as he glared at her with hatred.
‘You think you scare me?’ Fleishman said. ‘You think I feel intimidated by a psycho like you?’
‘Scared?’ Devereaux said. ‘Why would you be scared of me?’
She stepped up to him again. He trembled, but she was pretty sure it was with anger. She reached up and he froze as she planted her lips onto his neck.
‘Get the fuck off me!’ he boomed, grabbing her shoulders and pushing her back.
Devereaux lost her footing and fell onto the mattress, bouncing a couple of times, giggling in delight as she did so. Fleishman didn’t find it so funny.
‘Why are you so angry?’ she asked, propping herself up on her elbows. She pulled her feet onto the end of the bed and swung her legs open, closed.
‘Why are you here?’
She shrugged. ‘Why do you think?’
‘Enough.’ He put his hand to her knee to stop her moving. ‘Why. Are. You. Here.’
‘To get what’s owed to me.’
‘I’m not paying you a thing. You know why? You didn’t do your fucking job.’
‘Didn’t I?’
‘You were…’ He stopped himself, and looked around the room, as though suddenly concerned about someone overhearing. ‘You were supposed to kill him,’ he said, more quietly.
‘Is David Muller not dead?’ Devereaux responded.
He opened his mouth to speak but then said nothing.
‘I want my money,’ Devereaux said. ‘In fact, I think I’d like more. Two million. Given the… issues I’ve had because of you.’
‘What are you talking about?’
She didn’t say anything. She’d gain nothing by explaining – reliving – her mistreatment at the hands of Roseman and co.
‘Of course, I’m prepared to offer a discount in return for certain… bonus extras.’
She blew him a kiss and noticed the gleam in his eyes as his gaze flitted to her body.
‘I’ll tell you what,’ Fleishman said. ‘I’ll give you your money. When the problems you’ve caused are dealt with.’
‘Problems?’
‘I’ve got some madman breathing down my neck. James Ryker.’
Devereaux laughed. ‘Ryker? He’s come after you?’
She stood from the bed. Now this was interesting.
‘You know him?’ Fleishman asked.
‘I know him very well.’
‘You need to keep him away from me. Permanently.’
‘That’ll cost you a lot more than two million.’
He moved up to her, as threatening as he could be. He grabbed both her wrists, pinning her hands and arms down by her sides.
‘You don’t seem to get this, do you?’ he said, a vindictive sneer on his face. ‘You’ll do what I tell you to do.’
She tried to pull from his grip but he held on too strongly.
‘Do you understand me? Get rid of Ryker. Then I’ll pay you. And I’ll consider how much based on how good a job you do.’
Devereaux said nothing but with him holding her hands by her side she stretched her fingers out and circled them around his upper thigh. He didn’t resist as she pulled her hand across to his crotch. His anger dissipated as he gazed down at her.
‘A bit of fun first?’ she said. ‘And perhaps I’ll agree to your deal?’
‘You’re fucking crazy.’
‘But you like it, right?’
He let go of her wrist and grabbed her throat.
‘Do I?’
She couldn’t tell at first if he was playing or not, but after a few seconds he squeezed harder.
‘Let go of me,’ she said.
But he only squeezed harder still on her neck.
‘I told you,’ he said. ‘You don’t scare me.’
She panted and tried to smile, tried to show she was in control but his grip on her neck only grew stronger still, pressure building in her skull as she strained. Would he really choke her?
Enough.
She took her hand from his groin and snapped at his wrist to free her other arm. She swiped at his legs, aiming to topple him, knowing that his grip on her would loosen as he fell.
Except… he moved more quickly than she’d anticipated. He did let go of her neck, but as they fell he somehow swivelled and retook hold of her right arm and she landed on the floor first, face down, him on top. He held her arm in a lock, the shoulder joint ready to pop.
‘You think I don’t know how to fight?’ he said.
He pulled on her arm a little harder and she winced in pain.
‘You’re nothing, Leia Devereaux. A pretty face. A finger to pull a trigger. Whether you walk out of this house alive is down to me and no one else.’
Devereaux squirmed again.
He laughed.
‘It’s simple physics,’ he said. ‘I’m bigger than you. You won’t win.’
She writhed. Not to try to release herself though. Instead, she lifted her hips and ground her backside against him.
‘So macho! Daniel, have you any idea how wet I am right now.’
‘Are you for real?’
Yes. She was. She definitely fucking was.
Her free arm reached behind and she grabbed the back of his neck and yanked his head down toward her. She dug her fingers into the bundle of nerve endings there and his grip on her arm loosened as he tensed up.
From there it was easy. She slipped from his grip, slipped from underneath him. Took hold of his arm. Twisted as she pushed her body back down onto his.
Yes, she was smaller. A lot quicker too.
She pushed his arm to bursting point, like he had with her. No bluff from her though. She pulled down hard and Fleishman squealed like a pig as his arm cracked. She let go and bounced to her feet as Fleishman turned himself over, cradling his stricken limb.
‘Simple physics,’ Devereaux said. ‘That elbow joint wasn’t supposed to bend that way.’
Was that physics? Who cared.
‘You bitch!’ he shouted, spit flying from his mouth. ‘You’ll pay for this.’
‘No, Daniel. You’ll pay. That’s all I want from you now.’ She held a finger in the air. ‘Actually, sorry, that’s not true.’
She moved across to the bed, keeping an eye on him in case he did anything stupid.
She reached down and picked up the briefcase. She placed it on the bed and opened it up.
Fleishman glared at her. Anger, mostly. But also fear, confusion.
‘You want to know what this is?’ she said, holding up the syringe.
Fleishman said nothing.
‘I don’t really know either,’ Devereaux said with a laugh. ‘Chemicals. It’s all chemicals. Just like what goes on in our bodies. That’s how it was explained to me, at least, but perhaps… more eloquently.’
‘You’re insane!’ Fleishman said, tending to his floppy arm like he couldn’t understand why it wasn’t working.
‘But do you know how I like to think of this?’
She moved closer to him and crouched down. She wondered whether he would fight back now… No, she didn’t think so.
‘I like to think of this as truth serum,’ Devereaux said. ‘And I’m sure, Daniel, it’s going to get you talking. So let’s see.’
She reached forward and noticed the fearful flicker in his eyes. She put paid to his attempt at fighting back by grabbing his injured arm and twisting and he screamed and writhed as she dug the needle in his leg and pressed the plunger.
At first he looked at her curiously, as though he had no idea what she’d just done and it wasn’t as bad as whatever he’d expected.
That didn’t last long.
‘You feel it?’ she asked, enthused as she watched the horror spread across his face. ‘Yeah, you feel it.’
She giggled in delight as he let out a harrowing scream. She watched a few moments then left him to endure his agony as she got dressed. She left on Beatrix’s fancy underwear though. Why not?
She sat on the end of the bed and waited, and waited, and watched, until finally Fleishman’s first experience of neural antagoniser wore off.
‘What do you think?’ she asked.
Fleishman said nothing, just panted and gasped and dribbled.
‘This is what we’ll do now. I have plenty more of this stuff, if you don’t think it’s worked yet.’
She reached toward the briefcase.
‘It worked!’ Fleishman bellowed. ‘It worked. Please.’
Devereaux smiled. ‘I’m glad to hear that. So now it’s time for you to talk. Tell me what you didn’t tell me the first time, when you hired me to kill David Muller. Tell me everything you know, everyone who’s involved and how. And then…’ Devereaux smiled, ‘… then we can discuss my salary once again.’
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Ryker was due a bit of luck, he felt, and so after shaking off his disappointment and irritation at Travers leaving him in the petrol station, nozzle in hand, he soon set about with his new plan. His return to Graz could wait, because he’d realised he was far closer to the safe house where the night’s events had started not long ago.
He hitched a ride along the main road to the point where he and Travers had earlier emerged from the dirt track. The entrance was barely visible really, and the man who’d given Ryker a ride, Gus, who was in his sixties and travelling to Salzburg to see his granddaughter for the first time, looked at Ryker as though he were insane for wanting to be left in the middle of nowhere.
Ryker watched the red lights of the car fade into the distance then set off on foot. Nearly two hours’ walk, at pace, but Ryker decided it would have taken nearly as long to get back to Graz by car anyway, and he was intrigued what he’d find when he returned to the likely now burned-out barn.
As for Travers? Ryker had his suspicions about why she’d ditched him, even after going to all of the effort, with her now dead colleagues, of tracking Ryker, and trying to get him to go with her. Most likely, in the short term, she was reacting to the assault on the barn. Even if her original intention – and instruction – had been to persuade Ryker to go with them, events had gone south. She’d lost her colleagues. She couldn’t reach her boss. She wasn’t in panic mode – she was too together for that, he thought – but she was in recoup mode. She would lay low, reach out to her boss again, discuss what had happened – without Ryker listening in – and await further instructions.
Could she have done all that with Ryker close by her? Of course.
The reason she hadn’t?
Their conversation, Ryker decided. Something about their conversation had alerted her. Something Ryker had asked, or told her, didn’t ring true with what she thought she knew of the situation, perhaps what information she’d been given by her boss, and so she’d made a spur-of-the-moment decision to alter her plans.
Which, in itself, was an interesting position.
Ryker went over and over the exchanges he’d had with Travers as he walked. Travers and her organisation had wanted Muller because he had something of value. Information, most likely. Either in his head, or saved somewhere. The only reason Ryker was of any value, or seen as a threat to anyone, was because they either believed Ryker had at least some of that information too, or knew where it was.
He didn’t. Perhaps Travers had simply realised that?
Ryker passed by the spot where the RPG had nearly torn apart Travers’s Jeep. No fire, or even smoke now, but the ring of burned grass and shrubs and the twisted, fallen young beech tree gave the spot away.
Not far now. Ryker moved a little more slowly and cautiously as he headed on through the woods that surrounded the barn. No sign of any fire, but wispy smoke swirled into the air above the treetops. It wasn’t until the smoking barn came into view that Ryker’s hunch proved right. The assault team – at least some of them – were still there. All quiet now the action had finished, but Ryker could see two men hanging by the back door of the barn. Black combat gear, weapons slung over their shoulders as they chatted. Not on guard, they were too casual. Just having a break. Or waiting for something.
Ryker carried on creeping through the woods, keeping an eye on the men. He came to the spot where he was sure Travers’s colleague – Khan? – had been felled earlier. No sign of the body now. Ryker felt around on the ground. A wet spot. Dark liquid. Definitely the same place. He looked across, just beyond the treeline, to where the other two British agents had been blown up by the RPG. Again, no sign of their bodies now. The Mossad crew were on clean-up.
But was there another reason for them still being here?
Ryker carried on moving, staying in the trees, aiming to cut around toward the front of the property. As he reached the side, he noticed the gaping hole in the ground floor of the barn where the first RPG had hit.
Ryker had mulled over the heavy-duty approach of Mossad. Not a subtle approach at all, especially if this was all to do with Muller, and what he knew. Wouldn’t they want Ryker alive if they thought he had information related to Muller’s work that was somehow so important to them? Wouldn’t they want the building intact if they believed Muller had hidden a device loaded with data somewhere?
He was still missing something. A lot, perhaps.
Only one vehicle sat at the front of the property now. Travers had said earlier that two had approached. So not all the Mossad crew had stayed on.
Also in view? Ryker’s motorbike, parked up just beyond the gates to the property. It looked intact. He still had the key. Good to know he had a clear escape route. But he wasn’t leaving so soon.
He spotted another sentry at the front of the property, looking a bit more alert than his friends at the back. Any more inside? Given they only had one vehicle, there couldn’t be many.
Ryker moved as close to the barn as he could while staying within the trees. He stopped and listened and watched… then made a dash across the open space to the corner where the barn had a new open-air wing.
He pulled up against the charred wood and glanced inside. He heard the soft fizzle of smouldering wood. Heard the quiet chat of the two at the back. Anyone inside? Not that Ryker could hear or see. He stepped in through the gaping hole, into the debris-filled front room of the barn. He moved slowly, carefully across, aiming for the central hallway. He stopped when he reached it and looked across to the far wall where the remains of Travers’s three colleagues were propped.
Ryker swallowed hard as he stared at them, twisted limbs, charred skin, lifeless eyes. They remained clothed, but no doubt they’d been searched and stripped of any valuables. But what valuables had they had? Phones? IDs? Which of the men still here had those belongings now?
Ryker moved across toward the front door which was now unlocked and ajar. He knew the man standing out front was only a couple of yards beyond. A creak above. A man’s shout. Not in surprise, or alert, but a call to his colleagues. The ones at the back door. Ryker rushed for the front, slipped out.
The man standing there heard him and spun and lifted his weapon to fire but Ryker was too close, too quick. He smacked the barrel of the gun with his forearm, pushing it up with enough sudden force to loosen the man’s grip so that he couldn’t fire. He balled his fist and drove it into the man’s throat.
Ryker came up behind him, arm around his neck, sleeper hold.
He eased the man down and held on a few seconds more, the aorta constricted. Long enough to make sure the brain was starved of oxygen and the man was unconscious, but not so long that any permanent brain damage would set in.
At least he didn’t think so.
Ryker let go and the man’s body flopped. He quickly checked his pockets. Plenty of tools, plenty of equipment.
Zip ties. Ryker clamped the guy’s ankles together, his wrists.
Phone? Ryker pocketed it. For now.
Voices beyond the front door. The same man as before was calling out. Hebrew, Ryker recognised, but it wasn’t one of the languages he was fluent in.
Where are you? Something like that.
Ryker pulled himself close to the wood frame of the barn, waiting. The man’s footsteps got louder. Ryker braced himself…
The man stepped out. He didn’t spot Ryker because his sight was naturally drawn to his friend in a heap on the floor. Ryker leaped forward. He pulled the loose carbine rifle from the man’s shoulder, drew the hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. He pulled one of the man’s arms into a hammerlock, pressed the blade up against the man’s neck.
‘Squirm and you’re dead,’ Ryker whispered into his ear.
He pushed him forward, into the doorway. The two guys from the back were there in the hall, near to the three dead bodies. When they clocked Ryker they both lifted their weapons.
‘You know me,’ Ryker said to them, keeping as much cover as he could behind the man he was holding. ‘You came here for me.’
He couldn’t make out much of the men’s faces in the darkness, but he could tell they didn’t seem too interested in Ryker’s revelation.
‘I know where it is,’ Ryker said. ‘I know where Muller hid it.’
A quick, and quiet exchange between the two men.
Then the man Ryker was holding shouted out and grabbed Ryker’s arm, the one holding the knife, and he ducked down and the men opened fire.
Ryker let go of the man. He kicked him forward and flung the knife at the shooters as he scuttled back and out of the front door. The cry of pain told him where the knife had landed. Fatal shot? Unlikely.
He grabbed the rifle from the floor by the unconscious man. Well, semi-conscious now. Then he raced back around the side of the building, to the hole in the wall. He spotted movement beyond. Ryker took quick aim and let off a volley of fire to the hallway. Direct hit. The shooter plummeted.
Ryker spun and went back the other way again. To the front. Where one of the men was tending to his friend on the ground. Aim. Fire. Shoulder and gut hit. The man went down screaming in pain. Ryker raced up to him. A kick to the face shut him up. Would he wake up? Maybe.
One left.
Ryker pulled against the wall again.
‘I have what you want,’ Ryker shouted.
No response. And he could hear nothing of the man. Was he still inside the house?
‘I also have your friends’ lives in my hands.’
Ryker looked to the two heaps by him. The tied man was now conscious and glaring. Ryker moved to him and hauled him up.
‘Let’s try this again,’ he said.
One arm around the man’s neck, the other pressing the rifle into his back, Ryker pushed the man forward, who hobbled as best he could with his ankles tied.
Ryker walked in through the door and paused. No sign of the shooter, but the other man he’d shot squirmed on the ground. He’d taken three bullets to his legs. Deliberately non-lethal shots from Ryker.
‘You came here for me,’ Ryker said, to the hidden man. ‘Let’s talk about that. While you still can.’
No response. But the man on the floor had a sudden burst of courage. Or insanity. He grabbed for his gun, lifted it…
Ryker beat him to it. Neck shot. Not what Ryker had wanted, but the man had forced his hand.
Then a battle cry erupted as the final fighter burst out from under the stairs. Ryker quickly adjusted his aim and pulled the trigger. The shots hit the man’s Kevlar, but didn’t stop him. Possessed, or running on adrenaline and survival instinct, the man continued to charge forward as he fired off. Ryker cowered. The man he was holding took several rounds from his supposed colleague.
Ryker pushed the now dead man away. The berserker smashed into him and they tumbled to the wooden floor. Their guns flew free, or had the guy dropped his deliberately? A moment later he had both his hands around Ryker’s throat. And he was strong. And Ryker was dazed from the fall. Bleeding from the back of his head? He couldn’t be sure but the man lifted Ryker up a few inches then slammed his skull into the floor and Ryker’s vision blurred. He scrabbled with his hands.
Knife. On the man’s belt. Ryker reached for it, his fingers brushed the handle…
He grasped the knife but the man realised and let go of Ryker’s neck and grabbed Ryker’s wrist and the two of them fought for control. Ryker used everything he had to twist the knife around but slowly, slowly, the tip of the blade arced his way instead, moving down all the time. He simply didn’t have the strength to make a difference.
The man clasped his other hand over Ryker’s, only adding to the inevitability…
Ryker still had his free hand. He lifted up, his whole torso bending up into a crunch. The blade pierced his skin as he did so. Ryker winced at the pain. The guy looked seriously surprised by the move.
He looked even more surprised when Ryker reached forward and grabbed the man’s scrotum and squeezed as hard as he could. So hard he was sure something popped, and it wasn’t just the man’s eyes.
Ryker swivelled, both men spun, Ryker ended on top, the knife twisted around, he pushed down – or was it only momentum? – and the blade sank several inches into the man’s upper chest.
His body quivered. Ryker locked eyes with him, snarling as he pushed down as hard as he could.
‘Your choice,’ Ryker said through gritted teeth before the man flopped and his eyes rolled up.
Ryker fell off him, looked to the ceiling gasping for air. His head pounded. He felt at the back of his skull. Definitely bleeding. The wound on his chest? Stitches needed, but no major damage done.
A groan outside. Still one man alive. Thankfully. Ryker hadn’t come here for bloodshed.
He pulled himself up and walked back outside where the man he’d shot had propped himself up against the outside wall, kind of like how he and his colleagues had propped up the corpses inside.
The man shook his head when he saw Ryker, but said nothing. No fight left in this one.
Ryker crouched down to him.
‘You’re losing blood fast,’ Ryker said, pointing to the gut wound. Unlucky for the guy really as he had a Kevlar vest on, but the bullet had hit underneath. ‘I can help you.’
The man locked eyes with Ryker but didn’t say anything.
‘You want to live, don’t you?’ Ryker asked.
The man still said nothing but his lips quivered. He was scared. However highly trained these guys were, however violent and ruthless they were, sometimes all that fell by the wayside when death stared them in the face.
‘I will help you,’ Ryker said, ‘if you help me.’
No words but the man looked at Ryker pleadingly.
‘You came here for me,’ Ryker said.
A nod.
‘Do you know who I am?’
‘J… Ja… Ryker.’
‘You were told to kill me?’
Their assault – both times – was so extreme, Ryker could see no alternative now.
A nod.
‘Why?’
‘We know… you don’t… h-have it.’
‘It? You mean Muller’s secret?’
No response at all to that question.
‘What is it? Tell me. What did Muller know that got him killed?’
A shake of the head this time. Did that mean he didn’t know the details, or only that he wouldn’t tell?
‘This is your last chance to give me some answers,’ Ryker said.
Nothing now from the man who closed his eyes.
Ryker reached forward and took hold of the man’s shoulder. He pushed his finger onto the bullet wound and the man cried out and writhed but had too little strength to fight back.
‘Don’t make me do this,’ Ryker said. ‘Help yourself.’
The man opened his eyes again. Showing that he was listening? Ryker lessened his grip.
‘What did Muller know?’
Another shake.
‘Now you’re on clean-up? You were told to kill me. Kill anyone who might cause a problem?’
‘Yes.’
‘And the information Muller had, it’s still out there?’
No response at all.
‘Leia Devereaux has it?’ Ryker suggested.
Shake of the head.
‘Do you have her?’
A pause.
‘Do you have Devereaux?’
‘Not… me.’
‘Where?’
Another shake of the head.
‘Where is she?’ Ryker asked, more forcibly, as he renewed his grip on the man’s shoulder.
‘I don’t know!’ the man yelled, suddenly more eloquent as if in response to the ramped-up pain.
‘Austria?’
‘No!’
‘Then where? Israel?’
‘Not that far, but… I don’t know. They took her east. P… please!’
‘How do you know it’s east?’
‘That’s the way we came here. It’s the way we’re leaving.’
‘By road? To Israel? That’s a long way.’
‘No. Romania.’
‘So she’s in Romania?’
‘I don’t know!’
Ryker thought for a moment.
‘You said you know who I am.’
A nod.
‘You were supposed to kill me tonight. Not because I have Muller’s information, but because you have to clean up. So who does have what you need?’
No response. Ryker took his hand from the man’s shoulder and pushed his fingers under his Kevlar onto the gurgling wound there. The man squealed and twisted, his face by now covered in thick sweat droplets, his skin pale. His fight was nearly over. Ryker doubted he could save him now even if he tried.
‘Who?’ Ryker asked.
‘I… don’t know him. Just… a name.’
‘Who!’ Ryker shouted.
‘Peter Winter!’ the man bellowed.
Ryker’s hand came free. More a subconscious reaction than anything else. Just about the last name he’d expected to hear. Had he even heard it right?
‘Peter Winter?’ Ryker said. ‘Peter Winter is involved?’
But the man said nothing in return. He was already dead.
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Peter Winter. Of all the names that the dead Mossad agent could have blurted.
Ryker had worked with Winter for years, taken orders from him, saved him from death. Having originally been the assistant to Ryker’s mentor, Mackie, Winter had assumed the role of Ryker’s boss within the secretive JIA several years ago. They’d not always seen eye to eye, Ryker hadn’t always liked him, and vice versa. At that point in time Ryker was, mentally at least, on his way out. He’d disconnected from the world of espionage. From the world of following orders to the nth degree, no matter what. He’d grown his own unique moral compass, grown to question orders, to question the authority they came from and the ulterior motives behind them, decisions which severely shortened his remaining career in British intelligence.
But Winter had still played an important role in Ryker’s life in the aftermath of his ‘retirement’, and Winter had, for a while, tried to convince Ryker to say close by him as an ad-hoc consultant of sorts. Or was gun-for-hire a more apt description? Whichever, Ryker had continued to help Winter, until the eventual implosion of the JIA, at which point Winter had moved off into another part of the intelligence services that Ryker knew nothing about. After that Ryker had, once and for all, moved away from his old boss.
Until now.
Ryker had no clue what Winter had been doing the last few years or how he’d become involved in Muller’s affairs. Was he running Travers and the others?
Ryker called him. At least, he called the last number he had for Winter. No answer. He also had an email address. A very specific email address that only the two men knew about, for the very purpose of them communicating in a time of need. Ryker sent a plain message.

We need to talk.

He left his number too, then got ready to move out.
Nearly an hour later, with no response from Winter, Ryker left the safe house on his motorbike, feeling a strange sense of reunion in doing so. He could have taken the powerful SUV the Mossad crew had arrived in but the beast was so much more conspicuous, and likely far more traceable. But Ryker hadn’t left empty-handed. Having quickly tended to his wounds – concluding he didn’t need stitches to his head, and deciding the wound on his chest could wait for proper attention – he’d thoroughly searched each of the many dead bodies in the house. Had searched what remained of the house itself too. He’d come to the same conclusion as the Mossad agents at some point had. Whatever information Muller had, it wasn’t stashed in hard form in that house.
He’d found no IDs on the Mossad agents, nothing to link them to the outside world except for their basic burner phones which had no internet, no saved contacts and, with the exception of one of the phones, no call or message history. The lack of relevant information suggested the phones had been regularly cleared, if they’d been used at all. Except for the device belonging to the man who Ryker had tussled with and stabbed in the chest. His phone had a single outgoing call, made shortly after Ryker and Travers had initially escaped the scene. Ryker made a mental note of the number, but he’d left all of the Mossad agents’ devices in the house.
As for Travers’s guys? He’d found nothing at all related to them, which only went to suggest that the Mossad agents had already taken whatever they’d found when the first vehicle had left.
Another thing he had found, though, were the two large petrol canisters in the house. The Mossad agents had planned on burning the barn, and the bodies, to the ground. They were done with that place. The only reason they hadn’t was because Ryker arrived too soon.
A clear-up. A cover-up.
Ryker, on the other hand, had left the dead where they lay. If the Austrian authorities or anyone else happened upon the massacre, then so be it. Perhaps Ryker would gain an ally even, or at least see pressure heaped on those who were out to harm him.
Which led to one key question: Where were the rest of the Mossad team now? Travelling back to where they were holding Devereaux? Or were they hanging close by, ready to come after Ryker once more, which they surely would.
He’d be ready.
Dawn had not long broken as Ryker approached Graz. He stayed on high alert as he navigated through ever increasingly familiar streets. Travers, Mossad, they were out there somewhere.
Ryker arrived at Fleishman’s home a little after seven am. He had to assume someone would be in, given the time, but still he decided to park in the same spot on the outside as the previous day, scale the wall and traipse across the lawn to the house, rather than go to the intercom at the gates.
He saw two cars parked up by the double garage, including Fleishman’s green Aston Martin. Also, as he neared the house, he spotted an extra security camera on the side wall, neatly covering the black spot where he’d entered the previous day. Interesting.
Regardless, Ryker hadn’t intended on going in that way today. Instead, he moved for the front door. He rang the bell. As he waited he peered in through the narrow window by the door. Clean and tidy inside. No sight of anyone. Until a middle-aged woman appeared from the kitchen, yellow rubber gloves over her hands. Early for a cleaner? She spotted Ryker and hesitated before walking forward.
‘Who are you?’ she called out when she was nearly at the door.
‘A friend of Daniel’s. Is he home?’
‘No.’
‘His car’s here.’
‘But he’s not. How did you get there?’ She peered over Ryker’s shoulder, as if checking the closed gates.
‘This is really important. I’m from the office.’
She glared at him through the window, as if debating what to do.
‘He had a driver collect him at six,’ she said.
‘Going where?’
‘Airport. What did you say your name was?’
Ryker said nothing as he thought. The woman was definitely on alert. Was she always like that or had she been prewarned by Fleishman and his girlfriend about what had happened the previous day, and the possibility of Ryker’s reappearance?
‘Thanks for your help,’ Ryker said with a smile. ‘Have a good day.’
He turned and walked off.
Fleishman had taken a car to the airport? A pre-planned trip, or was he fleeing because of Ryker?
The turn of events left Ryker with a couple of options. One, he could sneak back to the house, perhaps at night, and perform a more thorough search of the contents. Two, he could find where Fleishman had gone and follow him there.
And he had a good idea how to find out that information, so he chose option two.
Ryker travelled back into central Graz, not far from the hotel he’d stayed at previously. As much as thoughts of that place left a bitter taste – given the unknown intruders – the idea of a warm, comfy bed for a few hours certainly appealed.
Instead, Ryker picked up an extra-strong coffee as he made the final approach to his destination on foot. He tried calling Winter a second time but got the same response as before, which was no response at all. Straight to voicemail.
He had another phone number he could try, if he wanted some answers. The one the dead Mossad agent had called from the barn…
Ryker sipped at his coffee then took out his phone as he pressed his back up against the wall of a closed Italian restaurant. He watched the passers-by as he made the call. Would doing so alert Mossad that he was in Graz? Very possibly, but it wasn’t as if that would be a big shock to them, and really, if he caused them to descend once more, perhaps he’d get some more answers.
To his surprise the call was answered. A female voice. Ryker said nothing to her opening pleasantry.
‘Who is this?’ she said after a few seconds, English, but with the slightest of foreign accents.
‘James Ryker.’
Silence again.
‘And you are?’ he asked.
‘Not very happy that some of my colleagues are dead.’
‘Colleagues. Rather than your minions. Interesting. I thought perhaps you were the boss.’
She said nothing.
‘But I am sorry they’re dead. Unfortunately, it was their actions that led to it.’
‘Why are you calling me?’
‘Why are you trying to kill me?’
‘You’ll suffer for what you did.’
‘We’ll see about that. You have Leia Devereaux?’
No answer.
‘Your friend told me you do. Romania, is it? Is that where you are now?’
‘No, James Ryker. We’re a lot closer to you than that.’
The call ended. His heart ramped a little from her closing words and Ryker’s eyes flickered, scanning over the scene in front of him.
Close? How close?
He saw no one who didn’t belong. No imminent attack.
Had making the call been worth it?
Yes. And he’d leave his phone turned on, should the mystery woman decide to call back, or even try and trace him.
Ryker finished his coffee and completed his journey, finding the elegant stone apartment building a few minutes later. The block took up a corner spot on a quaint intersection where cafés with outdoor seats bustled with the early morning breakfast crowd – a mixture of business people and eager tourists.
Ryker sneaked in through the locked entrance doors of the apartment building when a young couple strolled out. He walked up the stairs to the fifth and top floor where there were only three apartment doors. He checked his watch. Still not quite eight am. Would anyone be home?
Ryker knocked. Heard footsteps. He placed his hand over the spyhole.
‘Yes?’ shouted the man on the other side.
‘Delivery.’
Locks released. A chain? The door opened an inch before Ryker lifted his foot and crashed it onto the wood to send it bursting open, smacking into the man who stood there.
Ryker stepped inside. The man reeled back in shock, holding his shoulder.
‘You?’ the man said.
‘Me.’
Ryker closed the door behind him.
Fleishman’s assistant, Julian Lindner, stood straight, eyes wide.
‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ Ryker said.
‘You already did!’ Lindner shouted, clutching his shoulder.
‘Okay, I’m not going to hurt you more than a little knock on your shoulder. Unless you do anything stupid anyway.’
‘Why are you here?’
‘Why are you?’
Lindner frowned. ‘Excuse me?’
‘Shouldn’t you be on your way to the office?’
Ryker looked up and down the man. He was dressed in jeans, no socks, a scruffy T-shirt. His hair was messy, he hadn’t shaved. A far cry from his sleek professional look of yesterday.
‘I’m working from home.’
Ryker smiled. ‘Yeah.’
Lindner frowned, clearly not impressed with Ryker’s insinuation. At least he’d got him to forget about the whole being scared thing.
‘So the boss has gone away?’ Ryker asked.
Lindner glared but said nothing.
‘Where to?’
No response.
‘Okay,’ Ryker said. ‘I’ll make this really easy for you. Help me out, then I leave. Try to cause me problems… a bruised shoulder will be the least of your worries.’
Lindner hesitated still. ‘Why are you doing this?’
‘Because in case you didn’t know already, I think your boss is a scumbag and I’m going to find the evidence to prove it.’
Lindner stared at him but said nothing.
‘You’re telling me you like that guy?’ Ryker asked.
‘Not really.’
‘Then we should get along very nicely. You have a computer?’
‘Yes.’
‘A work computer? Villeneuve?’
‘Yes.’
‘With access to Villeneuve servers?’
A nod.
‘And your boss’s email account?’
A slight delay before the nod this time.
Ryker smiled. ‘Then let’s get to work.’
Lindner said nothing before he turned on his heel and Ryker followed him through into a chic, but not particularly large living space. A small desk sat in a circular bay window.
‘Nice place,’ Ryker said. Lindner said nothing. ‘You live here alone?’
Lindner looked at him but didn’t answer, as though weighing up his options, and fearful of what would happen if he gave the wrong answer. But Ryker had noticed the pictures on the bookshelf of Lindner with a young woman. Had noted the heeled shoes by the sideboard too. A pair of earrings on the edge of the breakfast island.
‘I live with my girlfriend. She’s already left for work.’
‘Shame,’ Ryker said. ‘For you, I mean. That you don’t get days off together. I mean, work from home days.’
‘She’s a nurse,’ Lindner said, his defences up with a now edgy tone. ‘So I don’t think work from home really applies, do you?’
‘Probably not. Day shift?’
‘Currently, yes.’
‘Good. So we have plenty of time, just you and me. Take a seat.’
Ryker pointed to the desk chair and Lindner edged there, as though still suspicious of Ryker, expecting a sudden attack perhaps. Ryker spotted the man’s phone lying on the coffee table in the middle of the room, so he couldn’t use that to make a sneaky call for help. The computer? Ryker wanted him to use it, he’d just have to watch him closely to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.
‘I… I could lose my job doing this,’ Lindner said.
‘Or you could lose some toes. Your choice.’
Lindner gulped. He booted the laptop and his fingers danced on the keyboard as he flew through into the Villeneuve remote access, then into his boss’s email account.
‘So where has Fleishman gone?’ Ryker asked.
‘England,’ Lindner said. ‘London.’
‘What for?’
‘Meetings.’
‘You can do better than that,’ Ryker said.
Lindner glared at him.
‘Was this a planned trip? Sudden change of schedule?’
‘Sudden. I spent all yesterday afternoon cancelling and rescheduling.’
And he sounded a little pissed off about that.
‘So who is he meeting in London?’
‘I’m Daniel’s assistant, but that doesn’t mean I know everything about his life.’
‘Then just tell me what you know.’
‘It’s something to do with a water-purification project.’
‘And that would be?’
Lindner glanced at Ryker again, now looking at him like he was stupid.
‘Assume I know nothing,’ Ryker said.
‘We help lots of different countries with water-purification infrastructure. Mostly developing countries.’
‘England’s not exactly Third World.’
‘No. But we have partners there. And… these projects are often political in nature.’
‘So he’s meeting with politicians in England?’
‘He has before. This time? I honestly don’t know. He just… told me to reschedule the next few days, that he wouldn’t be back until the weekend.’
‘Which countries have these projects?’ Ryker asked.
‘Off the top of my head? A few in Africa. Central Asia.’
‘Middle East?’ Ryker asked.
‘Yes. Israel, Lebanon, Jordan.’
‘So not just developing countries then.’
‘No. But–’
‘And did David Muller work in this area?’ Ryker asked.
‘Actually no. From what I understand he’s a researcher. Agricultural chemicals. Water purification is part of our infrastructure department, it’s quite separate.’
‘Quite separate?’
‘Just… separate.’
‘Did you know Muller?’
‘I knew the name. I’d seen him.’
‘Did Muller ever travel with Fleishman on these projects?’
‘I just said, Muller wouldn’t have worked on these projects. Although…’
‘What?’
‘Sometimes… it’s complicated.’
‘Plenty of time for you to explain.’
‘I’m not into the details. I’m an office guy, but sometimes, particularly when we’re dealing with governments, we sell multiple solutions as a package. Perhaps something Muller was working on fitted in… somehow.’
He shook his head as though embarrassed he couldn’t find the right words.
‘So Muller could have been involved in some of these overseas projects?’ Ryker asked.
Lindner didn’t say anything, just shrugged.
‘Okay, this is what I need,’ Ryker said. ‘Search Fleishman’s email for these keywords. Muller. Devereaux. Travers. Mossad–’
‘Mossad? As in–’
‘As in secret agents and all that, yes.’
He wasn’t sure if Lindner looked impressed or horrified.
‘MI6. Peter Winter. Israel. Whitehall.’
Lindner typed away then hit the enter key, quite triumphantly.
‘Four hundred and twenty-three results,’ Lindner said, sitting back. ‘Maybe you should narrow–’
‘No need to narrow. Copy all of those for me.’
‘Copy them?’
‘Put them in a folder. Then extract the whole lot.’
He gave Ryker a dubious look but then set to it, taking a few minutes to do so.
‘Now go back into the folder,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll take the keywords one by one. Devereaux.’
‘Nothing.’
A shame. ‘Mossad.’
‘Nothing.’
‘MI6.’
‘Nothing. Are you–’
‘Peter Winter.’
‘Seventy-six, but that’s because–’
‘It’s picking up all hits for Peter and Winter separately. Let me see.’
Ryker took control and quickly sped through the list. Nothing referred to Peter Winter that Ryker could see. The few hits that had Winter at all were emails in English referencing the season.
Still in the driving seat, Ryker went on to search for Israel, Muller. Plenty of hits for both. When searched in combination, both words needed for a hit, it gave him a much shorter list.
‘There,’ Ryker said, pointing to an email from four months ago.
‘Sandpiper,’ Lindner said.
‘You know what that is?’
‘It was a proposal we made in Israel.’
‘A proposal?’
‘It didn’t go ahead. At least I don’t think so.’
‘Why Sandpiper?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘The name.’
‘I haven’t a clue. Managers come up with silly names for their projects all the time. An in-joke probably. This was in the Middle East. Sand. I don’t know.’
Ryker was only half listening to the explanation as he opened up an email discussing a then upcoming meeting in Tel Aviv. Five people were involved in the email chain. Muller, Fleishman…
‘Who are these three?’ Ryker asked.
‘Lana Ulrik was one of our lead engineers,’ Lindner said.
‘Was?’
‘She… she died. Not long after this.’
‘Died?’
‘She… an accident.’
Ryker raised an eyebrow. Lindner swallowed hard as though he’d just had a horrible realisation. Good for him.
‘Seems like it’s not too unusual for Villeneuve employees to have accidents.’
Lindner shivered.
‘And these two?’ Ryker asked. ‘They’re not Villeneuve email handles.’
‘This one worked for the Israeli government. Environment Minister. Or something similar.’
Ariel Ansky.
‘And Davis Bracey?’
‘He’s… I don’t know, but the email address–’
‘UK government.’
‘Yes.’
‘Is that who Fleishman is meeting in London?’
‘I really don’t know.’
‘Okay,’ Ryker said, thinking. ‘Does Fleishman have a personal email account?’
‘I assume so. But this is all I have access to. This and his diary.’
‘And the Villeneuve servers? Do you have access to project files. Research files?’
‘It depends.’
Ryker moved aside and Lindner typed away, following folders down, down.
‘These are the infrastructure projects,’ he said, pointing to the list of folders.
‘Sandpiper,’ Ryker said, eyes drawn to the word. ‘Click it.’
Lindner did so. A grand total of three documents inside.
‘Like I said, they made a proposal. I don’t think it went anywhere.’
‘Or maybe it did and they just couldn’t put the files in here.’
‘But what are you even suggesting? Something untoward, yes, but what?’
‘I really don’t know,’ Ryker said, feeling a bit lame. ‘But this is what I need from you. New searches. On his email. I need everything related to Bracey and Ansky and Sandpiper. Then you can re-perform a search with those same words, and the previous ones, over the whole server data.’
‘I can’t let you take–’
‘You can let me take this data away. And if you don’t, I’ll take it anyway. Your choice.’
Lindner didn’t move.
‘If it makes you feel better, call the police after I’ve left.’
He looked really confused.
‘You want me to call the police?’ Lindner asked.
‘No. Of course not. And if you do…’ Ryker shook his head, face deadpan as he glared at the young man.
Another gulp, and Lindner got to work.
Ryker left the apartment half an hour later, a thumb drive loaded with several gigs of data for him to peruse at his leisure.
And he would. But first, it was time to go and find Daniel Fleishman.






31


Given the encouragement of the neural antagoniser – and perhaps aided by the expectation of more of it, or more broken bones – Fleishman had been particularly forthcoming, Devereaux felt. Perhaps if he’d been honest with her in the first place, then she wouldn’t have had to put him through so much.
Despite everything, she’d not hurt Fleishman any further. Going into his home, she hadn’t been so sure she’d leave there with him breathing, but she knew Fleishman was only one player. In order to unravel the game they were in, she needed to keep him involved. For now.
Would Fleishman cry foul the moment he had the chance and send a whole new wave of attackers after her? Of course Devereaux had to expect that, and he definitely did have a superiority complex that would make him think he could still come out on top with Devereaux.
For now, she’d wait and see. And anyway, she had a more immediate mission. A couple of hours ago her recently acquired phone had pinged as she sat in the stolen BMW that she’d driven from Romania. The alert was from the camera app for Fleishman’s property. He’d been kind enough to give her access to the security system. Well, she wouldn’t have taken no for an answer really.
She’d watched with interest as she spotted the arrival at Fleishman’s front door.
James Ryker.
Predictable? Devereaux liked to think that James Ryker had a bit more mystery and oomph to him than that, yet having been rebuffed at Fleishman’s home by the housekeeper, Ryker had gone on his way like a good little boy. He could have forced entry at Fleishman’s. Could have tied the old lady up somewhere while he ransacked the place looking for whatever he was after, but instead he rode off on the most obvious route back into the city.
Already well placed – a slice of good fortune – Devereaux had caught up with him as he travelled.
She didn’t know at first why he went to the little apartment building on the corner. At least not until she spotted Ryker and the man in the bay window on the top floor.
Lindner. Fleishman’s assistant. Devereaux had never met the guy before, but of course she knew of him. She never took a job from someone without first doing her due diligence into their lives – both private and professional.
On leaving Lindner’s apartment, Ryker returned to his motorbike for a short journey to a crappy little hotel. How long had he been staying there?
She thought about going inside and asking the receptionist for his room number but instead she waited. Nearly an hour later Ryker emerged – fresh clothes, his hair damp from a shower or bath.
Damn, she should have gone up after all. It would have been nice to catch him starkers.
He headed in the opposite direction to his bike. Not what she expected.
Devereaux moved away from the corner where her car was parked and across the street after Ryker. He carried on his way on foot. A right turn. Left. A quick stop to glance in a shop window. What was the shop?
A bakery, she realised a few moments later. Man wanted food. Poor creature, but he probably needed a trailer-load to keep him so beefed up.
Café. There you go. A nice-looking place with green vines dripping from around the frame of an awning at its front.
Devereaux held back a little as Ryker moved inside, out of sight. She waited. Waited. Had he… he couldn’t have sneaked out the back could he?
No. There he was. He came outside. A tray in his hands. Devereaux smiled. Then looked a little more curiously as he took the items off the tray and laid them on the table. Two cups. Two plates.
He stood straight and looked across the street toward her hiding spot before waving over.
‘Bastard.’
She moved out into the open as Ryker casually took a seat and a sip from his drink. She made a beeline across the road and walked right up to his table.
‘I didn’t know what you’d want so I just got a coffee and a croissant,’ he said without looking at her.
His confidence… she didn’t know whether she wanted to screw him or rip off his head.
‘Of course, if you hadn’t been sneaking around out of sight, I could have just asked you.’
‘Cute,’ she said with what turned out to be a genuine smile. ‘And thank you.’
‘Sit down,’ he said, deadpan. ‘We’ve got a lot to talk about.’
Devereaux looked around the quiet street.
‘If there was anyone else following me, I would have ordered more drinks,’ Ryker said.
Still, Devereaux hesitated before she took the seat.
‘Where’ve you been?’ Ryker asked. He picked up his pastry and took a bite, consuming half in the process.
‘Tied up.’
‘Literally or figuratively?’
Devereaux smiled. ‘The first one.’
He caught her eye for a moment. Would he ask about that?
‘But now you’re here,’ he said.
‘Here I am.’
‘Why are you following me?’
‘How did you know? When did you know?’
‘After I left Fleishman’s. While on the way back to central Graz. The licence plate caught my interest.’
‘Romania?’
‘It got me curious. Anyway. You’ve stayed close since.’
She shook her head. He’d been to Lindner’s, to the hotel, since then. Nearly two hours.
‘You were stringing me along?’ she said.
‘No. I was busy.’
‘Do you want to explain with what?’
‘How about you first,’ Ryker said. ‘Given you brought me into this mess in the first place.’
‘I guess I did.’ She put two sugars into her coffee and stirred slowly while she thought. She took a couple of sips.
Where to start? Where to end?
‘You were hired to kill David Muller,’ Ryker said.
‘Yes.’
So he had been busy.
‘Then why didn’t you?’ he asked.
‘Because he hadn’t done anything wrong.’
‘Since when do you care about right and wrong? You have no morals.’
‘You don’t like me, do you?’
‘No. I don’t. Sorry.’
‘I went to you in Rome for help. I chose you. If I’d known–’
‘Don’t pretend that I’ve insulted you.’
‘You have.’
He paused and looked at her as though having a moment of doubt.
‘And you’re talking about me and morals?’ she said. ‘What about you, James Ryker? Or Carl Logan? Or whatever other bogus name you took on over many years when you were travelling the globe taking care of business for your employers. Tell me, Mr Morals, how many times did you ask questions before you pulled the trigger?’
‘I’m not that man anymore.’
‘So you can change, but I can’t?’
She left him to chew on that as he chewed on the remainder of his food.
‘Who hired you?’ he asked.
‘Daniel Fleishman.’
Ryker’s face soured.
‘Is that a surprise?’ she asked.
‘Not really. It makes sense with what I’m uncovering. Fleishman wanted Muller dead because of his work on a project called Sandpiper, at Villeneuve International.’
‘Apparently so.’
‘And what do you know about Sandpiper?’ Ryker asked.
‘Details? Very little.’
He held her eye for a moment like he didn’t believe her.
‘Why me?’ Ryker asked. ‘And give me only the truth.’
‘Because of who you know.’
‘Peter Winter?’
‘Yes.’
Ryker really had been doing his homework. She was impressed.
‘You snapped Muller from under the noses of British intelligence,’ Ryker said. ‘Why? So you could just go and give him right back to Peter Winter? That makes no sense.’
‘I didn’t know who those people were,’ Devereaux said.
Ryker took out his phone and showed her the screen. Three faces. Devereaux shrugged.
‘Like I said. Those people work for British intelligence. Although only the woman is still alive. Linda Travers.’
They sat in silence, as though Ryker expected her to say something.
‘They followed you to Rome,’ Ryker said. ‘But they weren’t the only ones. A hit squad from Mossad arrived too.’
Devereaux again tried her best not to show any reaction. Mossad. Fleishman had told her all about that. They’d been brought in to clean up her ‘mess’, to get the job done that she’d failed at. But Fleishman claimed their involvement was nothing to do with him, but others involved in the bigger picture. She’d find those other people.
‘This is all to do with Sandpiper,’ Ryker said. ‘What do you know? How does Winter fit in?’
‘You really have no clue what it is?’
‘No. Do you?’
‘Not details. But I know it’ll lead to a lot of deaths.’
‘A terrorist attack?’
‘More complicated than that.’
Ryker raised an eyebrow.
‘Peter Winter is the one man who can stop Sandpiper from happening,’ Devereaux said. ‘Muller had already tried to get to him before those other people took him.’
‘The people, the British agents, who you kidnapped Muller from?’
‘Yes.’
‘But they were British intelligence too.’
Devereaux laughed. ‘James, you worked for them for many years. Are you telling me it was a highly open, efficient, perfectly functional environment? Everyone knows what everyone else is doing? Everyone agrees with every action?’
He said nothing.
‘I don’t know who brought in that other British team. But I know, from Muller, that Peter Winter can stop Sandpiper, save thousands of lives. And you’re perhaps one of the only people who can find Peter Winter to make that happen.’
Ryker said nothing still as he finished his coffee.
‘Winter is hiding,’ Ryker said as he put his cup down, and it wasn’t clear if he was making a statement or asking a question.
‘Yes.’
‘But he’d been in contact with Muller?’
‘I don’t know how, or when. But that’s what Muller told me.’
‘So you came to me in Rome to help you get Muller to Winter?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Only… other parties had different ideas.’
‘They did.’
‘On the one hand, a faction of British intelligence, whose allegiance… I really don’t know. On the other hand, Mossad. A direct line into the Israeli government. You’re saying they want this attack to take place?’
‘Or at least they want to make sure no one links them to it,’ she said. ‘It was Mossad agents who attacked us in Rome–’
‘Yes. But not to kill. At least not then. They wanted you. Me too. But something’s changed since then. Now they simply want me dead. They know that I don’t…’ A look of realisation spread over his face. ‘You let slip to them about Winter?’
His tone suggested disappointment. Devereaux didn’t say anything.
‘He’s in danger,’ Ryker said.
‘Yes.’
‘What the hell is Sandpiper?’
‘Like I said, I really don’t know the details. But… I have a way we can find out.’
‘I’m listening.’
‘You’re right. Muller had been in touch with Winter. I don’t know how or when that came about, but Muller told Winter everything he could, and had a promise that Winter would help him. I agreed with Muller that I’d take him to Winter. But he had a failsafe too. In case something happened to either of them before Sandpiper could be stopped.’
‘A failsafe?’
‘A hard copy of everything. Details of Sandpiper, but also details of all the parties involved.’
Ryker’s face hardened. What was that? Unabashed determination? She liked it.
‘Where?’ Ryker said.
‘I’ll show you if you like.’
Ryker held Devereaux’s eye, unblinking, until she finally looked away.
What was he thinking?
Then he stood up from his chair. ‘Okay. Let’s go.’
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They travelled through Graz in Devereaux’s stolen car. She drove, while Ryker turned over in his mind what he knew, recent revelations, and the information he’d already gleaned from the data he’d taken from Lindner. How much of it did Devereaux know too? For now he’d be careful how, and when, he divulged.
‘How did you find out about Winter?’ Devereaux asked, the question suggesting she’d been deep in thought about their predicament too.
‘A Mossad agent told me.’
‘You’ve spoken with them?’
‘You could say that. They attacked me. They wanted to kill me. Not capture and interrogate me. But it didn’t go well for them. I got one of them talking. For a while. He told me they’d figured I wasn’t the one holding the information they needed. Something had changed since Rome when they… took you.’
‘I held out as long as I could.’
‘Everyone has a breaking point,’ Ryker said. ‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’
Although for perhaps the first time since he’d known her, he thought he saw a chink in her armour. Regret. Sorrow. And he did feel sorry for her. She hadn’t explained exactly what they’d done to her to force her to talk and he wouldn’t ask. He didn’t want to know the details of her torture.
Or perhaps it was all an act. He had to at least consider that. He wouldn’t trust this woman. Not yet. Perhaps never. Not given what he knew of her past. Yes, people could change, but he needed more than just her word that she had.
‘The people who held me,’ Devereaux said, sounding sombre, ‘there was a woman in charge. She told me her name was Hannah Roseman. She never told me who she worked for.’
Ryker thought for a moment.
‘I didn’t know who I took Muller from,’ Devereaux said. ‘You’re telling me they were British agents. But the woman who… the woman I know as Roseman sounded British too.’
‘What are you questioning exactly?’
‘I’m questioning… everything really. Like I said, I didn’t know I’d taken Muller from British agents. But when we were ambushed in Rome, I just assumed it was the same people, trying to take him back.’
Ryker hadn’t realised at that time that there were two separate parties onto them either.
‘But you’re now telling me that Mossad are involved?’ Devereaux said.
‘Yes.’
‘That it was Mossad who took me?’
‘Exactly. And the same people tried to kill me.’
He glanced over at her again. She looked angry now. Perhaps as she once again recalled whatever they’d done to her.
‘If Mossad are involved… one big question for me is who brought them in,’ Devereaux said.
Okay. So maybe not just reliving her imprisonment. She was pissed off.
‘You think Fleishman brought them in?’ Ryker asked.
‘Fleishman. Or the other people involved in Sandpiper.’
Ryker thought about that for a few moments. He had the additional names from the info Lindner had given him, including the Israeli Ariel Ansky. Should he divulge that to Devereaux?
No. Not yet.
Talking about Mossad though…
‘How did you escape?’
‘I fought them. I found an opportunity.’
‘You killed them?’
A pause. ‘Not all of them.’
‘How many were left?’
‘Two. At least. Including Roseman, or whoever she is.’
‘But that was in Romania?’
‘Yes.’
So where were they now?
Travers too?
One of the reasons why Ryker had given Devereaux the runaround earlier was because he wanted to test if she really was alone – either intentionally or not. He’d seen no sign of anyone else on his tail, or hers.
‘You think they’ll come after us?’ Devereaux asked.
‘Or they’ll wait for us to go to them.’
They travelled in silence for a few moments, before Devereaux turned onto a familiar street. The street where David Muller had lived. She drove past his house, slowly, both of them glancing to the empty building. She parked further along the road.
‘He stashed the data in his house?’ Ryker asked.
Devereaux didn’t answer, just stared at Ryker.
‘They’ve been here,’ he said. ‘People from Villeneuve. Mossad. Whoever. Surely they would have found it?’
‘Let’s see.’
They went the same way as Ryker had last time. Along the drive, up to and over the side gate. But they didn’t go into the house.
‘The shed?’ Ryker said as Devereaux walked across the lawn.
‘Almost.’
They reached the rickety wooden structure. Certainly not a new erection.
‘Help me,’ Devereaux said, grabbing the side of the building.
‘Move it?’
‘No. Make love to it.’ Something about the flash in her eyes as she said that… ‘What do you think?’
Ryker took the adjacent corner and the two of them heaved and scraped the creaky structure across the paving slabs it sat on. He couldn’t believe the whole thing didn’t disintegrate in the process, but after a couple of minutes it was sitting intact, though a little wonky, on the grass.
Ryker stared at the slabs.
‘What am I missing?’ he asked.
Devereaux moved forward and lifted a slab from the middle. Ryker helped. They heaved four out of the way, Ryker by that point fully aware of what lay beneath.
A hatch.
‘A shelter from the war,’ Devereaux said.
‘Sneaky.’
Ryker leaned down and pulled the hatch up to reveal a dusty, dark space, metal ladder leading down. He looked up at Devereaux.
‘After you,’ she said.
‘Ladies first.’
‘You think I’m a lady?’
He didn’t answer that.
He watched her descend into the darkness, then quickly followed after her, jumping down the last few steps and spinning, ready for an attack…
No attack. Just a cramped little space, lit by a single bulb which Devereaux turned on with the flick of a switch.
Eight foot square. Shelves on one side. Empty. A fold-out bed. No mattress. No other furniture.
‘Not exactly prepared for the apocalypse,’ Ryker said.
‘No. But prepared enough for our purposes.’
She reached to the shelves and pulled off a little device. A single thumb drive. Everything that had happened had all been for this one perfunctory item?
‘Do you know what’s on there?’ Ryker asked.
‘Not in detail.’
‘Give it to me,’ Ryker said, holding out his hand.
He noticed the doubt in her eyes, but after a few moments she held her hand out to him and he took the device and pocketed it.
‘Now do you trust me?’ she asked.
‘We’re getting there.’
‘Do you have a way to contact Winter?’ she asked. ‘To get this to him?’
‘Yes,’ Ryker said, rather than go into the ins and outs. He didn’t currently have a direct way, given Winter appeared uncontactable to him. But he would find a way, somehow.
‘So what now?’ Devereaux asked.
‘Now we stop Fleishman. We stop Sandpiper.’
‘Do you even know what it is?’
‘Do you?’
He held her stare for a few seconds before she looked away. What was she thinking?
‘I don’t know everything,’ she said. ‘But like I said, Sandpiper… it’s going to kill people. A lot of people.’
‘A weapon?’
‘Not exactly. It’s a chemical carrier of some sort. Muller didn’t really explain how, what–’
‘From what I know, Sandpiper is an infrastructure project,’ Ryker said, adding in his own knowledge that he’d already gleaned from his initial searches through the data he’d taken from Lindner. ‘If you look at the original proposal documents, Sandpiper was to do with water purification and supply.’
‘Original proposal?’
‘I’ve looked through a lot of documents from Villeneuve. Officially? There was a proposal for Sandpiper, but it never went anywhere. It wasn’t even presented to the client.’
‘The client being?’
‘Proposed client, being the Israeli government. Sandpiper would provide a water supply for the West Bank, Palestinian territory. An area of land largely cut off from the outside world. And very deliberately so. Even their water is controlled, from the Israeli side of the border. It allows the Israelis to hold the Palestinians to ransom for the most basic of human needs.’
‘But you said it never got the go-ahead?’
‘I said there’s no official record, at least that I’ve found, of what was approved, with who, when. All I’ve seen are the delivery schedules and emails discussing the go-live date.’
‘Muller told me… the chemical he created… it’s going to be used to kill people.’
‘So the Israelis are knowingly going to poison the West Bank water supply?’ Ryker said. ‘To knowingly kill Palestinians?’
‘Knowingly? I haven’t a clue,’ Devereaux said. ‘I didn’t know Mossad, the Israeli government were involved.’
Was it possible that the Israeli government would do that? Regardless, why would Fleishman, Villeneuve be involved in something so sinister?
Ryker chewed on the thought for a moment.
‘We have three days until Sandpiper goes live,’ he said. ‘We have to stop them.’
‘We,’ Devereaux said.
‘What?’
‘You said, we have to stop them.’
Ryker didn’t say anything as he stared at her.
‘We’re going together?’ Devereaux asked.
Ryker held his tongue.
‘I actually think we’ll make a good team,’ she said.
‘You came to me for help. I’m willing to help, because it could help keep an old friend safe, and if we’re right about Sandpiper, we could save a lot of innocent lives.’
Devereaux looked a little disappointed about something, but then a moment later she broke out into a smile.
‘Good enough for me,’ she said.
‘But you have to tell me everything you know on the way,’ Ryker said. ‘Deal?’
‘The way to where? England?’
‘No. Not England.’
‘But that’s–’
‘What Fleishman told you? His assistant too. A bluff. Probably because he knew I’d come back looking for him, and because he doesn’t trust you either.’
Devereaux looked really unimpressed with that.
‘So if not England, then where?’ she said.
‘Where do you think?’
‘Israel?’ she said.
‘Exactly. We’ll get to the heart of Sandpiper. We’ll crush it from the inside if we have to.’
‘Then let’s go.’
She pushed past him and started up the ladder.
‘You have a plan for how we’re getting to Israel?’ Devereaux asked as they walked back to her car.
‘Actually, yes.’
He didn’t say anything more. Devereaux drove. Ryker used his tablet to try to get into the thumb drive, the small device feeling more weighty given its apparent significance. But within a couple of minutes Ryker was left feeling more than a little frustrated.
‘It’s encrypted,’ he said, unplugging the device from his tablet. Not really a surprise.
‘You can’t break it?’
‘It’s always possible, but how long it could take? I really can’t say without getting some additional equipment to determine the exact nature of the encryption.’
‘Or, if you had the key…’
Ryker glanced over to Devereaux, hopeful…
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean me. Muller never gave me anything like that.’
Ryker thought for a moment.
‘But Peter Winter, perhaps?’ he proposed.
He took out his phone. Tried Winter’s number again. No answer. He sent another email, leaving the subject field blank. He once again kept the message simple.
I know about Muller and Sandpiper. I can help.
‘It’s this left here,’ Ryker said.
‘I know,’ Devereaux said. ‘I figured where we were going almost as soon as we left Muller’s house. Are you going to explain it to me?’
Ryker looked outside his window at the mass of industrial buildings at the outer edge of the Villeneuve HQ.
‘We’re looking for gate six,’ he said.
‘That’s not an explanation for why we’re back here.’
‘I found a delivery schedule for Sandpiper. Truckload after truckload of deliveries going from here, all the way to Haifa in Israel. Some by ship, some by road.’
‘You think it’s the… what…’
‘The chemicals needed for Sandpiper. Muller’s creation, whatever it is. These shipments started over two weeks ago. The shipping time to Israel from here, via Italy, is five or six days. By road, two or three at least, and that’s at a push. It means whatever has been leaving this place has already started arriving at its final destination. But whatever it is, it isn’t being used yet. Like I said, I’ve seen reference to a go-live date.’
‘Three days’ time?’ Devereaux said.
‘Yes. So we can still stop this.’
An uncomfortable silence followed. Ryker could tell Devereaux was seething once again.
‘Fleishman made me believe he was going to England,’ Devereaux said. ‘He wanted to make sure I was out of the way, you too, so that we had no way to interfere before that operational date. He wanted us to chase him there instead.’
‘I think so.’
She looked madder still.
‘He wanted me to kill you,’ she said. ‘He offered me a lot of money to do it.’
‘And what did you tell him?’
‘I said I would.’
‘But you haven’t.’
‘No. Just like I didn’t kill Muller for him either.’
‘Why?’
‘Because… I know what I am,’ Devereaux said. ‘Bad people pay me to do bad things. But I don’t have to follow through. Sometimes I see a chance for renegotiation. Sometimes I… simply change my mind.’
‘That’s your explanation?’ Ryker said, sounding as dubious as he was. ‘You had a change of heart.’
‘Is it that hard for you to believe? I took Muller. He thought he was being saved. He started blabbing about Sandpiper, innocent lives. It got me interested, to start with. Then I realised…’
‘What?’ Ryker said, when she didn’t finish the thought.
‘I realised I had the chance to do something good. But more than that, I realised I couldn’t kill Muller and then live with myself knowing what the consequences would be.’
Ryker stared at her as she drove. She kept her eyes focused on the road. He wanted to believe her. Was it possible for a cold, calculated assassin to have a heart?
Yes, it was. Because he’d once been as cold and calculated as Devereaux. Not anymore. Not ever again.
‘Pull over here,’ Ryker said.
Devereaux did so and they both stepped out of the car, and Ryker stared beyond the chain-link fence. A brick factory building stood beyond. Smoke billowed from the top of the huge chimney to its right. Many parts of the Villeneuve site were high-tech and sleek, but the buildings here looked like relics from decades ago, and somehow felt all the more sinister for it.
Ryker’s eyes drifted to four loading bays at the side of the building. Three trucks were parked there.
‘They’re all for Sandpiper?’ Devereaux asked.
‘No,’ Ryker said. ‘Only one of them.’
‘And what’s the plan? We stop them all to find out which one we’re looking for?’
‘No.’
They waited in silence after that, more than half an hour until the first of the trucks pulled from the loading bay and made its way toward the gate.
‘It’s this one,’ Ryker said, getting back into the car, behind the wheel this time. Devereaux climbed in the passenger side.
‘How do you know?’
‘It’s refrigerated. The other two aren’t.’
The truck rocked to a stop at the security booth at gate six. A thorough check of paperwork followed before the truck once again set off with a loud hiss of air from its brakes. The truck entered the road and picked up speed as it came toward them.
‘So what now?’ Devereaux asked. ‘Hostage? Steal? Follow?’
Ryker thought about that.
‘The aim here is to get to Israel, right?’ Devereaux asked. ‘And to figure out what’s on these trucks?’
‘Yes.’
‘Okay. Follow the truck.’
‘All the way to Israel? You don’t think the driver might notice? And what about border–’
‘Just follow until I tell you to stop.’
So Ryker did. Not very far. Just until they were on open road and away from any watchful eyes at Villeneuve.
‘Get past him then pull over,’ Devereaux said.
Ryker once again did as instructed. Devereaux stepped from the car. She sauntered into the middle of the road, no care for the multi-ton beast bearing down on her. She stood, hand on hip, chest pushed up. The truck’s horn blared but Devereaux didn’t move a muscle. Tyres screeched and the truck came to a stop only a few yards from her. Ryker could just see the driver behind the glass, a perplexed look on his face.
Devereaux casually, confidently, walked to his door and climbed up the steps and leaned in through the open window to chat. It didn’t take long before she jumped down and indicated to Ryker and he got out of the car and quickly walked toward her.
‘Easy, when you know how,’ Devereaux said to him with a smile. ‘And when you have the right assets.’
‘Apparently so.’
‘Bet you wish you could have that effect on people.’
‘You’re suggesting I don’t?’
She raised an eyebrow. ‘Huh. Perhaps you’re right. Plus, I threatened to skin him and his family if he didn’t help.’
Ryker really didn’t know what to say to that, particularly given the casual delivery.
‘Anyway, I got us a ride.’
‘Then let’s get going.’






33


Sensibly, the truck driver kept to his word, taking Ryker and Devereaux with him on the seemingly never-ending ride. No skin off his back really, and he likely had no clue how precious, dangerous, the contents of his trailer were.
The two stowaways spent some time up in the cabin with him, though on those occasions there was little chatter between the three, the man’s unease clear. The rest of the time – particularly as they traversed the many borders on the multi-thousand-mile route – Ryker and Devereaux hid in the refrigerated container, some blankets purchased from a rest stop to keep them warm.
Ryker didn’t use the downtime idly. He had the drive from Muller’s bunker, plus all of the data from Lindner to sift through as he tried to find out as much as he could about Sandpiper. The former proved the most tricky. The encryption was simply too difficult to break with simple equipment. Ryker did manage to clone the contents though, and to upload them to a cloud server in case the hard copy were to become lost or stolen.
He also tried more than once to contact Peter Winter again, but to no avail.
‘Muller studied chemistry at university,’ Devereaux said, herself staring at a tablet screen. In the otherwise dark container, the blueish glow from the screen lit up her face in a strangely angular way. Did Ryker look as creepy as that to her?
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said, only half listening as his focus returned to the document he was reading.
‘But he did a Masters in biological chemistry,’ she added. ‘Which was his main focus at Villeneuve.’
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said again, looking from his screen to the many boxes that surrounded them. Plain-looking boxes. Seemingly random lettering and numbers printed across them. No corporate markings. No indication to a layperson what the contents were. Ryker knew now what the contents were though. At least in terms of the basic nature. White pellets. Little white pellets, stored in plastic bags inside styrofoam boxes. No markers to denote the contents as dangerous, toxic, or anything like that. Though they must have been at least partly volatile given the need for refrigeration.
‘Muller was clever. Very clever. This isn’t just dumping some simple poison into water. Whatever is in here…’
‘Is only the chemical,’ Ryker said, trying to finish the thought for her when she didn’t. ‘It’s an assumption that they’ll use the water supply, but we don’t know for sure how it’s deployed. Air. Water. Food chain. Munition?’
‘Do you really think we can still stop it?’
‘We’ll do whatever we can.’
Ryker closed his eyes. He’d barely slept for days, even before this journey had started. Half an hour here, an hour there, but never a full stretch to give his body and mind the recuperation they craved.
‘You want to talk about something else?’ Devereaux asked.
‘I’d rather sleep.’
‘Well I want to talk.’
She spoke forcibly, though when Ryker opened his eyes he saw the slight smile on her face, even if the light from the tablet screen kept a sinister edge to it.
‘I want to rest.’
Ryker closed his eyes again but the silence only lasted a few seconds before Devereaux let out a long and deep sigh.
‘I’m so bored!’ she said, sounding like a petulant child. Ryker smiled and opened his eyes.
‘Sorry, did I wake you?’
‘You certainly tried.’
‘If you don’t want to talk, perhaps there’s another way we could occupy ourselves in here.’
She bowed her head slightly, pouted her lips, looked across at him seductively. He held her eye as she slowly slid her long fingers across her chest and up to the neck of her jumper which she pulled aside, exposing her shoulder.
‘Seriously?’ he asked.
‘You never thought about it? With me?’
‘Not really.’
‘Liar.’
Ryker didn’t say anything.
‘So?’ she said.
Ryker still said nothing.
‘It’s just natural, animal behaviour,’ she said. ‘Nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed about.’
‘I’m not either of those.’
‘When did you last have sex with someone?’
‘None of your business.’
She huffed, but was still smiling. She shuffled across, closer to him. Ryker didn’t move as she leaned her bent legs onto his, put her hand to the floor, her fingers just brushing the edge of his jeans. ‘I never expected James Ryker to be such a prude.’
He turned to her. She looked up to him with a devilish glint in her eyes. She pouted and moved forward further and planted her lips onto his before pulling back a second later.
‘You don’t like the way I look?’ she said.
‘There’s a bit more to it than that.’
‘Oh. You’re one of those. Sapiosexual, is it?’
‘No,’ Ryker said. He nudged her away from him and then scooted a little further across. ‘But I’m not doing anything like that. With you. In here.’
‘Shame.’
Ryker shrugged. ‘Leia, I’ve no doubt over the years you’ve used that seduction on countless men. Women too. I’m sure it works a treat for you. I’m sure you’ve lured many people into danger, even to their deaths that way.’
‘Are you trying to flatter me?’
‘Not really. The look in your eyes… I see the genuine enjoyment you get from seducing. But don’t you ever close your eyes at night and feel regret? Shame?’
‘I’ve nothing to be ashamed of,’ she said, sounding more angry as she turned away from him.
‘Everyone makes mistakes,’ Ryker said.
‘Yeah? So come on. What about James Ryker? What keeps you awake at night?’
Where to even start with that one…
‘You never talk about yourself,’ Devereaux said. ‘That’s unusual for a man like you.’
‘What do you want to know?’
‘Who you are. What you’ve done. Why you’re even here, on this… mission.’
‘If you hadn’t come to Rome, to find me, I wouldn’t be here at all. I’m only involved because you dragged me into this.’
Her smile, that seductive desire, had gone now.
‘You’re not curious why I came to you?’ she said.
‘Because of Winter.’
‘Not just that.’
‘Then what?’
‘Ask me properly.’
Ryker sat up a little, finally prepared to give the conversation the attention Devereaux obviously craved.
‘Why did you come to me for help?’ Ryker asked.
‘Because there aren’t many people I’ve met, in my line of work, who treat me with respect.’
‘You think I respect you?’
‘You don’t?’
‘I don’t really know you.’
‘You saved my life. Back in France.’
Flashes of the frozen lake burned in Ryker’s mind.
‘I did what I needed to do,’ he said.
‘I don’t think you’re as cold and heartless as you’re trying to sound,’ Devereaux said. ‘I saw it in your eyes that day, Ryker. I saw goodness.’
‘That’s why you came to Rome? You think I’m a good guy?’
‘Yes.’
‘We shared a common enemy,’ Ryker said.
‘No, it’s more than that, I think. We share the same outlook too.’
‘We do?’
‘Neither of us likes to be wronged. You don’t like the thought of someone getting the better of you. It’s not just about having good morals, otherwise you’d be out on the streets everyday killing anyone who fell short of your standards.’
‘That’s not how I–’
‘But when it becomes personal. That’s when it counts for you.’
Ryker closed his eyes for a few moments, as unwelcome thoughts loomed. Personal. Yes, this was now personal. Peter Winter was potentially in trouble. Others wanted Ryker dead. Fleishman had riled Ryker more than once and was a man who he was now determined to stop. But was that all his involvement boiled down to? Simple vengeance? No. According to what he knew of Sandpiper, thousands of innocent lives were at stake. People he’d never met. All good people? He didn’t know, but he wouldn’t sit by and allow a slaughter.
‘It’s more complicated than that,’ Ryker said. ‘And what about you?’
‘You want to know about me now?’
‘Yes. Because I can’t reconcile the Devereaux I’ve heard about, the one I met before, to the woman sitting here with me now.’
‘You like this me better?’ she asked with that same seductive look as before.
Ryker ignored it. ‘I was trained as a combatant,’ he said. ‘Just a normal kid, going nowhere in life, plucked off the streets. I’ve been around the world, I’ve killed people, I’ve seen things, have suffered things that most people couldn’t imagine. But it all started out with me being that lost kid. And I’m not trying to absolve myself of responsibility for my actions but… I’m this man now because other people made me into this.’
She winced. Something he’d said which caused her pain…
‘You know the story of me and my parents?’ she asked.
‘You were fourteen. You were attacked by a group of kidnappers. Your mum was accidentally killed. They took you. Then they took your dad as further collateral for their screw-up. They held you for days while they negotiated payment with the man who’d put them up to it. But he didn’t want to pay. He’d wanted you and your mum, so he could threaten your dad and ransom you both. As far as he was concerned, the kidnappers had messed up. That issue never got resolved. At least not before you and your dad fought back. He died. So, too, did the two kidnappers. Apparently you executed the last one.’
He didn’t know this woman well, but he saw raw emotion in her face. She looked on the verge of tears. That seminal moment in her life still had such an impact, even despite all the death and destruction she’d seen since, and this was one of the first times he’d seen real vulnerability in her.
‘Did I get it right?’ Ryker asked.
‘You did. And after that?’
‘After that you tracked down the man who’d organised the kidnapping. You killed him too.’
‘Not to start with I didn’t. To start with I hurt him. I hurt him so badly. In many ways I didn’t want him to die. I just wanted him to suffer, and suffer and suffer.’
She hung her head.
‘You said you’re who you are now because people made you into this,’ Devereaux said. ‘You think without them you’d be some fucking office worker or something?’
‘I guess we’ll never know.’
‘No. I know. We had different paths but we’re not so different. Nobody likes to be wronged, Ryker. But for most people that doesn’t end in violence and bloodshed. For you and me it does.’
Again and again.
‘You got one part of my story wrong though,’ Devereaux said.
‘I did?’
‘The man I tortured. Remi. It wasn’t just for revenge. It wasn’t to satisfy a sadistic side of me…’
She left that hanging, as though she wanted Ryker to question whether she did or didn’t have a sadistic side.
‘I did it for information. I had to know if he really was the man who’d caused all that misery. The death of my parents. Or if he was just a guy in the middle.’
‘And?’
‘And I’d never have found the answer, the truth, if I’d just gone in and put a bullet in his head.’
Was there a moral there? Ryker really wasn’t sure. Nor did he get a chance to further question the story, because the next moment his phone rang.
He pulled the device to his ear, hopeful that his gut instinct was right as to who was calling.
‘Ryker, it’s me.’
Peter Winter.
‘You got my messages,’ Ryker said, as his brain scrambled.
‘Yes.’
‘You’re safe?’
‘I wouldn’t be calling otherwise.’
A pre-planned response. If he’d answered with a direct affirmative, it would tell Ryker he was under duress.
‘You can talk?’ Ryker asked.
‘I have two minutes,’ Winter said. ‘I’m in a café. It’s the only place I can get a signal, but I won’t stay on long.’
‘Where are you?’
Winter gave a response but the line was crackling. Ryker checked his phone. Only one bar. Where the hell were they at that moment?
‘Winter?’
‘I said, where are you?’
At least that’s what Ryker thought he heard.
‘We’re on our way to Haifa.’
No response.
‘Winter, Muller is dead.’
‘I know.’
‘But we have his data. His failsafe.’
‘You… to me.’
‘I’ll get the data to you. Tell me how.’
Crackle. Silence. Crackle.
‘Ryker?’
‘I’m still here.’
‘… stop it… you… stop… piper before… too late.’
The line went dead.
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Another gruelling day, keeping the circling vultures off his back, attempting to rectify the growing problems that swirled in an ever increasing whirlpool of shit thousands of miles away. His phone rang as he turned his car onto the final road before his own. In mid-summer, at ten pm, it wasn’t quite fully dark but the street lights were on, so too, lights in the windows of the homes he passed, yet the street in front had a subdued quietness about it that sent a shiver through him.
‘Good news?’ Bracey asked.
‘Yes.’
He was speechless for a moment. Could this actually be some much needed positivity?
‘Go on.’
‘We may have found Winter.’
Bracey’s mind rumbled.
‘Are you still there?’
‘I’m here,’ Bracey said. ‘You may have found him?’
‘He broke cover, finally. We know where he is now. But it’ll take a while to get our team out there.’
‘Where?’
‘The Middle East.’
‘And where’s your team?’
‘Still travelling from Europe.’
‘Sorry, but wasn’t it bloody obvious he was out there somewhere! Why didn’t you have a team ready and waiting!’
‘We did. His team. Who are all now gone.’
Gone. An interesting way of putting it.
‘Anyway, like I said, I was calling to give you the good news. I thought you’d want to pass it to your… associates.’
‘But is it good news, really?’
‘We’ll get to him soon enough.’
‘And what about James Ryker. Leia Devereaux?’
‘We refocused our efforts to Winter. At your request.’
‘Yeah. And the same team who already let James Ryker go, who literally drove off from him, leaving him stranded at a petrol station, I understand, are now the ones who haven’t yet, tracked down Peter Winter.’
‘I thought–’
‘Call me when you have something that I’m actually going to want to hear.’
He ended the call. Then slammed the car brakes as he turned onto his street. He stared out of the windscreen at his home in the near distance, and for a few seconds couldn’t even breathe. Any thoughts of the phone conversation, of Peter Winter and whoever else was out there making his life miserable, evaporated.
He opened his car door and stepped out and could already feel the heat from the flames. Sirens. Behind him. He looked along the road and could make out the flashes of blue in the distance, rising above the leafy trees that surrounded his house.
His house. His home.
Not just his. His wife’s. His son’s.
He rushed toward the inferno. The front door was still ten yards away when the heat from the flames billowing from the gaping window holes became so intense that he had to stop and shield his face. A fire engine screeched to a halt behind him. Firefighters jumped out, barking instructions. At him?
A buzz from his phone.
Please let it be Wendy.
No. Not Wendy. A number that wasn’t stored in his phone, but that he knew. A message.
  Shed.  


What the fuck?
A firefighter grabbed hold of his shoulder.
‘You need to get back!’ he shouted.
Bracey brushed him off and dashed across the front lawn.
‘Hey!’
He paid no attention and rushed around to the side of the house. Gate locked. He scrambled over, slipped and fell painfully on his shoulder and side. He ignored the pain and pulled himself up and spluttered as he inhaled thick smoke.
Keep going.
He rushed to the far corner of the garden, the heat fading with each step, the panic in his head growing.
He hauled open the shed door. No light in there. He didn’t need it. The orange glow from the fire behind him was enough.
‘Wendy!’ he said, dropping to his knees where two bundles lay.
He pulled the gag from her mouth. Tears streamed down her dirty face.
‘Eli!’
He shifted across the planks and yanked the gag from his son’s mouth. Then went to work on the rope hog-tying his wife’s ankles and wrists.
‘Baby, honey, I’m so…’
He didn’t know what to say. She was sobbing. The look in her eyes… not just fear, anguish… hatred?
His phone was ringing. He freed Wendy and she pushed away from him and to her son. She grabbed him and hugged him and…
Phone.
That same number.
‘You piece of shit, I’ll–’
‘You’ll what, Davis Bracey?’ Lebedev said. ‘Tell me what?’
‘My family…’
‘Your family is alive. This time.’
‘We have him,’ Bracey said. ‘We have Winter. This will soon be over. Sandpiper won’t be stopped. You’ll still get what you want.’
Money. Dirty, fucking, stinking money.
Silence.
‘Did you hear what I said?’
‘One more mistake and you know how it ends.’
Lebedev hung up. Bracey dropped down to his wife and son who cuddled each other as tightly as they could. Tears rolled as Bracey went to wrap his arms around them, but Wendy pushed him away.
‘This was you, Davis,’ she said. ‘You piece of shit. They told me. This was because of you!’
He didn’t have any words.
‘Get out,’ she said. ‘Get out!’
His head swimming, Bracey got to his feet and stepped back out of the shed, looking to what remained of his burning home. A whole life of hard work, up in flames.






35


The stilted conversation with Winter played on Ryker’s mind. He’d tried to call back. Had hoped for Winter to call back. But several more hours passed with nothing from his old boss. Had Ryker learned a thing? Not really, other than Winter had confirmed the clock was ticking, and it felt as though he and Devereaux – a disparate team if ever there was one – were the only remaining hope.
Even though they’d arrived by land rather than sea, the trucker’s final destination was the Port of Haifa – the largest seaport in Israel, with a multitude of behemoth cranes and stacks of containers dominating the shoreline. Ryker and Devereaux left the cabin of the truck a couple of hundred yards from the entrance to the port, then walked along the outer chain-link fence. At night, orange and yellow lights provided ample illumination of the area beyond, and the hum and chug of machinery echoed all around, though the place didn’t feel overly busy with hardly anyone about on foot.
They took a chance and dashed in past a closed security barrier at one of the exit points.
‘There it is,’ Ryker said, indicating the slow-moving truck across the vast open space in front of them.
‘Yeah,’ Devereaux said.
They came to a stop by a wall of containers and looked over. Ryker spotted a few people in that direction, moving about with purpose, yellow high-vis jackets glowing whenever they walked into light.
‘And the plan now is?’ Devereaux asked.
‘Follow the container,’ Ryker said.
‘And if it stays here for days on end? Are we camping here?’
‘I don’t think that’s going to be the case.’
The truck they’d travelled in from Austria finally crawled to a stop with a hiss of its brakes. It parked up right next to another empty trailer, ready and waiting.
Men got to work. A crane arm loomed and slowly moved down to the container.
‘They’re moving it by road again,’ Devereaux said, sounding a little dubious. ‘Why bring it to a seaport?’
‘All the deliveries are to this point, whether they come in by road or sea. But this is where the paperwork stops. There was nothing in the records I saw to explain what happens to the goods from this point. For good reason. Villeneuve don’t want that recorded. They don’t want the shipping companies, the drivers to know where the final destination is. The fact the swap is here rather than a road terminal is simple logistics. One central location for all goods. Only one set of officials and workers to keep quiet.’
Devereaux didn’t say anything to that. Ryker glanced at her and realised her lack of response was due to distraction – she stared back where they’d come from.
‘What?’
‘On the road. I saw a car. Moving slowly. Too slowly.’
‘You think we were followed?’ he asked.
They’d been on the road for the best part of three days. At times, they’d been on impossibly quiet roads. A lot of the time Ryker and Devereaux had been in the container, or asleep, but they’d never had an indication, or been alerted by the trucker, of anyone following them.
‘More likely, if it’s anything to do with us at all, they were here waiting,’ Ryker said when Devereaux didn’t answer the question.
‘Bye-bye, Leo,’ she instead said, nodding over to where their trucker friend had been freed of his load and was heading toward the exit.
‘Right on time,’ Ryker said when he spotted the inbound vehicle, moving toward their container.
‘Same as before?’ Devereaux asked with a cheeky glint in her eye.
Ryker was about to answer when he spotted a thin shadow slide across in front of them, moving between two containers.
Devereaux had seen it too, her face switching to steely determination in a flash. She motioned to Ryker. For him to go left, her, right.
Ryker moved off, edging closer to the road once more. He caught a glimpse of the tarmac. No sign of that car now. Where had it gone? He pulled to a stop at the edge of a container, its paint peeling, the metal underneath rusted. He listened, but could hear nothing above the sounds of the dockyard machinery in the near distance.
At least until a thud and a whoomph much closer by. Devereaux fighting someone? Ryker spun around, but as he did so spotted movement in the corner of his eye. A man. He ducked and the crowbar in the guy’s hand flew across in front of him, swooshing over his head, so close it brushed his hair before clattering into the metal wall of the container. A boom echoed, rust debris filled the air. Ryker swiped the man’s feet. He pulled the tool from his grip and smashed it down onto the guy’s shoulder as he hit the deck.
No high-vis jacket. Dark clothes. This wasn’t a shipyard worker, concerned for site security. Ryker swiped the crowbar down again and smacked it across the back of the man’s head. Out.
A car engine close by. Diesel. Rumbling to life. The beam of headlights blinded Ryker and he ducked and scuttled for cover as a shotgun blasted and pellets pinged into the metal all around him. He skidded to a stop. No. He needed to keep on moving. Ryker darted right around the stack of containers next to him, aiming to come up where he’d started. He rounded a corner and thudded into a figure there. The woman clattered to the ground, moaning as she hit the deck. A handgun came free and bounced away. Ryker followed its movement…
Another figure rushing forward. Shotgun.
Ryker threw himself to the ground and pulled the woman in front of him for cover. A single shot boomed. The woman moaned even more loudly this time. Ryker shoved her away and dove for the handgun. He tumbled across the ground as he lifted the gun into firing position.
Four shots. Three hits. The man with the shotgun collapsed to the ground.
Ryker went to pick himself up as the high revs of the car engine cut through the air. Headlights blared behind him. Ryker twisted, turning the gun around, ready to let rip with whatever bullets remained. The car bore down on him. His finger twitched on the trigger.
At the last moment tyres screeched and the car swung around and to a stop right by him. The passenger window was open. Beyond, behind the wheel, he saw Devereaux’s smiling face.
‘Jump in,’ she said.
Ryker didn’t hesitate.
He hadn’t even closed his door before Devereaux thumped the accelerator and the car blasted off.
Ryker glanced to his companion.
‘You’re okay?’
‘Not a scratch,’ she said.
‘How many?’
‘Two.’
‘Dead?’
‘No.’
Something about the way she said that…
‘Did you recognise any of them?’ Ryker asked. He certainly hadn’t.
‘No.’
He wanted to know who they were. How they’d found them. But Devereaux raced toward the barriers where they’d earlier come in. Over by the cranes, a few workers had taken notice and were pointing over, a couple on their phones.
Too late. They needed to go.
‘I’d say we got lucky,’ Devereaux said. ‘Finding ourselves some wheels.’
Ryker braced himself as Devereaux smashed the car through the security barrier.
‘Something like that,’ Ryker said, staring along the road. ‘Is that the truck?’ he asked, nodding to the brake lights in the distance.
‘Yes.’
‘Very lucky indeed then,’ Ryker said, allowing himself a rare smile.


The onward journey took them a little over an hour, and only half of that on main roads before they moved onto a twisting highway that snaked around barren, sandy hills.
‘You said the water plant was to supply the West Bank?’ Devereaux said.
‘Yes.’
‘But is it in the West Bank?’
‘I don’t know. But we might have to rethink our plan if it is. Given that we have no ID on us, and we’re travelling in a stolen car that possibly belongs to Mossad agents.’
He received that same cheeky smile from Devereaux, though he hadn’t intended to be humorous. He was genuinely considering how they’d get over that hurdle.
‘I’m not sure we need to worry about that after all,’ Devereaux said as the truck, fifty yards in front of them, indicated left, pulled nearly to a stop, before taking a tight turn onto a narrow road that snaked around the edge of a hill. In front of them, to the east, the sun had just peeked up over the horizon, the sky clear around it.
Soon after the turn they came to the edge of what looked like a huge construction site. A barbed-wire-topped fence ran alongside the road, and stretched away into the distance to their right. Construction machinery lay beyond. Sandy-coloured buildings – mostly half-finished – sprouted from the yellow ground here and there.
They rounded a corner and in front of them the land opened out into a valley. The entrance to the site became visible, a much larger cluster of buildings past it.
‘The truck is turning,’ Devereaux said.
‘Keep going.’
He’d already spotted the guards beyond. Sandy-coloured fatigues to blend into the scenery, except their big black weapons didn’t blend so well.
‘Army,’ Ryker said.
‘The Israeli army to protect a water treatment site?’ Devereaux questioned.
‘Exactly.’
The truck turned in and stopped at the security barriers. Devereaux drove on past and only pulled over to the side of the road when the buildings were out of sight behind them.
‘What are you thinking?’ Devereaux asked.
‘We get inside,’ Ryker said. ‘We do what we can to disrupt them. Blow this whole thing sky high if needed. Because we only have a few hours now until Sandpiper is operational.’
‘Us against the world?’ Devereaux said.
‘Not against the world. But it’s us versus whatever lies beyond those fences.’
‘Not many people would sound so confident with unknown odds like that.’
‘No. But it’s me and you here, now. Last chance. We stop Sandpiper by whatever means we can. If we don’t, thousands will die.’
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Ryker would rather have approached in darkness, but they didn’t have time to wait for nightfall, and by the time they walked over the crest of the hill and the sprawling construction site came into view in front, the sun had already started its steady rise into the sky.
‘This isn’t just about religious differences,’ Devereaux said. ‘Is it?’
Ryker had dwelled on that point already. What was in this for the likes of Fleishman?
‘No,’ Ryker said. ‘My guess is this is about power, control. Money. The success of Sandpiper won’t be determined by how many people die. It’s the fallout that counts. A resurgent enemy, filled with hate. Tit-for-tat retaliations. Destruction. Rebuilds. Arms sales. War is an economy in itself, ready for those well positioned to take advantage of it. I don’t know who else Fleishman is in cahoots with, but I’m betting he’s only a small part of a much bigger plan.’
‘Stop.’
Devereaux held her hand in front of Ryker as she fell down to her haunches. He did the same. Beyond the fence in front of them a soldier stepped out of the back door of a low-rise building, though he was talking on his phone and didn’t look in their direction at all.
‘Up there,’ Ryker said, indicating the corner of the building where an array of cameras pointed out around the site.
‘Do you think we’ll find a black spot?’
‘Do we need to?’
‘You’d rather go all guns blazing?’
‘I’d rather get to the root of the problem sooner rather than later. These guards… they’re just regular soldiers. Chances are they haven’t a clue what they’re protecting here, or what’s going to happen in the next few hours.’
‘You’re saying they’re not our enemy?’
‘We’re here to stop Sandpiper.’
‘And to find Fleishman and the others running it.’
‘Exactly.’
‘So you think we should get caught? That’s your plan?’
‘Unless you have a better one?’
Devereaux looked at him curiously. ‘Come on then.’
They rose up and strode toward the fence. Ryker used a thick jacket he’d found in the stolen car to drape over the barbed wire and the two of them clambered over the fence to the inside with only a few scratches.
Side by side they jogged toward the door the soldier had come from moments before.
Locked. Ryker looked up, the camera right above his head. Silence. For a few moments at least… then came the padding of feet. Three soldiers burst around the corner in front of them, weapons trained on Ryker and Devereaux as they barked orders. Ryker lifted his hands above his head. Devereaux did the same as two of the soldiers moved forward. The third stayed back, shifting the barrel of his gun left and right.
A soldier moved behind Ryker and Devereaux. A quick pat down each. The handguns they’d stolen from the dock were taken before they were kicked to their knees.
‘Who are you?’ the third soldier barked in broken English.
Neither Ryker nor Devereaux said a word.
The soldiers dragged them back up. Gun barrels poked into their backs to get them moving. The three soldiers marched them around the corner where the site opened out. Two big warehouses loomed. The doors to one were wide open. Boxes inside. Hundreds, piled high. The container that had arrived moments before was at the entrance, a cluster of soldiers busy removing the contents to add to the growing store.
The soldiers shepherded Ryker and Devereaux beyond the warehouses, toward the biggest of the other buildings that looked like a small factory with an office block attached to one side. The epicentre? Ryker certainly hoped so.
He and Devereaux exchanged a couple of glances as they moved. The sound of gushing water came and went. Where from? There was no sign of a river, or a dam. Underground?
Two more soldiers stood by the entrance to the building. Initially casual, they became more alert as Ryker and Devereaux and their chaperones neared. The two groups exchanged shouted words and one of the soldiers by the door talked into a radio, but he seemed to stop mid-sentence a few seconds later, glancing beyond Ryker.
He knew why. A vehicle approaching. He could hear the churn of the wheels on the sandy ground. The soldiers pulled Ryker and Devereaux to a stop ten yards from the building entrance.
Ryker took a chance and turned around. The guards didn’t stop him. A black car had entered the complex. It skidded to a stop. Four figures jumped out. Three men. One woman. Ryker didn’t recognise any of them. Were some of them the same ones who’d attacked them at the port earlier?
Ryker glanced to Devereaux. He didn’t recognise the newcomers, but she did. He could tell by the rage in her eyes.
‘That’s Roseman,’ Devereaux said, just loud enough for Ryker to hear.
Ryker set his eyes on the woman once more. She walked at the front of the foursome, confidence in her swagger. She didn’t look like much. Similar height and build to Devereaux, but a more plain look and demeanour compared to her expressive foe. He still didn’t know what this woman had done to Devereaux, but the hatred he sensed worried him.
‘Stay calm,’ he said. ‘They won’t execute us with the army watching on.’
Roseman shouted to the soldiers – Hebrew – as she neared. Telling them to back off? The soldiers glanced to one another then muttered as they moved aside. The woman wasn’t armed – at least her hands were empty. Of the three plain-clothed men she walked with, two had handguns, one had a shotgun. Ryker wondered again if this was part of the same crew from the dock.
‘How did you find us?’ Ryker asked.
‘Get them inside,’ the woman said to her minions. The men stepped forward.
Ryker glanced to Devereaux. He’d hoped to see calmness. Acquiescence. That’s what they needed now. The odds were seriously against them, and they weren’t yet where they needed to be. Except, even with as little as he really knew of the assassin, he recognised the look on her face. Uncontrollable rage.
Ryker opened his mouth but before a word came out, Devereaux dropped down, hands out. As her fingers touched the ground, her legs flew up behind her in a front flip, her foot catching one of the soldiers on his face with an upside-down roundhouse as she spun. She whipped his rifle from his grip, stomped on his head as her feet landed back down on earth.
Then let rip with the rifle.
Ryker dove for the soldier closest to him. Pushed the barrel of his rifle away. Grabbed for his knife. Ryker took a fist to the back of his head before he slammed the blade into the man’s thigh. He roared in pain and Ryker took the knife out and slashed across the guy’s shoulder to release his grip on Ryker’s neck. He kicked the soldier away and he rolled to the ground screaming.
Ryker turned and tossed the knife.
It spun through the air and stabbed dead centre of the vest of an onrushing soldier. Bullets zinged by Ryker. Moans and cries of pain.
He slid forward, feet first like a baseball player desperately reaching for a base. The soldier with the knife protruding from his vest tried to follow Ryker’s downward movement with his rifle, but before he fired Ryker launched his knee into the man’s groin.
Next, he grabbed the barrel, a wrist too, which he twisted inside out to pull the man to the ground where he landed with a thud and a snap as the bones of his lower arm failed him. An elbow to his face kept him down as Ryker leaped back to his feet, rifle now in his hands.
He pointed the barrel. Didn’t shoot.
Carnage in front of him.
Devereaux stood five yards away, her hands empty now, though blood streaked her face, her arms. Most of it wasn’t hers, Ryker thought. Several bodies lay around her. Not all of them moving.
How many were dead? Had Devereaux deliberately gone against his wishes?
The only other person on their feet was Roseman. She stood a couple of steps from Devereaux, a nasty gash across her cheek, a slash, too, in her trousers. A knife in her hands.
‘Drop it,’ Ryker said, pointing the barrel her way.
He quickly looked around. No one else – no other soldiers – racing to join the melee, but it wouldn’t be long before they did, not after the shooting.
‘I said, drop it,’ Ryker repeated.
Instead, Devereaux burst forward. Roseman tried to side-step and slash at Devereaux’s midriff, but Devereaux saw it coming and smashed her elbow into Roseman’s ribs, took the knife, took Roseman around the neck and off her feet and stabbed the tip of the blade into Roseman’s left eye.
Roseman shrieked and her arms flailed.
‘What are you waiting for?’ Devereaux said, catching Ryker’s eye.
He moved for the doors. Devereaux dragged Roseman with her, an inch of the blade still wedged in Roseman’s face.
Ryker grabbed a key card from one of the writhing soldiers. He opened the doors to the office block and they moved into a small stairwell. Lift doors to their left.
Devereaux pulled the knife free with a horrible squelch and kicked Roseman away from her.
‘Where’s Fleishman?’ she said.
Ryker looked around.
‘How do we stop Sandpiper?’ he asked.
Roseman propped herself up against the wall. Her left eye was a dark, bloody mess, her face covered in blood, but somehow a sliver of confidence returned to her demeanour.
‘Which should I answer first?’
Devereaux flinched, as though to leap forward with the knife, and Roseman cowered.
‘How do we stop it?’ Ryker asked.
‘You can’t. It’s too late.’
‘No. We have fifty-five minutes,’ Ryker said, looking at his watch.
Roseman smiled. ‘Change of plan. Because of you.’
Devereaux moved forward and grabbed Roseman by the scruff of her neck.
‘Leia,’ Ryker said. ‘We need her.’
‘That’s why she’s still breathing,’ Devereaux said, her face right in Roseman’s. ‘But that doesn’t mean I can’t take a few pieces of her.’
She brought the knife up, close to Roseman’s right eye.
‘No,’ Ryker said.
He glanced out beyond the glass doors. Soldiers in view, staying in cover as they surrounded the building.
‘We don’t have time, come on.’
Ryker moved forward, nudging Devereaux away from Roseman. He grabbed the Mossad agent by her shoulder and pulled her to the lift doors. Devereaux hit the button and stepped inside. Ryker tossed Roseman in.
‘Which floor?’
She said nothing. Devereaux hit the button for floor five – the top floor. Probably not a bad call.
‘You’re angry with me,’ Devereaux said as the lift got moving.
Ryker didn’t bother to respond.
‘What happens when these doors open?’ Ryker said, glaring at Roseman.
Nothing from her.
Too late anyway. The lift came to a stop. Devereaux grabbed Roseman again and pulled her up, knife against her throat, using her as a human shield. Ryker crouched, rifle pointed forward as the lift doors opened.
A short corridor. No one in sight.
Movement. In front, to the left. The tip of a gun barrel poking out of a doorway. Ryker twisted the rifle that way but before he fired several figures edged into view. One, two, three grenades were lobbed their way, bouncing and clattering toward the lift.
‘Get down!’ Ryker shouted, slamming the door-close button.
No time. He shut his eyes, bowed his head and tensed as the trio of explosions boomed.
The flashbang grenades had the desired effect of disorientating. Ryker tried his best to fight it. Tried his best to open his eyes and focus. To aim his weapon. Even just to put his finger to the trigger and pull.
He didn’t manage any of that before, through the smoke, he saw the arm reach forward. A taser pressed against his ribcage and the surge of electricity sent him down to the floor, his whole body convulsing.
Before he knew it, rough hands grabbed him and dragged him away.






37


The soldiers hauled Ryker and Devereaux into a large office space before unceremoniously dumping them face down on the rough carpet, hands zip-tied together behind their backs. A foot forced down onto Ryker’s spine, keeping him in place. With his vision still clearing, the ringing in his ears still subsiding, the electrical pulse through his body still there it seemed, Ryker tried his best to look around.
A plain rather than plush space. Hastily finished? Or just functional. Several sets of feet clustered around him. Mostly military boots. But not all of them. His eyes rested on the more casual laced brown leather shoes. The dark-grey trousers above them. He looked up, and up until his eyes reached those of Daniel Fleishman, who was propped up against a desk, one arm in a sling.
Interesting.
‘There’s only one reason you’re both still alive,’ Fleishman said, no emotion in his voice. ‘Where’s the data?’
Ryker said nothing. Neither did Devereaux. Ryker looked across to her. That rage… still there. Perhaps it’d be useful for getting out of this, if only she could channel it.
‘He asked you a question,’ Roseman said, so far out of Ryker’s sight, until she stepped into view by Devereaux’s head, and then swiped her foot into Devereaux’s face. Ryker winced for her. Devereaux quivered and spat out a mouthful of blood and broken teeth.
‘Where’s the data?’ Fleishman asked.
‘And I’m sure by now you know how we can get what we need from you,’ Roseman added, moving toward Fleishman and to the desk he was standing by. On top of the desk lay a briefcase. Ryker had no clue what was in there, but Devereaux’s eyes… gone was the rage. Not fear… but something close to it.
‘A thumb drive,’ Devereaux gargled through blood. ‘We left it in the car. On the road beyond the entrance.’
‘Liar,’ Roseman said. ‘We already checked there.’
Roseman opened the briefcase. Fleishman paid her no attention as he glared from Devereaux to Ryker.
‘How’s that arm, Danny-boy?’ Devereaux asked Fleishman.
‘Funny,’ he said. ‘Let’s see who’s in the mood for jokes in a few minutes.’
Roseman stepped away from the desk with a long syringe in her hands.
Ryker glanced to Devereaux again. Definitely fear now. Then he caught Roseman’s one good eye.
‘She knows what this is,’ Roseman said. ‘But it’s your first time, James. Are you excited?’
‘You want the data?’ he said.
‘It might just save you a lot of pain.’
‘I buried it. Near the car, in the sand.’
‘Where? Exactly,’ Fleishman said.
‘Directly west from the car. Fifty paces. To the left of the cluster of rocks there.’
Fleishman laughed. ‘I love it. Like a pirate’s buried treasure. Did you mark it with an X?’
‘Go and check it,’ Roseman said to someone Ryker couldn’t see.
‘Looks like you’ve bought yourselves a few minutes,’ Fleishman added.
‘No,’ Roseman said, looking over to Devereaux. ‘I’m not waiting. I don’t trust them.’
She moved over to Devereaux and kneeled down and Devereaux squirmed until a second soldier helped to keep her in place. Roseman dug the syringe into Devereaux’s upper arm…
Nothing for a few seconds. And then Devereaux started screaming. Teeth gritted to start with. Then mouth wide. Then silently… a horrible sight.
‘Anything else you want to say before it’s your turn?’ Fleishman said to Ryker. ‘Perhaps you want to amend your statement.’
Ryker didn’t say anything. Roseman came toward him with a clean syringe.
‘Or would you like to try this?’ Roseman said.
Ryker still didn’t speak. Didn’t make a sound, until the contents of the syringe had been emptied into his arm and a few seconds later it felt as though his entire limb was on fire, skin melting, flesh and blood bubbling and fizzing. Except to look at his arm there was nothing there…
Ryker closed his eyes and tried his best to cope. How long passed? A minute? Ten? It felt like longer until Ryker’s body finally relaxed, spreading out across the carpet.
Roseman pulled her phone to her ear. Faced away as she spoke quietly. When she turned back she didn’t say anything – just shook her head at Fleishman.
‘No good,’ Fleishman said to Ryker. ‘You really want to put yourself through more of the same?’
‘They… looked in the wrong spot,’ Ryker said. ‘It’s out there.’
‘I call bullshit,’ Roseman said. ‘They probably never had it. But… we can try and find out a few more times.’
She held the syringe up.
‘We have it,’ Ryker said. ‘A hard copy. But you’re too late. I’ve already copied everything and sent it to Peter Winter. He’ll expose everything.’
Fleishman looked across to Roseman, as though seeking her thoughts on that claim.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘We’ll have Winter soon enough.’
Was that true?
‘We need that hard copy,’ Fleishman said to Ryker. ‘That’s all we need from you two.’
‘I told you. It’s outside. Keep looking. Or help me up. I’ll take you to it.’
Fleishman looked like he was considering that.
‘No,’ Roseman said. ‘We need to get this done.’
‘What you need to do is stop Sandpiper,’ Ryker said. ‘Stop it now, before there’s no going back.’
Fleishman chuckled. Roseman look irritated by the diversion.
‘Do you even know what Sandpiper is?’ Fleishman asked, a patronising tone like he was speaking to a five-year-old.
‘Does she,’ Ryker said, indicating Roseman. ‘Do the others in this room?’
He tried to look up to the soldier with the foot in his back but couldn’t find the angle.
‘Do they know the plan is to kill tens of thousands of innocent people?’ Ryker asked.
‘Innocent?’ Roseman said.
‘You don’t know anything,’ Fleishman added.
‘I know Sandpiper is a weapon,’ Ryker said. ‘A biological weapon. You’ve concocted something horrible that you’re using to poison one of the main water supplies for the West Bank. Palestinians. Three million of them. How many will die?’
Fleishman scoffed. ‘Poisoning? I thought you were more intelligent than that, James Ryker. I thought by now you’d have realised what we were doing. What scientists like David Muller were helping to create. Sandpiper isn’t some simple poison. It’s a revolution in modern medicine. A chemical carrier, laced with proteins that can target specific DNA strands. With this technique we can carry substances to treat a whole host of ailments, infections, diseases, with responses tailored to the specific person. Have you any idea of the reach? Of the implications across the world?’
Did he actually believe his own words?
‘And yet you’re using it for the most crude, and cruel of purposes,’ Ryker said. ‘Illness, disease, death. Effective against some people, but not others. Ethnic cleansing. Genocide. That’s all this is.’
Fleishman actually laughed at that. ‘You’re a fool.’
‘Actually that wasn’t right.’
‘What wasn’t?’
‘I said, that’s all this is. Yet it’s not really. It’s not just about causing death, is it? Who gains? What do you care about the fight between Israel and Palestine? What it’s really about, for you, is making money. A whole heap of dirty money.’
Roseman looked to Fleishman – did she have any clue how far this went?
‘Who gains from the deaths of thousands of innocents?’ Ryker continued, hoping to buy as much time as he could… but for what? ‘This doesn’t start or end with Villeneuve and a poisoned water supply. Retaliation follows. Escalation. War breeds a whole economy of its own, for years to come.’
‘Just tell me where the data is,’ Fleishman said, sounding more het up.
‘You might have had the clever scientists working for you, but this was never down to you, Fleishman. You’re a nobody. The people really in charge? They couldn’t give a crap about ethics, morals, which side of a war they fall on. They parachuted you into Villeneuve and they’ve put you up to this. But you’re just the little man, their puppet. Probably one of many.’
Ryker could tell he was getting under the guy’s skin.
‘And when we’re finished here,’ Ryker carried on, ‘when we’ve destroyed Sandpiper, I’ll find out about everyone who’s involved behind the scenes and I’ll go after each of them too. I’ll make you talk, Fleishman. I’ll make you sing like a fucking Sandpiper until I know absolutely everything.’
Unexpectedly, Fleishman smiled then laughed. ‘I like what you did there. Sandpiper. Singing. Very nice. Give them another shot.’
‘With pleasure,’ Roseman said as she walked toward Devereaux. Who’d been unusually quiet…
Fear still in her eyes as she locked onto the syringe.
Crack.
Nobody had been paying any attention to what she’d been doing to her hands. The noise? Her thumb joint, which she’d broken in order to slip free from the zip tie. Ryker didn’t watch what came next. He had his own move to make. Except he wasn’t about to break his own bones. For starters, his hand was too meaty for that to be effective. Instead, he bounced up, sending the man with the boot on his back off-balance. Then Ryker swivelled to take his standing leg away. He rose to his knee then slammed down onto the fallen soldier, shoulder into the face. Then an elbow. A crunch as the man’s jaw shattered. Ryker jumped up and lunged for the next nearest soldier, caught out as he waited for a shot that wouldn’t hit his friend.
He should have taken the chance.
Ryker leaped and made brutal contact under the soldier’s chin with a front kick. The guy crumpled. Ryker spun the other way, ready for more.
Devereaux had taken care of the other two soldiers, was grappling with Roseman.
Fleishman? Pulling a handgun from a desk drawer.
Ryker dove for cover behind a sofa as Fleishman opened fire. But he didn’t stay put. He jumped back up, hurdled the sofa, as Fleishman fired again. Ryker turned his body and the bullet sank into his upper arm.
Painful, but it wouldn’t stop him now.
He steamrolled into Fleishman sending him up against the desk, his spine bending back in a way it wasn’t designed to and he whined as he curled up and slipped to the floor. Ryker stomped on his hand, still holding onto the gun. A cry of pain. He didn’t release the gun. He couldn’t, really, with the bones in his hand shattered like that.
Ryker kicked the weapon from Fleishman’s failed grip and looked across again at Devereaux, who held Roseman by the throat. Much like she had earlier, with the knife to her foe’s remaining good eye. Except this time it wasn’t a knife, but the syringe.
She glanced to Ryker. He gave her a look. He knew she’d understand. You don’t have to do it.
But he already knew it wouldn’t make a difference.
Devereaux stabbed the syringe into Roseman’s eye then pushed her away. Roseman screamed and clawed at her face, collapsed to her knees.
‘We need to go,’ Ryker said.
Devereaux said nothing. She moved to Ryker and snipped the ties on his wrists with a blood-soaked blade. Ryker pulled Fleishman to his feet. He gazed out across the tall windows of the office, which looked to the wide-open space of the factory building below. Except it wasn’t a factory building, as such, it was part of the water treatment, with a wide channel and churning water below them. A sluice gate, holding back an underground flow. Pipes looped around the gushing water. Inlets for the chemicals?
‘It’s something, isn’t it?’ Fleishman said, genuine pride.
Ryker was about to answer when Roseman unexpectedly jumped up and lunged for Devereaux. A final, desperate attempt at payback?
She shouldn’t have bothered. Devereaux easily averted the attack and slashed upward with the knife she held on to. A huge tear opened up in Roseman’s abdomen. She fell to her knees as her guts fell to the floor. By the time her face hit the carpet, she was dead.
‘And now we can go,’ Devereaux said, with nothing but malice in her eyes.
‘Grab whatever weapons you can,’ Ryker said. ‘A rifle. Grenades. We need to go, but I’m not leaving with this place intact.’
They took what they could as they moved back for the lift, Fleishman offering little resistance.
Ryker and Devereaux braced themselves as the lift doors opened on the ground floor…
No ambush this time.
Ryker glanced out. Definitely activity beyond the main doors.
‘We need another way out,’ Ryker said.
‘Follow me.’
Devereaux set off. Ryker held on to Fleishman’s jacket as he moved after her. They went through a door into a loading area. Quiet.
‘Exit there,’ Ryker said, pointing to the corner.
Devereaux pulled away in that direction. Ryker heard movement to the right. He crouched and spun and lifted the rifle he was holding and fired warning shots which splatted into the ground in front of two soldiers who dove for cover.
‘Get out,’ Devereaux said as Ryker moved around her, closer to the door. She fired with the rifle she was holding. Tossed a grenade which boomed as Ryker kicked open the door and pushed Fleishman out.
No one in sight at this side.
‘That way,’ Devereaux said.
‘The warehouses?’
She nodded before firing her weapon back into the building once more.
Ryker broke cover and dashed away from the building with Fleishman. He’d made it ten yards when a huge explosion from behind sent him stumbling, a heatwave blasting into his back a moment later.
Ryker glanced over his shoulder to see a fireball reaching into the sky.
‘Fuel tank,’ Devereaux said as she overtook Ryker, racing for the warehouse like a woman possessed.
She fired off her weapon here and there. She jumped into the cab of an artic. Fired up the engine.
‘Get Fleishman to the car,’ she said, before hitting reverse and the hulk’s tyres skidded as it lurched backward. Soldiers bobbed up here and there, taking pot shots at the truck. Ryker pulled Fleishman around the side of the warehouse. He’d nearly made it to the back when he looked behind to see the truck hurtling for the warehouse entrance. No braking. An almighty boom erupted as the truck smashed into the corner of the building and disappeared from Ryker’s view.
Devereaux? Was she still in the truck?
But Ryker couldn’t dwell. More gunfire followed before another explosion shook the ground beneath his feet. The walls of the warehouse shuddered and creaked. Ryker let go of Fleishman. The guy could save himself if he wanted.
He raced as quickly as he could then flung himself forward as the building behind him collapsed and sent dust and debris flying. Ryker pushed his face to the ground as he waited a few seconds for the air to clear. Behind him the warehouse lay in ruins, fires here and there. The building next door was ablaze too. The factory and office an inferno.
Fleishman lay in the sand.
‘Come on,’ Ryker said, achingly getting to his feet and dragging Fleishman up with him.
The fence was a few yards away. Ryker moved that way and used the rifle he still had to blast the links free where they attached to a pole. No more bullets remained in the rifle so he tossed it. He still had two handguns in his waistband but that was it now.
He peeled the broken metal back and he and Fleishman slipped through and got moving.
The car was in sight when he heard the voice behind.
‘Wait up!’
Devereaux.
She jogged to them, her face relaxed and easy like she hadn’t just blasted her way past an army. Like she hadn’t just single-handedly destroyed several buildings.
‘That’s a skill I didn’t know you had,’ Ryker said.
‘I told you, I’m more like you than you think.’
He half-smiled, not quite sure how to take the comment.
They reached the car.
‘You drive,’ Ryker said.
He and Fleishman got into the back and Devereaux set off at speed.
Ryker checked behind them a few times, but no one was giving chase. Was anyone left?
‘So where is it really?’ Fleishman said, faced creased in pain as he nursed his crumpled hand.
‘What?’
‘The drive?’
‘In the sand, like I told you.’
‘But we didn’t collect it.’
‘No. We didn’t need to.’
Fleishman didn’t question the response. Ryker took out his phone and tried Winter. No answer.
‘We should get out of Israel,’ Ryker said to Devereaux. ‘Make it more difficult for Mossad and the Israelis to get to us.’
Devereaux nodded.
‘It’s a long journey,’ Ryker said to Fleishman. ‘So you’ve got a bit of time to think about what you’re going to tell us.’
Fleishman looked like he was about to say something, but then Ryker’s phone rang.
‘Yeah?’
‘It’s me.’
‘Winter. Are you safe?’
‘I’m fine. Where are you?’
I’m fine. Winter was in trouble.
‘We’re near Haifa. We’ve done what we can to disrupt Sandpiper. We have Fleishman.’
‘We?’
‘I’ll explain after.’
Silence.
‘Winter?’
‘Muller’s data? Is it safe?’
Someone was telling him what to say, Ryker could tell.
‘We have it. We need to get it to you.’
Silence again.
‘We need to meet,’ Ryker said. ‘It’s the only way to finish this.’
Winter reeled off the address. Or, at least, the co-ordinates, in Jordan. Ideal, in a way.
‘We’ll be there as soon as we can.’
Ryker ended the call.
Who had Winter? He had no idea.
But he did know this wasn’t over. Yet.
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‘You do know I offered to pay her to kill you,’ Fleishman said.
Ryker had been miles away, and he’d thought Fleishman had been asleep for a good while – a couple of hours at least – as though shutting his eyes was an escape from both his predicament and the pain in his now shattered hand. And his broken arm. He hadn’t fared well at the hands of Ryker and Devereaux. And yet as Ryker looked over at him, Fleishman still carried an air of superiority.
‘I know,’ Ryker said. He caught Devereaux’s eye in the rear-view mirror but she said nothing.
‘You want to know how much?’ Fleishman asked.
‘Not really.’
‘You think you can trust her?’
‘I’m sitting in this car with her. So either she didn’t accept your offer, or she’s just a really bad assassin.’
Devereaux still didn’t say anything but the side of her mouth turned up in a sly smile.
‘Looks like you haven’t had much luck yet on the assassination stakes,’ Ryker said. ‘Given you arranged for Leia to kill Muller in the first place too.’
Fleishman’s face turned sour.
‘I am interested though how that all panned out. Because I’m pretty sure you didn’t have the direct reach to pull Mossad into the mix. Plus, they didn’t even know about you and Devereaux, did they?’
Fleishman didn’t answer, and wouldn’t hold Ryker’s eye.
‘Even though they should have been on the same side, Mossad took Leia, they tortured her. They tried to kill me too.’
Silence.
‘So who brought them in?’ Ryker asked.
No answer.
‘And then there’s the involvement of MI6.’
Fleishman’s face screwed. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘I’m talking about the group of people who originally took Muller from his home in Graz. The people who Leia had to take Muller from. Of course, she was supposed to kill him–’
‘And you really believe she simply had a change of heart. An assassin with a good conscience.’
Ryker again caught Devereaux’s eye in the mirror. Neither of them said anything about that.
‘What I believe is that you are in way over your head,’ Ryker said. ‘You had no idea MI6 were involved, who brought them in, or for what purpose, did you?’
Fleishman looked away.
‘You panicked when you knew Muller had gone. You thought the game was up for you. So you brought Leia in. But she betrayed you. Then someone else brought Mossad in to clean up your mess. Although they only ended up making an even bigger one. Too many moving parts, Daniel. Too many people who think they’re running the show, who think they’re calling the shots when all they’re doing is stepping on each other’s toes. Keystone Cops would be a polite way of describing it. Clusterfuck another.’
Devereaux was smiling again. Fleishman looked out of his window. Apparently he’d had enough of the conversation he’d started.
‘But whenever you’re ready to tell me about these other parties, you do so,’ Ryker said. ‘Just the names will do. Everyone above you, everyone to the side of you. Give me the names and I’ll take care of the rest.’
No answer.
‘We’re nearly there,’ Devereaux said, grabbing Ryker’s attention.
He looked up front as Devereaux wound the car around the edge of a hill and a farmhouse came into view in the near distance. Not exactly crumbling to pieces, but it was far from in a pristine condition either. No security – fences, walls, gates – evident, and no vehicles in sight.
‘What a dump,’ Fleishman said, as though he’d been expecting a swanky villa.
‘Park up here,’ Ryker said. ‘We’ll go the rest of the way on foot.’
Devereaux did so without question. She got out. Ryker pulled Fleishman from the car. He checked one of the two guns he’d taken from the soldiers and handed it over to Devereaux. He kept the other in his waistband as they moved forward.
‘There’s a couple of good vantage points,’ Devereaux said, indicating the hill to their left, and the one they’d just come around behind them.
‘Yeah,’ Ryker said.
‘Yeah?’ Devereaux said. ‘That’s it. You’re not worried about an ambush? Snipers?’
‘I didn’t say I wasn’t worried.’
No one else said a word as they neared the house. The few small, square windows were all in place, but the frames were warped and rotten. The front door was closed but the wood was flimsy and soft and even if it was locked it’d be easy to kick down.
‘Try it,’ Ryker said to Devereaux.
‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Use me as bait.’
Ryker scanned around as she stepped forward and tentatively tried the handle.
Unlocked. She glanced to Ryker who nodded, encouraging her to carry on. She did so, but now with the gun in her hand.
Ryker moved in behind her, keeping Fleishman in front of him – just in case?
‘Stop,’ he said. He’d heard a soft thud coming from beyond the first door on the left. ‘That one,’ he whispered.
Devereaux looked reluctant.
‘You take him,’ Ryker whispered again, nudging Fleishman away, whose face had gone white with fear.
Ryker stepped to the door which was ajar a couple of inches. He stopped and listened for a second. Then he kicked the door and whipped out the gun and burst into the room.
He didn’t fire. He switched his gun from left to right. Two figures in front of him in the square space. Peter Winter, mouth gagged, sat tied to a chair – the only furniture in the room. Crouched behind him was a man Ryker didn’t recognise, holding the barrel of a gun to Winter’s temple.
‘Put the gun down,’ came a voice – a female voice – from behind the now open door. He felt light pressure against his skull.
‘Linda Travers,’ Ryker said, not yet willing to comply.
He caught Winter’s worried eyes. Winter gazed to the door where Devereaux hadn’t yet appeared.
‘Ryker, put the gun on the floor,’ Travers said, a little more forcibly. ‘Leia Devereaux, toss the gun you’re holding and get your arse in here. Fleishman too. Three seconds.’
Ryker dropped his gun. Leia tossed hers a few feet into the room. A grunt as Devereaux shoved Fleishman in and he stumbled and fell to the floor. Devereaux slowly stepped into view too, stopping not far from her weapon. Within easy reach?
‘Now what?’ Ryker asked.
‘Now tell us–’
‘Where we hid the data? You people are becoming repetitive now. Though I do appreciate it’s the only reason why we were able to walk in here without being attacked. And the only reason why you haven’t already shot us.’
‘I’ll give you one more chance, Ryker,’ Travers said. ‘And then–’
‘Do you even know why you’re doing this?’ Ryker said.
No answer.
‘Do you have any idea what Sandpiper is?’
‘Was,’ Devereaux said, looking a little smug.
‘I say no,’ Ryker carried on. ‘You know how I know? Because I was like you once, Travers. I followed orders. I had to trust those orders were for good. Were moral. In the end? I realised they weren’t always. That’s why I’m here now, on this side, and not standing where you are.’
Travers nudged the barrel further against Ryker’s skull. ‘I’m not playing, if–’
‘I saw the doubt in your eyes last time we met,’ Ryker said. ‘I’m sure I’d see it now if I could see your face. But you’re even less sure this time, aren’t you? You’re not sure you trust your orders. You’re not sure why you’re targeting someone – Peter Winter – who probably until very recently was an ally.’
Nothing from Travers now. Her friend, whoever he was, looked less than convinced, but he didn’t say a word.
‘Peter Winter isn’t your enemy,’ Ryker said. ‘And neither am I. The real enemy is on the floor there.’
‘Me?’ Fleishman said. ‘I… Don’t listen to him! Shoot him!’
‘Fleishman will tell you everything you need to know about Sandpiper,’ Ryker said. ‘About the dirty money put into that project, and those who stood to gain the most from its implementation. David Muller was simply the one person willing to stand up to them. And Peter Winter the one person willing to listen.’
As Ryker said his name, Winter squirmed and moaned. Travers was silent, her brain likely working overtime as she processed what Ryker had said – cementing doubts already there, he knew. The exact distraction he’d wanted.
‘I’ve had enough of this,’ the man behind Winter said.
So had Ryker.
He dropped to the floor. He reached back and took Travers’s arm and pulled forward and down and tossed her over his shoulder. She yelled in pain – a broken arm? Perhaps. Not entirely intentional. The gun came free. Ryker took it and fired two quick shots. One miss. One hit. Into the leg of the man behind Winter who rolled to the floor crying in pain.
Ryker jumped up and raced that way and kicked the gun from his hand and then kicked him in the head to keep him on the floor.
He spun back around to Travers. She remained down. She looked defeated. Even though Ryker knew there was plenty of fight left in her physically, she simply didn’t want to – further evidence that his words had had the desired effect on her.
Ryker pulled the gag from Winter’s mouth.
‘Ryker, for God’s sake,’ Winter said, all in a panic. ‘Devereaux!’
Ryker looked up to see the assassin with the gun back in her hand. The barrel pointed for Winter.
‘Sorry, James,’ she said.
She pulled the trigger. Winter flinched. Fleishman tensed. So, too, did Travers. Ryker didn’t move at all.
Click.
No shot.
Click. Click.
‘Actually, sorry, Leia,’ Ryker said. ‘No bullets in that one.’
She snarled and pulled a knife out and lunged forward.
Ryker took aim and fired. Not a kill shot. The bullet hit her thigh and she collapsed to the ground. Ryker held the barrel pointed at her as she glared and blood seeped through her trouser leg.
‘What the hell?’ Fleishman said.
‘Didn’t you ever wonder why she didn’t just kill Muller in the first place?’ Ryker asked.
‘Because she’s a crazy bitch!’
‘No. There’s only two reasons why Leia Devereaux would go against an agreement like that. Greed, or revenge.’
Devereaux huffed and glared. A good heart? Unfortunately Ryker simply knew that wasn’t the case with a person like Leia Devereaux.
‘You knew?’ she snarled.
‘About your father? Not exactly. But I had figured out the revenge part. That it was the only reason you’d go against your word like that. The only reason you’d walk away from a big payday. You told me yourself, when things get personal for you…’
She shook her head but didn’t say anything. He’d rarely seen such hatred in someone’s eyes.
‘You came to me for help,’ Ryker said. ‘But it wasn’t to help with Muller at all. It wasn’t to help put an end to Sandpiper even. It was to help you locate Peter Winter.’
‘Ryker, you piece of shit!’ Winter said, writhing on the chair. ‘You’re playing with my life!’
‘I did what needed to be done,’ Ryker said. ‘Because I did want to stop Sandpiper.’
‘When did you know?’ Devereaux asked, still sounding calm, unfazed.
He saw how she’d shifted position on the floor. She was looking for a moment. She wasn’t finished yet. ‘For sure? In the truck. When you talked about Remi. The man who’d paid to have your father kidnapped. The man you tortured. You found out then, that someone else had put him up to the job.’
‘It wasn’t like that!’ Peter Winter said. ‘You know how that world works, Ryker.’
‘I do. Maybe you didn’t give a direct order, but–’
‘Leia, your father was a bad man,’ Winter shouted. ‘A criminal who funded terror cells. A man who needed to be stopped.’
She didn’t look convinced.
‘I get it,’ Ryker said. ‘The pain. You’ve lived with it for years.’
‘No,’ Devereaux said. ‘I’ve worked with it for years. It kept me going. As I slowly followed the trail back to this man.’
‘But it’s over now, Leia.’
She held Ryker’s eye as her chest heaved from heavy, angry breaths. Would she do the sensible thing?
No. She leaped to her feet, pulled back her arm, got ready to launch the knife.
Ryker fired again. Two more shots. Both hit her chest.
She fell back down. This time she wouldn’t get up.
Her eyes remained focused on Ryker as blood oozed from her wounds. He saw no emotion on her face. No sadness, anger, fear.
‘I’m sorry,’ Ryker said to her, feeling strangely regretful. Had there been another way?
‘I guess… it was you… or me,’ Devereaux said, a moment before her body sank further into the floor.
Perhaps she was right. Her intention all along had been to kill Peter Winter. Ryker would have risked his own life to prevent that. He saw no way that the two of them could have walked out of there alive.
‘You… killed her,’ Fleishman said, somehow the most surprised of anyone in the room.
Ryker had. For the simple fact that he did know Leia Devereaux. He’d known what lay behind the pretty face ever since the first day he’d met her. Malice. Killer instincts. That their aims had run parallel for a while didn’t take away the fact that she was a violent sociopath, and as sad as it was, that would never change.
‘Any more surprises?’ Travers said, nursing her arm.
‘No,’ Ryker said. He untied Winter’s wrists, then he looked over to Fleishman.
‘Now it’s time to deal with you.’
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Berlin felt like good, neutral territory to meet up in. The mess in Rome, his wanted status, still hadn’t been fully cleared up for Ryker. Several destructive events remained under investigation in Austria. Israel would be an absolute no-go for Ryker for some time. Even if Berlin – Germany – were allied to all of those countries, Ryker saw no immediate threat there. Plus, he wouldn’t stay long, and the well-linked city provided good connections for his onward journey back to his country of birth – his next clear destination.
‘Enjoying the sunshine?’ Winter said as he approached the bench in the Tiergarten, in the corner of a field which overlooked woodland that in midsummer was a deep, dense green.
‘Something like that.’
Winter made a meal of sitting down. Old injuries that still affected him, though Ryker thought he probably put it on a little, in large part because they were injuries caused – indirectly – by Ryker.
‘Have you been following the news?’ Winter asked.
‘More the lack of it,’ Ryker said.
Winter raised an eyebrow.
‘Well, have you seen any mention at all of Sandpiper?’ Ryker asked.
‘The specific name? No. But I saw the Israeli claim of Palestinian shelling, taking out a water treatment plant that was supposed to be there to help them. And the much less prominent claims by top Palestinians of an Israeli conspiracy to poison their citizens in the West Bank.’
‘Less prominent? There was no mention of that at all in any mainstream publication I scoured.’
Winter sighed. ‘Did you really expect the full truth to come out?’
‘No,’ Ryker said.
Although even if members of the public would never hear the truth, he still felt huge relief that he and Devereaux had done enough to seriously disrupt Sandpiper, before Winter’s subsequent actions in exposing Muller’s evidence to the right people had seen the operation halted for good.
They sat in silence for a few moments. Ryker watched people idle by in front of them. A couple with a baby in a pushchair. A group of three teen boys tossing a football between them as they walked. A man and woman who glanced one too many times over to Ryker and Winter.
Didn’t they?
But moments later they were out of sight.
‘Did you do it?’ Ryker asked.
‘What?’
‘Did you really have Devereaux’s father kidnapped? Killed, in the end.’
Winter initially said nothing and Ryker looked over to see his old boss glaring at him.
‘Did I pull the trigger? No. Did I directly order someone else to? No. Would Patrice Devereaux still be alive if it wasn’t for the work I was doing back then? Possibly. Or perhaps a man like that would have ended up dead sooner rather than later anyway.’
Ryker huffed. He’d never met Devereaux’s father. Only the woman who’d been created because of the tragic circumstances of his death.
‘You did the right thing,’ Winter said.
Ryker didn’t respond. The ‘right’ thing. He didn’t know about that. He only knew that Devereaux’s death would be another mental burden, another permanent question mark on an already tarnished soul. Yet he knew, if he was put back in that position again, again, again, he’d make the same choice each and every time.
‘How’s Fleishman?’ Ryker asked, wanting a change of subject.
‘Fleishman is safe.’
Ryker had left the dirty businessman in Winter’s hands. As much as he’d have liked to work on the guy to get him to spill everything he knew about who sat behind Sandpiper, he had to at least put some trust in the more official likes of Winter to do their jobs. For one, Winter had more reach than Ryker going solo.
‘And how are you?’ Ryker asked.
‘The same. Not hiding in fear of my life, but a few loose ends to tidy. One reason why I’m in Germany and not safely back in England. But I have found some allies now at least.’
‘Travers?’
‘Among others. We’re still working to find out how far the rot in MI6 went. Or whether there even was really a rot there, or just malignant forces on the outside, driving MI6 on.’
‘The latter, is my best guess.’
‘I’m able to take more than a guess.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Have you ever come across a group called the Syndicate?’
‘Should I have?’
‘You only ever hear their name in whispers, and until a few days ago I put their existence down to scare stories, conspiracists even. But… if you read between the lines, I’m beginning to think there’s more to it than that. And it goes very deep. Into multiple Western governments. To the heart of multiple billionaire dynasties.’
Ryker shook his head in disgust. ‘Power and money.’
Winter took a newspaper from his satchel and slapped it onto Ryker’s lap. He looked at the headline. A story about the arrest of a billionaire in London, on suspicion of fraud and corruption.
Government contracts in Israel?
‘Lebedev,’ Ryker said.
‘You know him?’
‘Heard of him. And his father.’
‘And the articles you find out in the ether may not explicitly state it, but the contracts in question? Worth hundreds of millions. And if you had the data to connect the dots, I’m pretty damn sure you’d see that these were contracts that would come to fruition following the fallout of Sandpiper.’
‘So why is he under arrest? Because of you?’
‘No. Actually, this is where the story takes an interesting turn. Apparently Lebedev was undone by an anonymous tip-off. Whether the charges stick is another matter. As you well know, Ryker, it often takes a lot more than the official justice system to bring down people like this.’
Ryker thought for a moment.
‘You’re saying you want my help?’ Ryker asked.
‘Am I?’
‘Do you? Officially? Semi-officially? Unofficially?’
Winter held his eye for a moment then sighed and looked away.
‘A few weeks ago I was working happily, safely in Israel. Intelligence gathering. Compared to what I’ve seen in my career, all pretty mundane really. You’d have been bored as hell.’
He smiled at that. Ryker didn’t.
‘Then I got wind of Sandpiper from one of my agents. Within days, my whole team of three had either disappeared or had an unfortunate accident. As I peeled back the layers I knew I was in trouble. I did the only thing I could. I hid. My own suspicion is that Leia Devereaux didn’t even know about my existence until recently. Yes she’d found out much of the story of her father, but she’d never come after me before. Then she was released from jail in France as part of a prisoner swap with Israel. It doesn’t exactly take a genius to figure out why that happened. I knew too much. I think the Israelis, or Fleishman, tipped her off. Perhaps luckily for me, Devereaux proved more erratic than expected. But my point is, Ryker, you’re not in the clear. People have died just because they had a whiff of the truth about Sandpiper. Now we’re talking about breaking open the truth about the Syndicate?’
‘You’re saying I have no choice but to help.’
‘I’m saying now wouldn’t be the time for a beach holiday. Hiding? Not your style, is it?’
‘No. It’s not.’
‘There is one thing I can tell you.’
‘Yeah?’
‘The anonymous tip-off that helped ensnare Lebedev. It might not be as anonymous as that person hoped.’
‘Who?’
‘One word for you, Ryker.’
Ryker raised an eyebrow as Winter leaned over and whispered into his ear.
‘Stay in touch,’ Winter said as he got up and patted Ryker on the shoulder.
Ryker didn’t move as he watched Winter hobble away, that one word turning over and over in his mind.
Kingmaker.
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Davis Bracey arrived five minutes early for the scheduled meeting with the Prime Minister, but was made to wait outside the PM’s office for more than twenty before the door finally opened and he was beckoned in by a staffer. The two men were promptly left alone and Bracey took a seat across the desk from the man regarded by many as the most powerful in the country.
What a joke. Not just that idea, but the man sat in front of Bracey.
In his late fifties, Alexander Bronson was a weary mess. His expensive suits couldn’t hide his out-of-shape physique, his shabby appearance. At the end of the working day his tie was askew, his shirt coming out of his trousers, his greying hair was a tangled mop. A tiring day? But the guy always looked like that. Apparently it was one of his appeals to the public.
In fact, Bracey had worked hard to make sure the media played and overplayed on that angle throughout the leadership contest. Largely because there was so little other substance to the guy. A man of the streets,
and all that crap, was the calling card for Bronson, even if the guy came from a seriously wealthy family and he’d had the most expensive education anyone could have before being a shoo-in at Cambridge, and, if you got him talking privately, was very clear of his disdain for the masses who he believed were inferior to him and his ilk in every way.
But, Bronson had been the man the Syndicate wanted in place, and Bracey had, as ever, worked his magic to satisfy their demands.
‘You wanted to see me,’ Bracey said after a couple of minutes of aimless waffle about the day Bronson had had.
‘Yes, about this nasty business I was reading about in Israel. And with Lebedev.’
Of course, Bronson believed himself to be a good friend of the Lebedev family, but only because he couldn’t understand that they were using him and had been for years.
‘What about it?’
Bronson sat back in his chair and his eyes narrowed and for a few moments he did nothing but glare. Bracey would be lying if he said he didn’t feel unsettled.
‘I know it was you,’ Bronson said.
Bracey said nothing.
‘You leaked the information.’
Bracey held his nerve, squeezing his knuckles to try and release his tension.
‘Don’t think you’re the only person who has people gathering whispers,’ Bronson said.
Who the hell did the PM have feeding him info?
Another silence followed. Bracey’s mind rumbled.
Then Bronson burst out laughing. ‘Davis, you old git, look at your face. You look like you’ve pissed your pants.’
‘I’m pretty sure I haven’t.’
‘I can keep a secret you know,’ Bronson said, touching his nose. ‘This can stay between you and me, if you like.’
Was he seriously being blackmailed by Alexander fucking Bronson?
‘I know why I’m here,’ Bronson said, looking around the room. ‘The Kingmaker. I have a lot to thank you for, old friend. And I also know that you have plenty of… stories, tucked away, that would very quickly see me taken out of this office for good.’
He certainly had that right.
‘So why don’t we simply agree that… with this new-found information I have… perhaps my stay in this seat is a little more secure now, than before.’
Bracey still said nothing. Bronson’s face went from gurning to serious, to gurning again.
‘Are you happy with my proposal?’ Bronson asked.
‘I wouldn’t say I’m ecstatic,’ Bracey said. ‘But I get your point.’
‘Would you like a drink to celebrate?’ Bronson asked, reaching for the crystal decanter.
‘Not particularly.’ He got to his feet. ‘Have a good evening, Alex.’


Bracey hadn’t yet managed to sideline his rage as he parallel parked on the road outside his rented Chelsea flat. It took him four attempts, and several honks of the horns of the cars waiting to get by, before he finally managed the manoeuvre.
He stepped out of his car and a white-van driver hurled abuse out of his window as he shot off down the street. Bracey felt like chasing after him.
What would he do if he confronted the guy? He felt like he’d pummel him into the ground. Punch his face over and over and over until there was nothing left but pulpy mush.
No. Most likely he’d have backed off before the altercation got physical.
Some of his rage replaced by much more morose thoughts, Bracey started up the steps to the outer doors. Then up the stairs to his duplex. The handsome Georgian building sat on one of the finest streets in London, and the pokey apartment would cost millions, but he resented that the old-fashioned building didn’t have a lift, that he had to traipse up two floors every night to get to his door.
Most of all he resented that he had to live here while he worked through his ‘problems’ with Wendy.
He opened the door, slammed it shut behind him then stripped off his jacket, shoes.
He stepped through to the lounge and froze.
‘Who are you?’ he asked, more shocked than anything.
The man, sunken in an armchair, said nothing. Was he vaguely familiar? Even sitting down, he was a big guy, features gnarled.
‘I said–’
‘A better question, would be, who are you?’ the man said as he slowly rose from the sofa. Big? The guy was massive.
Bracey took a half step back. Could he make it to the door? Phone? In his pocket. His fingers brushed against it.
‘My name is James Ryker,’ the man said.
Bracey tried to show no reaction, but realised his eyes were wide.
‘I think you already know quite a lot about me,’ Ryker said. ‘But I don’t know much about you. Kingmaker, isn’t it?’
‘W-what do you want?’
‘Only one thing,’ Ryker said, as a smile creeped up his face. ‘I want you to talk.’
Bracey screamed in terror as Ryker lunged toward him.

THE END
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